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Sri Lanka on alert as Buddhist hardliners 
hold meeting after Easter attacks

KANDY: Police lined the streets of the Sri Lankan high-
land town of Kandy yesterday and the army was on stand-
by as hardline Buddhist monks gathered for their first big
assembly since Easter attacks by Islamist militants on
churches and luxury hotels. Galagoda Aththe Gnanasara,
the influential head of the Buddhist nationalist group Bodu
Bala Sena (BBS), has called for as many as 10,000 clergy-
men from across the country to attend the meet.

The group said the gathering will decide who to back in
the presidential elections later this year in the Indian
Ocean island nation where Buddhists make up about 70
percent of the population. The rest include ethnic Tamils,
who are mostly Hindus, and Muslims. Dressed in orange,
Gnanasara visited one of Buddhism’s most sacred temples
in Kandy on Sunday where a relic believed to be the
Buddha’s tooth is kept. Later in the day, the hardliner, who
has faced allegations of inciting violence against Muslims,
will address the gathering.

After visiting the temple, he told reporters they would
take a “historical decision” to give leadership for the
development and security of the Sinhalese. “Today, the
Sinhala ethnicity, which has developed this country histori-
cally, has become very weak...There is no leader who holds
responsibility for Sinhalese,” he said adding some people
were trying to sabotage the convention by spreading fears
of possible riots.

Police and armed army officials lined the streets around
the stadium, where the gathering will take place later on
Sunday, and were also present outside other Buddhist tem-
ples in the town centre. “The army is assisting the police on
security under the emergency law,” military spokesman
Sumith Atapattu said, adding soldiers were on alert should

trouble erupt. There has been increasing anti-Muslim vio-
lence in the country in recent weeks, blamed in part on
Buddhist groups, in apparent reprisal for the April bombings
claimed by Islamic State that killed more than 250 people.

Muslims have become fearful of a backlash, especially
from hardline groups such as the BBS that are leading the
campaign against Islamic extremism. Many shopkeepers
and restaurant owners in Kandy said they planned to close
their establishments on Sunday for fear of violence. M J M
Faizal, a Muslim who set up the Expo Leather store in
Kandy 20 years ago, said late on Saturday he never had a
problem with his neighbors even if they belonged to dif-
ferent communities.

“We cannot predict anything because a lot of outsiders
are coming to Kandy and we don’t know what that means,”
said the 55-year-old, who said he has been losing business
since the attacks in April. “We are not safe now, there is
always tension about what might happen. If we could, we
would move to another country,” he said, adding that his
wife and daughters now do not leave the house alone and
are always accompanied by him or his brother.

Kandy was rocked by violence last year when mobs
vandalized a mosque, homes and businesses. “The govern-
ment is not doing enough for our security and safety,” said
42-year-old Mohamed Rilwa, a Muslim businessman who
owns the Fancy Point general store that remained closed
on Sunday. “They see all of us the same way ... just
because we are Muslims and we have Muslim names,” he
said, adding that he has lost 75 percent of his business
since the attacks and worries for the safety of his wife and
three children. Yatawaththe Dhammaloka, one of the
organizers of the event, however, said, the objective was to

unite Sinhalese who were politically, economically and cul-
turally divided. “We will only turn back after creating a

leader to the country and getting the power to Sinhalese.
Trust us,” said the head of BBS, Gnanasara. — Reuters

DHAKA: A religious school’s head teacher has been
arrested for allegedly raping two girls and sexually
molesting another six children under his care,
Bangladeshi officials said yesterday. Abul Khair Belali,
33, is the second principal of a madrassa-a religious
school-to be arrested this week for allegedly raping stu-
dents. Belali, also an iman at a nearby mosque, was
arrested Friday at the Kendua girls’ madrassa after an
11-year-old student told her parents she had been raped
by him, police chief Mohammad Rasheduzzaman said.

The school is also used as a dormitory by around 15
girls from the surrounding villages. “On Saturday, he
admitted that he raped at least two girl children aged
eight and 11 and sexually molested another six girl chil-
dren,” Rasheduzzman told AFP. The incident sparked
protests in Kendua, roughly 120 kilometres (75 miles)
north of Dhaka, with hundreds of people marching
through the main street demanding punishment for the
head teacher.

