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Lanka Catholics 
say lonely prayers 
as churches close 
NEGOMBO: Father Suranga
Warnakulasuriya said prayers alone in his
church yesterday, as Catholic services
were suspended across Sri Lanka for the
second straight week since the Easter
suicide attacks. With the army staging
raids across the country and authorities
maintaining high levels of security, the
country’s 1.25 million Christians are still
on edge after jihadist bombers killed 257
people. Warnakulasuriya has been saying
mass in an empty church in Negombo,
just north of the capital, every day since
the slaughter at three hotels and three
churches, one not far from his. 

“Sometimes we feel lonely by not
being able to celebrate the mass togeth-
er,” admitted the fresh-faced 32-year-old
who only became a priest in 2015. With
churches closed, the country’s Catholics
had to make do Sunday with a second
televised mass by the Archbishop of

Colombo, Cardinal Malcolm Ranjith. A
few people went to St Anthony’s Shrine
in Colombo to say prayers in front of a
barrier set up in front of the church
where dozens died on April 21. But the
faithful are frustrated.

Door to door prayers 
“It’s not enough because we cannot

receive the eucharist through television,
that’s the important thing,” said Shehani
Rangana, 33, whose father was among
the dead at St Sebastian’s church in
Negombo. Since the bombings, Catholics
- shaken by physical and psychological
scars from the jihadist attacks - have
been organizing their own services and
solidarity groups. Sometimes
Warnakulasuriya and other priests say
prayers in the homes of parishioners.
Rangana put up a cross of dried leaves at
the door of her home for one service.

Warnakulasuriya said he goes to up to
20 homes each day to celebrate com-
munion. “They share their views on this
attack,” he said. “Sometimes they have
hatred feelings, so we try to control them,
to persuade them not to have revenge.
We try to calm them by saying that Jesus
is not hatred but love.” Around St

Sebastian’s Church, ravaged by a suicide
bomber who killed 102 people, nearly all
the houses have white flags, the color of
mourning. 

The bigger pennants are a sign that

someone from the house died in the mas-
sacre. The local cemetery did not have
enough room to bury all the dead and
one local resident offered land so that
victims could be buried together. —AFP

COLOMBO: A Sri Lankan Christian watches a live broadcast of a service conduct-
ed by the Archbishop of Colombo Cardinal Malcolm Ranjith at her house near St
Anthony’s Shrine yesterday. —AFP 

Lanka tourism 
takes a hit 
after bombings
BENTOTA/COLOMBO: Sri Lanka’s $4.4 bil-
lion tourism industry is reeling from cancella-
tions as travellers shun the sun and sand Indian
Ocean island after multiple suicide bombings
that killed over 250 people two weeks ago.
Suspected suicide bombers from little-known
Islamic groups in Sri Lanka attacked churches
and luxury hotels in the country on Easter
Sunday, killing worshippers, tourists and their
families. Islamic State claimed responsibility for
the attacks.

Tourism, which accounts for 5 percent of the
country’s gross domestic product, has suffered
as tourists from around the world cancelled
hotel and flight bookings fearing more attacks.
“It’s a big blow to the economy, as well as the
tourism industry,” Sri Lankan President
Maithripala Sirisena said in an interview on
Saturday. “For the economy to develop, it’s
important tourism return to where it was before

the attacks.” Net hotel bookings dropped a
staggering 186 percent on average over the
week following the attacks compared to the
same period last year, data from travel consul-
tancy ForwardKeys showed. A decline of more
than one hundred percent indicates more can-
cellations than bookings. Cancellation rates at
hotels across the country averaged 70 percent
as of Saturday, with the capital Colombo taking
a bigger hit, Sri Lanka’s Tourism Bureau
Chairman Kishu Gomes told Reuters. “Some air-
lines have also discontinued frequency of flights.
Load factor is much lower than it used to be,”
Gomes said. “It is a worrying factor for sure.”

Tourism took off in Sri Lanka, which boasts
of a 1,600-km long coastline, following the end
of the decades-long civil war with Tamil sepa-
ratists in 2009. It was Sri Lanka’s third largest
and fastest growing source of foreign currency
last year. Decisive policy and security meas-
ures will be important to revive the industry
and support economic growth, the
International Monetary Fund has said. For now,
businesses from luxury hotels to beach shacks
are facing mounting losses.

In Bentota, one of a string of beach resorts
south of Colombo, occupancy rates have
plummeted, according to interviews with

hotel managers. Samanmali Collone, 54, runs
the seven-room Warahena Beach Hotel in
Bentota, where rooms cost 10,000 Sri Lankan
rupees ($56) per night. Her hotel had previ-

ously been fully booked for the day when
Reuters visited on Thursday, but when news
of the bombings on Easter Sunday emerged,
all of her guests cancelled. —Reuters

COLOMBO: A Sri Lankan bomb disposal squad officer uses a sniffer dog to
check for explosives at a school yesterday ahead of the reopening of all
public schools after an extended Easter holiday. —AFP

Militants kill 
India politician 
ahead of vote 
SRINAGAR: Suspected militants shot dead a local leader of
Prime Minister Narendra Modi’s ruling party in disputed
Kashmir ahead of the latest round of polling, highlighting
bloodshed that has marred India’s mega-election. The killing
in Anantnag district of India’s only Muslim-majority state is
the latest in a string of attacks to have marred the election
which began last month. The militants opened fire on Gul
Mohammad Mir, who belonged to a local unit of the Hindu
nationalist Bharatiya Janata Party (BJP), at his house in south
Kashmir on Saturday night.

