
Friday, November 22, 2019I n t e r n a t i o n a l

Friday 17

COLOMBO: Sri Lanka’s newly elected pres-
ident Gotabaya Rajapaksa yesterday swore
in his elder brother, former president
Mahinda Rajapaksa, as prime minister, ce-
menting the powerful family’s political come-
back. The appointment of Mahinda
Rajapaksa, 74, came hours after the former
premier Ranil Wickremesinghe tendered his
resignation following the defeat of his party’s
candidate in a presidential election to
Gotabaya Rajapaksa over the weekend.

It is the first time in Sri Lankan history that
two siblings have held the two top political
positions, although Mahinda is only in charge
of a caretaker government until parliamentary
elections next year. In a ceremony in the cap-
ital Colombo yesterday, Gotabaya swore in his
brother as their respective wives, sons and
daughters-in-law looked on. “I wish to con-
gratulate and extend my warmest wishes to
Hon Mahinda Rajapaksa, Prime Minister of
the Democratic, Socialist Republic of Sri
Lanka,” Gotabaya tweeted afterwards.

Gotabaya, 70, had earlier served as de-
fense chief under his brother Mahinda, who
himself served as president from 2005-2015.
Mahinda, who had been Sri Lanka’s opposi-
tion leader since January, has held the prime
minister’s post twice before. He is set to be
his party’s candidate in a parliamentary elec-
tion expected around April. The former pres-
ident, popular with the Sinhalese majority for
overseeing the end of a 26-year long civil

war, is broadly seen as a shoo-in.
“The Rajapaksa brand, as evidenced by

the election, remains extremely strong,” said
Akhil Bery, Eurasia’s South Asia analyst,
adding that Mahinda is perceived to be even
more popular than his younger brother. The
siblings face a tall order to revive Sri Lanka’s
economy, which is in its deepest slump in
nearly two decades following Easter Sunday
Islamist attacks that killed over 250 people in
churches and hotels. That hurt the rupee and
the all-important tourism sector.

Gotabaya, who oversaw the defeat of
Tamil separatists as his brother’s defense
chief a decade ago, won the election after
promising to secure the country against mil-
itant threats. His economic manifesto targets
average growth of at least 6.5%, compared
with 3.2% in 2018, but economists are wor-
ried his plans may strain coffers. Managing a
record $3 billion in annual external debt re-
payments over the next five years will be an-
other challenge. 

Some investors see Rajapaksa as an expe-
rienced hand who will bring political stability
to the island. Sri Lanka’s stock index and
rupee currency have gained 1.9% and 0.5%
respectively since his election. Rights groups
and minorities, however, accuse the Rajapak-
sas of human rights violations during the war
and have expressed concerns of renewed
ethnic tensions following the elections. The
brothers have denied wrongdoing. 

Charges dropped 
Meanwhile, corruption charges against Sri

Lankan president Gotabaya Rajapaksa were
dropped yesterday by a court, which handed his
passport back as he acquired immunity from
prosecution after being elected last weekend.
Under Sri Lanka’s constitution, no court pro-
ceedings can be maintained against a serving
president. However, action could be taken after
he leaves office.

The High Court had indicted Rajapaksa in

September last year on charges of siphoning off
33 million rupees (around $185,000) in state
funds to build a memorial for his parents. The
court also released his passport which had been
impounded, allowing him to make his first over-
seas trip as president to India next week at the
invitation of Prime Minister Narendra Modi. Ra-
japaksa was being tried before a special court
established by the former government to expe-
dite high-profile corruption cases. Rajapaksa,
70, had pleaded not guilty. —Agencies
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COLOMBO: Sri Lanka’s former president Mahinda Rajapaksa looks on as he takes oath as country’s Prime
Minister during the swearing-in ceremony in Colombo.—AFP

Pope meets Buddhist 
patriarch on a visit to
promote harmony
BANGKOK: Pope Francis met with Thailand’s
supreme Buddhist patriarch yesterday in a
gilded Bangkok temple on the first full day of his
Asia tour aimed at promoting religious harmony.
This is the pontiff’s first visit to Buddhist-major-
ity Thailand - where just over 0.5 percent of the
population are Catholics - before he jets off to
Japan on Saturday.       