It comes after police last week arrested another
madrassa head over alleged child rape in Fatulla, and
two high school teachers in the central industrial town
of Narayanganj for allegedly raping 20 students. Rights
groups raised concerns about the spike in the number
of rape and sexual assaults in the Muslim-majority
South Asian nation. The Manusher Jonno Foundation, a
local rights group, published a report in April saying
433 children were raped last year. Most were aged
between seven and 12, it said.

The arrests have also raised questions on the safety
of students in Bangladesh’s thousands of residential
madrassas, where mostly poor pupils live under the
care of their teachers. “We have noticed an alarming
rise in sexual abuses of children, including the rapes of
male children, in madrassas in recent years,” Abdus
Shahid, head of the Bangladesh Shishu Adhikar Forum,
a children rights group, told AFP.  

He said “a culture of impunity” is partly to blame
for the rise in sexual violence in the country, as only a
few cases end in convictions. The latest arrests come
months after Bangladesh was shaken by the murder of
19-year-old Nusrat Jahan Rafi, burned to death on
the alleged orders of the madrassa head teacher after
she refused to withdraw a sexual assault charge
against him. — AFP 
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Muslims fear backlash from hard-liner Buddhist group 

KANDY: Galagoda Aththe Gnanasara Thero, center, head of the hardline Buddhist Power Force, arrives with oth-
ers at Temple of the Sacred Tooth Relic before the Buddhist monks convention in Kandy, Sri Lanka. — Reuters

One killed, thousands 
displaced in Rohingya 
camp landslides
DHAKA: Monsoon-triggered landslides in Rohingya
refugee camps in Bangladesh have killed one person and
left more than 4,500 homeless, aid officials said yesterday.
About 35 centimeters of rain fell in 72 hours before the
landslides started Saturday in camps around Cox’s Bazar
that house more than 900,000 of the Muslim minority
who fled Myanmar, the UN said.

Twenty-six landslides were reported in makeshift
camps built on hills near the border with Myanmar. Trees
there have been torn up to build huts and for firewood,
leaving the terrain unstable. UN refugee agency official
Areez Rahman said about 30 shanty camps have been
affected by the storms. One woman in her 50s died after
being hit by a wall that collapsed, he said. Nur
Mohammad, a 40-year-old Rohingya in the main
Kutupalong camp, said 12 relatives had fled their tarpaulin-
clad huts on the hills to take shelter with him.

“My home is already overcrowded. I’m worried how I
will feed all these people,” he said. Officials said some
5,000 Rohingya on a strip of no man’s land between
Bangladesh and Myanmar had also been badly hit by the
storms. “Children are suffering from diarrhoea and we
don’t have enough drinking water,” camp leader Dil
Mohammad said by phone. He said most of the camp was
knee deep in water as Myanmar authorities had put a dam
on a nearby river. — AFP

Hong Kong protesters
march on station to
‘educate’ Chinese
mainlanders
HONG KONG: Tens of thousands of anti-government pro-
testers rallied outside a controversial train station linking
Hong Kong to the Chinese mainland yesterday, the latest
mass show of anger as activists try to keep pressure on
the city’s pro-Beijing leaders. The rally was the first large-
scale protest since last Monday’s unprecedented storming
of parliament by largely young, masked protesters-which
plunged the international financial hub further into crisis.

Hong Kong has been rocked by a month of huge
marches as well as a series of separate violent confronta-
tions with police, sparked by a law that would have
allowed extraditions to mainland China. The bill has since
been postponed in response to the intense backlash but
that has done little to quell public anger, which has evolved
into a wider movement calling for democratic reforms and
a halt to sliding freedoms in the semi-autonomous city.

Organizers said some 230,000 people snaked their way
through streets in the harbor-front district of Tsim Sha
Tsui, an area popular with Chinese tourists. Police said
56,000 turned out at the protest’s peak. The march was
billed as an opportunity to explain to mainlanders in the
city what their protest movement is about. 