Police called it a “terror crime” and Modi condemned
Mir’s killing in a Twitter post yesterday, saying “there is no
place for such violence in our country”. Police said a polling
station to be used in today’s voting was set ablaze in the
nearby Shopian area. Voter turnout in Indian Kashmir has
barely crossed 10 percent in the previous rounds, and
Anantnag is expected to suffer today - the fifth round of
voting in the six-week long election which ends May 19.
Results are to be released four days later. Political killings
are common in India’s bitterly-fought elections with party
and regional rivalries often boiling over. The National Crime
Records Bureau says there were more than 100 political
murders in 2016. Kerala state in the south and Uttar Pradesh
and Bihar in the north are the worst for political murders.
The world’s biggest election has been mostly targeted by
far-left Maoist rebels. Last week guerrillas killed 15 police
commandos and their driver in western Maharashtra state.
The Maoists, who have traditionally boycotted elections as
part of their campaign against the Indian state, killed two
police in Chhattisgarh state last month. —AFP

BANGKOK: Thailand’s newly-crowned King Maha
Vajiralongkorn was carried by soldiers on a gilded
palanquin through the streets of Bangkok yesterday, in
front of crowds who craned to witness the historic
event. The king, Rama X of the Chakri dynasty, wore a
bejewelled robe and broad-brimmed hat with a feath-
er on the second of three days of pageantry and royal
splendor. The 7-kilometre procession brings the pub-
lic into close proximity with the 66-year-old monarch
for the first time, two years after he ascended the
throne in an increasingly assertive reign. 

It started around 5 pm (1000 GMT) at the grand
palace in Bangkok’s old quarter as trumpets blared,
soldiers shouted commands and cannons fired a 21-
gun salute. Thais wearing yellow shirts - the royal col-
or - and carrying hats and umbrellas to protect
against temperatures reaching 36 degrees Celsius
filled the streets outside with many clutching portraits
of Vajiralongkorn and shouting “Long live the King!”
“It may be my first and last chance to see this,” 57-
year-old street Nattriya Siripattana told AFP ahead of
the first ceremony of its kind in 69 years.

The three-day coronation, which started Saturday,
is the first since Vajiralongkorn’s adored and revered
father was crowned in 1950. The highl ight of
Saturday’s sombre ceremonies was the King’s
anointment with holy water, before he placed the 7.3
kg golden tiered crown on his head. Early yesterday,
the king bestowed royal titles on family members
who crawled to his throne in a striking show of def-
erence to the monarch, who was joined by his new
Queen Suthida.

The queen, 40, was deputy commander of the
k ing ’s  roya l  guard  before  her  marr iage  to
Vajiralongkorn, which was announced days before
the  coronat ion . Dur ing  the  process ion , she
marched in red and black uniform next to the
palanquin. Thailand’s monarchy is swaddled in ritu-
al, protocol and hierarchy all orbiting around the

king, who is viewed as a demigod.
During the hours-long procession Thais will have

the opportunity to “pay homage” to the king who will
also stop at several major temples to pray before large
gilded Buddha images. On the ground authorities
sprayed mists of water over the crowds whose num-
bers were bolstered by droves of “Jit Arsa” - or “Spirit
Volunteers” - intended to project a show of devotion
and fealty to the monarchy. But soaring temperatures
threatened to thin out the numbers.

Vajiralongkorn ascended the throne in 2016 after
the death of his father Bhumibol Adulyadej. The elabo-
rate coronation ceremonies have been broadcast on
live television and include a network of the powerful
and influential in Thailand. Junta chief Prayut Chan-O-
Cha, who seized power in a 2014 coup, took part in
many of the key rituals, including the procession.

The king and queen stayed the previous night in
the royal residence, where a Siamese cat and a white
rooster were placed on a pillow as part of house-
warming rituals intended to bring good tidings. One of
the family members to receive royal titles was 14-
year-old Prince Dipangkorn Rasmijoti, who knelt and
prostrated in front of his father as he was anointed
with water. The teenager is the king’s son from his
third marriage. He has six other children, including
four sons from two previous wives. 

‘Focus on politics’ 
Criticism or in-depth discussion of the royal family

in Thailand is guarded by harsh lese-majeste rules that
carry up to 15 years in prison. All media must self-
censor and the country’s lively social media platforms
have been subdued. But the dazzling display of the
primacy of the monarchy in Thai life belies a simmer-
ing political crisis held over from elections in March.
The junta that seized power in 2014 and has vowed to
defend the monarchy is aiming to return to power
through the ballot box. 