He is pushing a message of inter-faith peace
on a four-day visit that will see him lead a mass
later for tens of thousands of faithful from across
Southeast Asia. The 82-year-old head of the
Catholic church also delivered impassioned re-
marks about the plight of vulnerable children and
women who he said deserved a “dignified” fu-
ture. In a highly symbolic meeting, he sat down
with Thailand’s supreme Buddhist patriarch
Somdej Phra Maha Muneewong at the Ratch-
abophit temple in Bangkok’s historic old quarter.

“Catholics have enjoyed freedom in religious
practice, despite their being in a minority, and
for many years have lived in harmony with their

Buddhist brothers and sisters,” the Pope said in
a speech at the meeting. The pair sat before a
brilliant gold Buddha statue inside the ornate
temple, built 150 years ago by the former Thai
King — the supreme patriarch barefoot and
draped in orange robes as they spoke. The Pope
reciprocated the gesture, removing his shoes for
part of the tete-a-tete.

In an earlier speech, the Pope said the meeting
was “a sign of the importance and urgency of pro-
moting friendship and inter-religious dialogue”. It
was the same temple visited by John Paul II on the
last papal trip to Thailand in 1984. This visit coin-
cides with the 350th anniversary of the founding
of the “Mission de Siam”, marking the first papal
mission from Europe in the 17th century. Though
Christianity’s first visitors were initially met with
scepticism, today Thailand’s nearly 400,000
Catholics face little discrimination.

Message for migrants 
The head of the world’s 1.3 billion Catholics

met with Thailand’s Prime Minister Prayut Chan-
O-Cha at a red-carpet welcome ceremony at
the government guest house, before addressing
medical staff at Bangkok’s St. Louis hospital. He
was accompanied throughout the day by his
cousin Sister Ana Rosa, who has lived in Thai-
land for decades and is helping the pontiff as a
translator. —AFP

Myanmar town offers 
glimmer of hope for 
Muslims enduring 
‘apartheid’
KYAUKPHYU: Htoo Maung sits down to
lunch, sharing a bowl of traditional noodle
soup with old friends, an ordinary act that has
become extraordinary in Myanmar’s Rakhine
state - because he is Muslim, and they are
Buddhist. They used to live side by side as
neighbors. But now he can only visit them
under a strict curfew enforced by armed
guards before he must return to the muddy
camp where he and the rest of Kyaukphyu
town’s Muslims have been confined for seven
years. In 2012 inter-communal unrest swept
through swathes of western Myanmar, includ-
ing Htoo Maung’s home town, after allegations
spread that a Buddhist woman had been raped
by Muslim men. 

Mobs ransacked homes and police rounded
up Muslims for their “own safety” to sites that
would later be turned into camps. More than
200 died, tens of thousands were displaced
and the stage was set for the bloody purge of
hundreds of thousands of Rohingya Muslims
in northern Rakhine five years later. Many fear
the enduring deep sectarian suspicions and

religious divisions are irrevocable and author-
ities claim any attempt to reintegrate commu-
nities could trigger new unrest.

But some Muslims in Kyaukphyu have man-
aged to maintain a cautious relationship with
Buddhist friends, raising hopes that old com-
munal bonds may not be completely severed.
“The people from the town didn’t attack us,”
Htoo Maung says, suggesting outsiders were to
blame. Kyaukphyu ethnic Rakhine MP Kyaw
Than insists his town is ready to welcome the
Muslims back, but can only do so with the gov-
ernment’s green light. “Everyone in the camp is
a citizen,” he says, decrying the “lack of human-
ity” shown to the town’s Muslim population.

‘We are not illegal’ 
But there is no forgetting the new social

order. Htoo Maung, whose name has been
changed to protect his identity, and the other
Muslims from the camp are only permitted to
visit town for two hours at a time under the
chaperone of weapon-wielding police.

He is bereft at the loss of his old life.  “I feel
so sad - I never imagined this could happen.”
Htoo Maung tells AFP, as he looks at the over-
grown patch of land where his house once
stood. He adds: “We are not illegal.” He and
many others in the camp are Kaman Muslims.
Unlike the Rohingya, they are an officially rec-
ognized minority in Buddhist-majority Myan-
mar. But their status did little to help them as
the unrest spread. —AFP


