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Fresh curfews, social media 
block in Sri Lanka after riots 

Anti-Muslim riots hit several towns
COLOMBO: Sri Lanka’s police imposed fresh
curfews and banned Facebook, WhatsApp
and other social media platforms yesterday
after anti-Muslim riots gripped several towns
in the latest fallout from the Easter bombings.
Christian groups attacked Muslim-owned
shops in a sign of the ongoing religious ten-
sion in Sri Lanka since the April 21 attacks by
suicide bombers on three hotels and three
churches which left 258 dead.

A night curfew in several towns north of
Colombo was lifted at dawn, but reimposed 10
hours later as tensions were fuelled by persist-
ent rumors of mob violence. Police said a
Catholic priest had sent out a message to
parishioners about possible attacks, causing
panic among some people in violence-prone
areas. Prime Minister Ranil Wickremesinghe
urged the public not to believe rumors and
warned that civil unrest will only stretch the
already thinly deployed security forces. “I
appeal to all citizens to remain calm and not be
swayed by false information,” Wickremesinghe
said on Twitter, which was not targeted in the
social media blockade. “Security forces are
working tirelessly to apprehend terrorists and
ensure the security of the country, but each
time there is civil unrest, we increase their bur-
den and hamper ongoing investigations.”

A state of emergency has been in place

since the bombings - which the Islamic State
group claims to have helped - and security
forces have been given sweeping powers to
arrest and detain suspects for long periods.
Police said a mob targeted shops in the north-
western town of Chilaw on Sunday in anger at
a Facebook post by a shopkeeper. Security
forces fired into the air to disperse the crowd,
but the violence spread to nearby towns
where Muslim businesses were also attacked.

A motorcycle gang attacked shops in near-
by Kuliyapitiya and four members were
arrested, officials said. However, dozens of
people laid siege to the police station and
forced their release. Despite a night curfew, a
mosque was vandalized, local residents said.

Mosque attack 
“Don’t laugh more, 1 day u will cry,” was

posted on Facebook by a Muslim shopkeeper,
and local Christians took it to be a warning of
an impending attack. Mobs smashed the man’s
shop and vandalized a nearby mosque
prompting security forces to fire in the air to
disperse the crowd. A curfew was imposed
from Sunday afternoon until dawn yesterday.
There have already been clashes between
Christians and Muslims in Negombo, the town
north of Colombo that was targeted by the
suicide attackers. The main body of Islamic

clerics, the All Ceylon Jamiyyathul Ulama
(ACJU), said there was increased suspicion of
Muslims after the Easter Sunday attacks. “We
call upon the members of the Muslim commu-
nities to be more patient and guard your
actions and avoid unnecessary postings or
hosting on social media,” the ACJU said.

Internet service providers said they have
been instructed by the telecommunications reg-
ulator to block access to Facebook, WhatsApp,
YouTube and Instagram. The latest unrest came
as Catholic churches resumed public Sunday
masses for the first time since the bombings.
Worshippers were searched before being
allowed into churches that were guarded by
armed police and troops. There were no reports
of disruption to services, however.

Schools reopen 
Dozens of people have been detained since

the Easter Sunday attacks, and amid the
heightened security, police have banned park-
ing near schools and students are allowed in
after checking for explosives. Public schools
completed their reopening from extended
Easter holidays after the attacks, but atten-
dance was extremely low, according to edu-
cation authorities. Private Catholic schools
were to open today, but many were planning
to postpone the reopening until next week,

parent groups said. Muslims make up around
10 percent of Buddhist-majority Sri Lanka’s

21 million population and Christians about
7.6 percent. — AFP 

KUALA LUMPUR: Malaysian police said yesterday
they have arrested four militants linked to the Islamic
State (IS) group who were in possession of explosives
and planned to attack non-Muslim places of worship.
The suspects - a Malaysian who led the group, two
Rohingya from Myanmar and one Indonesian - were
detained last week in raids around Kuala Lumpur and
in eastern Terengganu state.