Its proxy party has claimed the popular vote. But a
coalition of anti-military parties says it has shored up
a majority in the lower house. Full results are not
expected until May 9, a delay that has frustrated many
Thais. “When the event (coronation) is finished we will
have to focus on politics,” said Titipol Phakdeewanich,
a lecturer at Ubon Ratchathani University.

Since ascending the throne the king has taken sev-

eral assertive moves, including bringing the assets of
the Crown Property Bureau under his direct control.
Though the royal family is nominally above politics,
the king issued an election-eve message calling on
Thais to vote for “good people” against those who
create “chaos”. And in February, he scuttled the prime
ministerial bid of his older sister Princess Ubolratana
with an anti-junta party.  —AFP

Thais have opportunity to ‘pay homage’ to Vajiralongkorn

Newly-crowned Thai king 
carried in royal procession

BANGKOK: Thailand’s King Maha Vajiralongkorn is carried on a golden palanquin during the coronation
procession, as daughter Princess Bajrakitiyabha Mahidol (bottom left in black hat) marches alongside
yesterday. —AFP

Lanka expels 200 
Islamic clerics 
after Easter attacks 
COLOMBO: Sri Lanka has expelled over 600 foreign nation-
als, including around 200 Islamic clerics, since the Easter sui-
cide bombings blamed on a local jihadi group, a minister told
AFP yesterday. Home Affairs Minister Vajira Abeywardena
said the clerics had entered the country legally, but amid a
security crackdown after the attacks were found to have
overstayed their visas, for which fines were imposed and they
were expelled from the island. “Considering the current situ-
ation in the country, we have reviewed the visas system and
took a decision to tighten visa restrictions for religious
teachers,” Abeywardena said. “Out of those who were sent
out, about 200 were Islamic preachers.”

The Easter Sunday bombings that killed 257 people and
wounded nearly 500 were led by a local cleric who is
known to have travelled to neighboring India and had made
contact with jihadists there. The minister did not give the
nationalities of those who have been expelled, but police
have said many foreigners who have overstayed their visas
since the Easter attacks were from Bangladesh, India,
Maldives and Pakistan.

“There are religious institutions which have been get-
ting down foreign preachers for decades,” Abeywardena
said. “We have no issues with them, but there are some
which mushroomed recently. We will pay more attention to
them.” The minister said the government was overhauling
the country’s visa policy following fears that foreign clerics
could radicalise locals for a repeat of the April 21 suicide
bombings, which targeted three Christian churches and
three luxury hotels. —AFP

Taleban bomber, 
gunmen attack 
police headquarters 
KABUL: A Taleban suicide bomber detonated his explo-
sives-laden car at a police headquarters in northern
Afghanistan followed by clashes between gunmen and
security forces, officials and the Taleban said yesterday. The
death toll was not known but at least 40 people had been
injured, said Mohibullah Habib, provincial health director in
the city of Pul-e-Khumri. A member of the Baghlan provin-
cial council said clashes were ongoing and that it had
sought immediate deployment from neighboring provinces.
“Clashes have not stopped,” said Assadullah Shahbaz.

The Taleban claimed responsibility for the attack.
“Several other Taleban fighters are presently clashing with
the Afghan forces,” Taleban spokesman Zabihullah Mujahid
said. Nasrat Rahimi, a spokesman at the Interior Ministry in
Kabul, said several Taleban fighters had managed to pene-
trate the headquarters. The Taleban have stepped up
attacks on security installations, even as they hold direct
talks with the US officials to end the war in Afghanistan.

The Taleban hold sway over more territory than at any
point since their ouster at the hands of US-led troops fol-
lowing the Sept. 11, 2001, attacks on the United States.
Earlier this week the group rejected appeals made by
Afghan President Ashraf Ghani and US special envoy for
peace in Afghanistan, Zalmay Khalilzad to declare a cease-
fire. The Afghan-born US diplomat Khalilzad who is leading
the sixth round of talks with the Taleban in Doha to pursue
a deal that would see the withdrawal of foreign forces in
return for Taleban security guarantees on Saturday said

that America stands ready for “all sides” to lay down arms
in the 17-year conflict.

“All sides agreeing to reduce violence is a necessary
step toward achieving that outcome and the morally
responsible choice to make. We stand ready,” Khalilzad
tweeted. Khalilzad’s comments came a day after Ghani said
he was prepared to call an “immediate” and “permanent”
ceasefire. About 45,000 Afghan security forces have been
killed since Ghani took office in Sept 2014. 

The Taleban said they will not lay down their arms
ahead of the holy month of Ramadan. “A ceasefire will
only get discussed once a deal about foreign force with-
drawal gets finalized,” Suhail Shaheen, the Taleban’s politi-
cal spokesman based in Doha told Reuters. The Resolute
Support Mission in Afghanistan consists of 17,000 troops,
about half of them from the United States. A smaller num-
ber of US troops operate in Afghanistan under a counter-
terrorism mission.  —Reuters


