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ANKARA: This handout picture taken yesterday shows Turkish President Recep Tayyip Erdogan gesturing in front of members of ruling Justice and Development Party (AKP) at their group meeting at the parliament. — AFP 

ISTANBUL: Turkish President Recep Tayyip Erdogan
yesterday welcomed an order to re-run the recent
Istanbul election, a move the opposition has branded an
attack on democracy. His ruling Justice and
Development Party (AKP) lost the mayorship of
Turkey’s biggest city by a narrow margin and has
refused to accept defeat. “We sincerely believe there
was organized corruption and irregularities,” Erdogan
told party members in parliament yesterday, saying the
re-run was the “best step” for the country.

On Monday, Turkey’s top election body annulled the
results of the March 31 mayoral vote, which was won by
Ekrem Imamoglu of the main opposition Republican
People’s Party (CHP). The party’s leader described the
seven members of the election board as “gang mem-
bers” under Erdogan’s control. “Those who take their
power from the palace will be brought to account
before history one day. We take our power from the
people,” CHP leader Kemal Kilicdaroglu said in a tele-
vised speech. The loss of Istanbul, the country’s eco-

nomic hub, was a shocking defeat for Erdogan’s ruling
party. The Islamic-conservative AKP and its predeces-
sors have ruled the city for 25 years, and it was espe-
cially sensitive for Erdogan who grew up in the metrop-
olis and rose to power after himself serving as mayor.
Imamoglu, a softly-spoken former district mayor, gave a
rousing speech to thousands of supporters in Istanbul
late Monday, vowing they would emerge even stronger
after the re-run on June 23. 

“Maybe you are upset but never lose your hope,” he
said, while thousands more took to the streets of the
chic Kadikoy district to protest against the election
board. “This is the collapse of the declining democracy
in Turkey. The coming process is condemned to be even
worse,” said 60-year-old shopkeeper Ali Yamac. 

‘Incomprehensible’
The international community has voiced concern.

German Foreign Minister Heiko Maas said yesterday
the decision to annul the election was “not transparent,

and incomprehensible to us”. The European Union
called for the election body to produce its reasons
“without delay”. “Ensuring a free, fair and transparent
election process is essential to any democracy and is at
the heart of the European Union’s relations with
Turkey,” EU diplomatic chief Federica Mogherini said.

Paris also urged the Turkish authorities to justify the
move and ensure “respect for democratic principles,
pluralism, fairness, transparency and, in particular, the
presence of foreign observers” in the new poll. The loss
of the mayorship in Istanbul, and a more resounding
defeat in the capital Ankara, was a rare setback for
Erdogan and his party, reflecting widespread concerns
over the deteriorating economy. Analysts say the re-run
risks further eroding Turkey’s international reputation,
but that Istanbul’s wealth makes it worth the gamble for
Erdogan and his allies. 

“The municipality controls very large financial
resources, which are channelled to AKP supporters.
The loss of Istanbul would weaken the party machine,”

Emre Erdogan, professor of political science at
Istanbul’s Bilgi University, told AFP. Erdogan’s party still
won the most seats nationwide, but has been hurt by
the first recession in a decade, as well as record-high
inflation and a currency that has lost more than 12 per-
cent of its value against the dollar this year alone. His
critics say he has eroded rights by cracking down on
dissent at home but for his supporters maintains the
image of a strong leader who speaks up for Turkey in
the international arena. 

The defeated mayoral candidate, former prime min-
ister Binali Yildirim, a close Erdogan ally, said he hoped
the re-run would “be beneficial for our city”. The US-
based think tank the Soufan Center said the YSK deci-
sion brought “serious concerns” for the future of
democracy in Turkey. “Given restrictions on freedom of
speech and Turkey’s increasingly less independent judi-
ciary, the recent election meddling is a clear signal to
the Turkish people, and the world, that Erdogan is will-
ing to pursue absolute power at any cost.” — AFP 

Erdogan welcomes re-run of Istanbul vote 
Imamoglu addresses supporters, vows to emerge even stronger 
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YANGON: The case of two Reuters journal-
ists - freed in Myanmar yesterday - played a
key part in shredding Nobel laureate Aung
San Suu Kyi’s reputation as a rights champi-
on after she failed to come to their defense
or speak up for the persecuted Rohingya
minority. Suu Kyi was once a staunch advo-
cate for the press and a darling of the for-
eign media, but her silence over the perse-
cuted Rohingya minority has drawn wide-
spread condemnation. During her long years
of house arrest under the former junta -
which choked the media inside Myanmar - it
was foreign correspondents who beamed
her message of peaceful defiance to the out-
side world.