Malaysia’s national police chief Abdul Hamid Bador
described them as an “Islamic State cell” and said they
planned to “assassinate high-profile individuals and
attack Hindu, Christian and Buddhist places of worship
in Malaysia”. He did not give any details about who the
high-profile individuals were. Police also seized six
improvised explosive devices, a pistol and 15 bullets, he
said. The planned attacks were to avenge the high-pro-
file death of a Muslim fireman during riots at an Indian
temple outside Kuala Lumpur last year, police said. 

One of the Rohingya admitted supporting the
Arakan Rohingya Salvation Army, a militant group
blamed for attacks in Myanmar that sparked an army
crackdown, and had also planned to target the
Myanmar embassy in Kuala Lumpur, police said. The
second Rohingya was a 25-year-old laborer who
admitted to being militant with ties to IS, police said.
The Rohingya are a Muslim minority that have long
faced persecution in their Buddhist homeland.

Police are hunting for three more members of the
suspected terror cell who allegedly planned to attack
entertainment outlets. Authorities in Muslim-majority
Malaysia regularly announce IS-related arrests but it is
rare for police to seize explosives or weapons.
Malaysia practices a moderate brand of Islam and has
not seen any notable terror attacks in recent years. But
security forces are on alert for militants from Malaysia
and other parts of the region heading to the country
after IS lost the last of its territory in the Middle East.
Authorities say scores of Malaysian radicals flocked to
fight with the jihadists in Iraq and Syria. — AFP 

Malaysia foils 
IS-linked plot, 
seizes explosives 

COLOMBO: This photo illustration shows a mobile browser unable to connect to Facebook, follow-
ing the Sri Lankan government’s island-wide social network shutdown yesterday. — AFP 

NEW DELHI: The death toll from a major cyclone that hit
eastern India and Bangladesh in early May rose to 77 yes-
terday as anger grew over millions of people still without
power and water. Cyclone Fani, the first summer cyclone to
hit India’s Bay of Bengal coast in 43 years, made landfall in
Odisha state on May 3 packing winds up to 200 km per
hour. The winds damaged half a million houses, uprooted
hundreds of thousands of trees and knocked out power,
telecommunications and water for millions of people in one
of India’s poorest states.

The Indian death toll, which earlier stood at 41, shot up
with fresh casualties reported from Puri and Khurda dis-
tricts on Sunday. Thirteen people also perished in
Bangladesh after Fani barrelled northwards. “The toll has
gone up to 64 with maximum deaths (39) reported from
Puri,” an official at the State Emergency Operation Centre
told AFP. India initially won praise, including from the
United Nations, for moving some 1.2 million people to
safety before the storm arrived, in what Odisha’s chief min-
ister called the “biggest human evacuation in history”.

But this praise has turned to anger for many local peo-
ple at what they see as the slow pace of reconstruction
and apathy from the authorities. “I have lost my thatched
house in the cyclone. No one from the government has
come to see my damaged house,” Shantilata Mishra, a res-
ident in the Puri district, was quoted as saying by the Press
Trust of India (PTI) news agency. “I do not know when
they will assess the damage and give me assistance to
construct my house,” she said.

Angry survivors have even been taking to the streets to
protest the slow pace of relief as well as high prices of
essential food items and water. On Sunday, demonstrators
blocking roads in Odisha’s state capital Bhubaneswar said
a lack of coordination among various government agencies
was compounding their misery. “There is a limit to our
patience. We are being made to spend sleepless nights. We
have to purchase drinking water at exorbitant prices,” a
protester told PTI. — AFP

‘I’m the original’: 
Modi lookalike 
hits campaign trail 
LUCKNOW, India: His white beard neatly trimmed and a
sleeveless jacket thrown over his traditional Indian shirt,
Abhinandan Pathak turns heads thanks to an uncanny resem-
blance to the country’s Prime Minister Narendra Modi. But
Pathak - almost the same height and build as the PM, and who
even walks in a similar way - is no ordinary doppelganger.
Bitter at Modi’s “failed promises”, Pathak is running as an
independent against Modi’s Bharatiya Janata Party (BJP) in
India’s marathon election - and is getting a lot of support.