Inside China, where news and information are heavily
censored, the Hong Kong protests have been portrayed as
a primarily violent, foreign-funded plot to destabilize the
motherland, not a mass popular movement over Beijing’s
increased shadow over the semi-autonomous hub. “We
want to show tourists, including mainland China tourists
what is happening in Hong Kong and we hope they can
take this concept back to China,” Eddison Ng, an 18-year-
old demonstrator, told AFP.

Bluetooth and loud-hailers    
Hong Kongers speak Cantonese but protesters were

using Bluetooth to send leaflets in Mandarin-the predomi-
nant language on the mainland-to nearby phones, hoping
to spread the word to mainlanders by digital word of
mouth.  “Why are there still so many people coming out to
protest now?” one man said in Mandarin through a loud-
speaker. “Because the Hong Kong government didn’t listen
to our demands.”

Many protest banners were written with the Simplified
Chinese characters used on the mainland, not the
Traditional Chinese system used in Hong Kong and
Taiwan.  And a lawmaker had to coach crowds how to
chant “Students are not rioters” using the correct
Mandarin pronunciation.  Protesters are demanding the
postponed extradition bill be scrapped entirely, an inde-
pendent inquiry into police use of tear gas and rubber bul-

lets, amnesty for those arrested, and for the city’s unelect-
ed leader Carrie Lam to step down.

Beijing has thrown its full support behind Lam, calling
on Hong Kong police to pursue anyone involved in the
parliament storming and other clashes. In an interview
with the BBC on Sunday, China’s ambassador to Britain
said the extradition bill was needed to “plug loopholes”
and that Beijing has “full confidence in the Hong Kong
government”. Yesterday’s protest began on the waterfront-
the first time a rally has taken place off the main island-and
made its way to West Kowloon, a recently opened multi-
billion-dollar station that links to China’s high-speed rail
network.  Police placed the glass and steel structure in vir-
tual lockdown and only those with previously purchased
tickets were being allowed in. — AFP

Pakistani judge 
rejects opposition 
blackmail claims
LAHORE: A senior Pakistani judge yester-
day denied being blackmailed into convict-
ing ex-Prime Minister Nawaz Sharif for graft
last year after the main opposition party
showed secretly taped video that appeared
to show him saying he was threatened over
the case. Nawaz Sharif’s Pakistan Muslim
League-Nawaz (PML-N) party presented
the video at a specially called news confer-
ence on Saturday, saying it proved that
Sharif, currently serving a seven-year sen-
tence for corruption, had been wrongfully
convicted and should be released.

In the secretly shot video, judge Arshad
Malik, a senior judge on the accountability
court, is seen telling a man described by
PML-N officials as a party sympathizer
that unidentified individuals had confront-
ed him with compromising video footage
to pressure him into convicting. He appears
to tell the man that “they called me to a
place and put on a film on a TV and left the
room. After three or four minutes later,
they entered the room and said take it
easy. After watching the movie, I thought
of committing suicide.”

Reuters has not been able to verify the
authenticity of the video presented by the
PML-N. In a statement issued through the
accountability court, Malik said that his
comments in the video were pieced
together and presented out of context and
he had never faced intimidation to rule
against Sharif. “I want to make it clear that
I was neither directly nor indirectly intimi-
dated, nor was I influenced by greed,” he
said, adding that he had faced pressure
from the former prime minister’s allies not

to convict. “During the hearing of the cases
against Nawaz Sharif and his family, I was
repeatedly offered bribes by their repre-
sentatives and also given threats of serious
consequences if I did not cooperate.” A
PML-N spokeswoman said Malik did not
deny the conversation recorded on tape
had taken place and asked why, if he had
faced pressure from Sharif’s camp, he had
not reported it previously. “Why did he not
report to the Supreme Court supervisory
judge about threats, bribes and black-
mail?” she said in messaged comments.