Glowing profiles burnished her image,
with comparisons made to the Dalai Lama,
Nelson Mandela and Martin Luther King.
Suu Kyi remains adored inside Myanmar.
Supporters of her democracy battle say she
has limited control over the military, which
embarked on reforms in 2010 after almost
50 years in power. Yet former friends and
supporters have looked on aghast at her lack

of criticism over the military’s campaign
against the Rohingya, which UN investiga-
tors have said amounted to genocide.
Yesterday’s release of Wa Lone and Kyaw
Soe Oo after 511 days behind bars brought
joy and relief for Myanmar’s embattled press
community, but further highlighted Suu Kyi’s
crippled legacy.

‘Part of the problem’ 
Rights groups have slammed the civilian

leader for not using her influence to stop the
Reuters case from proceeding. Phil
Robertson, deputy director for Human Rights
Watch in Asia, said Suu Kyi was continuously
unhelpful and evasive over the plight of Wa
Lone and Kyaw Soe Oo, and her “increasing-
ly hostile attitude toward independent media
in Myanmar was a big issue”. He said Suu Kyi
could have requested a presidential pardon
long ago and that she has now become “part
of the problem” since the start of the
Rohingya crisis in August 2017, playing a role
in a “national cover-up of the atrocities”.

Since sweeping to power after historic
elections in 2015, Suu Kyi has had an
increasingly fraught relationship with the
press. Prosecutions of journalists and media
intimidation more redolent of the junta years
have been common. Around 20 journalists
were prosecuted in 2017, many under a con-
troversial online defamation law. At the same
time Suu Kyi has been accused of backing
misleading information about the Rakhine

crisis. State media published by the Suu Kyi-
controlled Ministry of Information has con-
tinuously echoed the military line, rejecting
many of the allegations of atrocities against
the Rohingya as deliberate fake news. That
has put her at odds with a mountain of evi-
dence and an international community calling
for justice. Political analyst Maung Maung
Soe said it was this “huge international pres-
sure” which eventually brought about the
release of the two journalists, which was
unlikely to have any significant impact on
Suu Kyi’s reputation. Robertson said Suu Kyi
will likely ignore the journalists’ release and
“act like justice was served”. 

Praise for generals 
Suu Kyi’s defenders say her hands are tied

by an army that still controls security matters
as well as 25 percent of parliamentary seats.
The stateless Rohingya are also deeply
unpopular among the Buddhist-majority
public in Myanmar, where Islamophobia has
surged in recent years. That reality gives Suu
Kyi little political incentive to defend the
Muslim minority - or reporters who write
about their plight. But some analysts note a
transformation in recent months, from Suu
Kyi trying to avoid talking about the issue to
supporting the military’s kickback against
“terrorists”. And at a speech in Singapore in
Aug 2018 she referred to generals in her
cabinet as “rather sweet”. — AFP 

COLOMBO: Sri Lankan authorities have
arrested or killed all the militants
responsible for Easter suicide bombings,
but the island still faces the threat of
“global terrorism,” the prime minister
said yesterday. Ranil Wickremesinghe
told parliament that his Buddhist-major-
ity nation was a victim of Islamist
extremists and needed international
support to deal with the persisting
threat. “The danger is not over, we are
now a victim of global terrorism,”
Wickremesinghe said. “Even if we have
arrested or kil led every terrorist
responsible for the Easter Sunday
attacks, extremists abroad can still
cause trouble for us. We need intelli-
gence sharing with foreign partners to
deal with this challenge.”

His comments came as police chief
Chandana Wickramaratne said they have
accounted for every individual involved
in the April 21 attacks that killed 257
people at three churches and three luxu-
ry hotels. “All those who organised and
carried out the suicide bomb attack have

died or is in our custody,”
Wickramaratne said. “The two bomb
experts of the group have been killed.
We have seized the explosives they had
stored for future attacks.”
Wickramaratne, who was named acting
police chief last week after President
Maithripala Sirisena suspended his
predecessor over his failure to act on
warnings about the attacks, said public
life was slowly returning to normal.

The St Anthony’s church also partially
opened yesterday for prayers amid tight
security even as the military and police
guarded the historic place of worship
dating back to 1740. Police set up steel
barricades outside and frisked people
entering to pray before a statue of Saint
Anthony. Church authorities said they
will allow devotees for a 12-hour period
until the church was fully restored. Sri
Lanka’s navy is leading efforts to rebuild
the church which is venerated not only
by Catholics but also by many people of
other faiths who believe in the miracu-
lous powers of Saint Anthony.—AFP 

Sri Lanka says threat
persists despite arrests 
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