The largest election on Earth wraps up on Sunday May
19, after seven weeks of intense campaigning and the votes
of 900 million Indians. “The anger (towards Modi) is real. I
can feel it wherever I go,” Pathak, 58, told AFP from his
one-room shanty home in the northern city of Lucknow, in
India’s most populous state Uttar Pradesh. When Modi
was first elected in 2014, Pathak was a supporter.  Because
of his resemblance to the premier, people “adored me, they
asked for selfies and hugged me”. 

“I was showered with love. People thought that if they
can’t meet the real Modi, they might as well meet me,” he
said. “But now they get angry when they see me. They ask
me ‘where are the good days’,” he said, after Modi’s 2014
election slogan “achhe din ayenge” (“good days will
come”). Pathak’s brightest moment came in May 2014,
when he says Modi hugged him during a victory parade in
the city of Varanasi, Uttar Pradesh. But it was all downhill
after that. He was ignored by the party and his many let-
ters to Modi went unanswered, Pathak said.

Doppelganger draw
Lookalike candidates are nothing new in the colorful world

of Indian politics. Their presence invariably invokes curiosity,
with crowds thronging to catch a glimpse of the duplicates. In
Mumbai, another Modi lookalike - Vikas Mahante - has been
out and about on the campaign trail in a district of the city, and
on a BJP ticket. The 57-year-old businessman, who even
played Modi in a little-known 2017 biopic, has been the star
attraction at rallies. But it can get hairy. Once people threw
stones at him and he had to be rushed to safety. Now the
lookalike has his own bodyguard. “Once I was chased by a
gang of men around midnight while I was returning from a ral-
ly,” he told the Hindustan Times daily in 2017. “(I) stepped on
the accelerator, jumped all signals and didn’t stop anywhere.”

Chickening out 
In 2014, Prashant Sethi lapped up being a dead ringer

for Rahul Gandhi, the scion of the country’s Nehru-Gandhi
political dynasty and Modi’s main challenger in both the

2014 and 2019 elections. Sethi, who sells fried chicken in
Surat in the western state of Gujarat, was reportedly
offered a film role too. But now the Modi supporter has
had enough. He has transformed his look: putting on
weight, growing a beard and changing his hairstyle - all to
look different from Gandhi. “Me and my family have been
supporters of the BJP since the beginning. But because of
my look I was always teased,” Sethi told AFP. “People had
started calling me pappu,” he said, referring to a common
nickname - used by Gandhi’s detractors - for slightly stu-
pid individuals. “So I had to change my look,” he said.

But back in Lucknow feisty father-of-six Pathak has no
wish to change. “Why should I? I have been in politics
since the 90s and I have always sported the beard and kur-
ta,” he said, referring to a traditional Indian long-sleeved
shirt, and showing a picture from his younger days. “I am
the original one, Modi is my lookalike.” — AFP 

India cyclone death
toll rises, anger grows 

Philippines votes 
in polls expected to 
strengthen Duterte 
MANILA: Filipinos headed to the polls yesterday in a vote
that is expected to strengthen President Rodrigo Duterte’s
grip on power, opening the way for him to deliver on
pledges to restore the death penalty and rewrite the con-
stitution. More than 18,000
positions are at stake, includ-
ing half of the seats in the
upper house Senate, which
has served as a bulwark
against some of Duterte’s
most controversial policies.

Duterte is known interna-
tionally for his foul-mouthed
tirades and deadly drug war,
but remains hugely popular
among Filipinos fed up with
the country’s general dys-
function and leaders who
have failed to fix it. He wants
to bring back capital punish-
ment for drug-related crimes as part of his narcotics
crackdown, in which thousands of alleged pushers and
users have already been killed by police. His tough-on-
crime platform - which also includes lowering the age of
criminal responsibility from 15 to 12 - was key to his land-
slide election victory in 2016.

Crowds gathered at voting centers in the capital Manila
even ahead of polls opening at 6:00 am (2200 GMT
Sunday) in an election where some 61 million are regis-
tered to cast ballots. “I voted for many of the candidates
endorsed by President Duterte because his government is
doing its job,” said Myrna Cruz, 51. “I support their pro-
grams, including the anti-drug campaign... but I wish the
bloodshed would stop,” she added, echoing many
Filipinos’ nuanced backing of the crackdown.