The incident highlighted the increasing-
ly feverish political atmosphere in Pakistan,
where the government of Prime Minister
Imran Khan swept to power last year vow-
ing to root out and punish corruption by
past governments. Since then, it has run
into growing economic and political head-
winds and was forced to turn to the
International Monetary Fund for Pakistan’s
13th bailout since the 1980s.

As the problems have mounted, opposi-
tion parties have stepped up attacks,
accusing the government and its allies in
the powerful military establishment of
crushing dissent and orchestrating Sharif’s
removal from power and conviction.
Maryam Nawaz, Nawaz Sharif’s daughter
and vice president of the PML-N, said the
video showed the judge had been intimi-
dated into passing the conviction against
her father. “This evidence is enough to
prove Nawaz Sharif is innocent and he
should be released immediately,” she said
during Saturday’s press conference.
Nawaz Sharif is currently serving a seven
year sentence for being unable to prove
the source of income that had led to his
ownership of a steel mill in Saudi Arabia.
Under Pakistani law, this is taken to prove
corruption. Pakistan information minister
Fidous Ashiq Awan called the video an
attack on the entire judiciary by the PML-
N and said a forensic audit of the video
would be conducted. —Reuters

RIO DE JANEIRO: Brazilian President
Jair Bolsonaro, no stranger to controver-
sy, sparked a new brouhaha this week by
repeatedly defending the practice of child
labor. “I’ve been working since I was
eight years old... and today I am what I
am,” the far-right leader said during his
weekly live forum on Facebook. “Look,
when a child of eight or nine years old
works somewhere, many people
denounce it as ‘forced labor’ or ‘child
labor,’” he said on Thursday. “But if that
child smokes coca paste, nobody says
anything.”

“Work brings dignity to men and to
women, no matter their age,” he added.
He then repeated the remarks over the
following days, saying at an official event
on Friday that, “I worked from the age of
eight planting corn, picking bananas...
while studying at the same time. “And
today I am what I am. This is not dema-
goguery, it is the truth.” On Saturday, he
republished a 2017 AFP video showing
Frank Giaccio, the 11-year-old owner of a
lawn mowing business and admirer of US
President Donald Trump, trimming the
White House lawn. Bolsonaro added the
words, “Work ennobles.”

Not allowed    
His comments provoked strongly criti-

cal reactions. “He is the best example to
incite a child not to work-to keep him
from growing up to become an adult like
(Bolsonaro), with so much hatred and
such incompetence,” said Marcelo Freixo,
a socialist politician. Meanwhile Brazil’s
media seized on a 2015 interview in which
Bolsonaro’s brother  contradicted the
head of state. “My father had his bohemi-

an style, but he never let one of his sons
work, because he thought they had to
study,” Renato Bolsonaro told Crescer
magazine. 

Brazilian law prohibits children younger
than 16 from working, except in the case of
apprentices, who can begin work at 14.
According to the Brazilian Institute of
Geography and Statistics (IBGE), some 2.5
million children and adolescents aged five
to 17 work in Brazil. “The argument that
working would not hurt, or that it would be
a viable alternative is exactly what we are
fighting every day while striving to make
society think differently,” Patricia Sanfelici,
who oversees the fight against child labor
for Brazil’s labor ministry, told news web-
site UOL.

On Friday, Bolsonaro’s minister for
Human Rights, Family and Women, the
former evangelical pastor Damares Alves,
tried to put an end to the controversy.
“Our generation worked from a very
young age,” she said. “I worked from a
very young age. But this does not mean
that we are going to decriminalize (child
labor). “Let us be clear that for children to
work is a violation of their rights, some-
thing that cannot be allowed.” 

Bolsonaro is not known for being
politically correct. In 2011, he told
Playboy magazine he would rather see
his own son “die in an accident” than
come out as gay. He has also said poor
people are too ignorant to understand
family planning.  And as a congressman in
late 2014, he said that a colleague was
not “worth raping; she is very ugly.” A
judge ultimately ordered him to pay the
woman $2,500. — AFP

HONG KONG: Protesters gather around an ambulance outside the West Kowloon railway station during a
demonstration against a proposed extradition bill in Hong Kong. — AFP
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