Voters across the country flooded social media with
images of their ink-stained fingernails, which are daubed
blue as a protection against voter fraud. The opening of the
polls saw isolated outbursts of violence, which is not unusu-
al in the Philippines’ frequently bloody competition for
elected posts. At least 20 people were killed and 24 wound-
ed in election-related violence in the run up to the vote,
according to an official count. The military said nine people
were shot and wounded yesterday during a confrontation at
a polling station on the restive southern island of Jolo, which
is home to insurgents and powerful local clans. — AFP

Pak Hazaras fear 
for their lives in 
besieged ‘ghettos’ 
QUETTA, Pakistan: Crowded into “ghettos” surrounded
by armed checkpoints, Pakistan’s Shiite Hazara minority
say they are being slaughtered by sectarian militants in the
southwestern city of Quetta, with authorities seemingly
unable to halt the killings. For years, hundreds of thou-
sands of the Shiite community’s members have been
hemmed into two separate enclaves cordoned off by
numerous checkpoints and hundreds of armed guards
designed to protect the minority from violent militants.
“It’s like a prison here,” said Bostan Ali, a Hazara activist,
about conditions inside the enclaves.

“The Hazaras are experiencing mental torture,” he
added, complaining the community has been effectively
“cut off from the rest of the city” and “confined” to such
areas. The Shiite community’s presence is particularly
strong in Quetta - the uneasy capital of impoverished
Balochistan province where sectarian violence, suicide
bombings, and banditry are common. Hazaras are techni-
cally free to roam around Quetta at their will, but few do,
fearing attacks.

To further protect the group, day traders and market
vendors are also given armed escorts when they leave
their neighborhoods, while ongoing military operations are
said to be targeting militants in the restive province. But
even these measures have proven inept at stopping major
attacks on Hazaras. Just last month a bombing at a veg-
etable market left 21 dead and 47 more wounded - with
the majority of the victims identified as Hazara.

The incident is all the more disturbing considering the
group was under the protection of Pakistani paramilitary
forces, who failed to stop the suicide bomber from deto-
nating in the crowd. The attack - claimed by the Islamic
State and its local anti-Shiite affiliate Lashkar-e-Jhangvi -
is just the latest in a long series of assaults targeting the
group, including back-to-back bombings in early 2013 that
killed nearly 200 of its members. The situation across the
border in Afghanistan is equally if not more dangerous,
with Hazara mosques, schools, and community events reg-
ularly attacked by insurgents.

‘Prison’
Pakistan has long been a cauldron of unrest and sectar-

ian violence, with the officially Islamic Republic home to
myriad sects of Islam and religious minorities that have
been targeted by violent extremists for decades. The
Hazara have proven to be particularly vulnerable with their

distinct Central Asian features making the members of the
community easy targets for Sunni militants who consider
them heretics. At the entrance to Hazara town - one of the
two enclaves in Quetta - a grim scene plays out every day
as Hazara men squeeze into the backs of a long line of
trucks headed in the city to buy food from the markets. 

Once there, they are flanked by soldiers as they buy
supplies before heading back to their homes in a heavily
armed convoy. Authorities insist the measures are a neces-
sity. In the last five years, 500 Hazaras have been killed
and another 627 wounded in Quetta alone, according to a
Pakistani security source familiar with the situation who
asked not to be named. “We know that we are passing
through a killing field” explained Nauroz Ali, about life
outside the enclaves. He added: “But we have to earn a liv-
ing for our families.”

Criticized for their inability to stop the attacks, officials
point to their own casualties in the fight against sectarian
extremists as proof that they are trying their best. Over the
past six years, in their efforts to protect them “more police
officers have died than Hazaras” says local police officer
Abdur Razzak Cheema, adding that many terrorists have
been arrested and others eliminated due to their efforts. He
explained: “New groups emerge. We’re trying to track
them down and eradicate the threat.” — AFP

LUCKNOW: In this photograph taken on April 17, 2019, Abhinandan Pathak, a lookalike of Indian Prime Minister
Narendra Modi, speaks with youths as he campaigns as an independent candidate. — AFP 

Rodrigo Duterte
QUETTA: In this picture taken on May 3, 2019, Pakistani
Shiite Hazara minority Muslims walk along a road in
Hazara town. — AFP 


