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COLOMBO: Pakistan’s Prime Minister Imran Khan (center) walks with his Sri Lankan counterpart Mahinda Rajapakse (center right in white) at Bandaranaike International Airport in
Katunayake yesterday after  Khan arrived for a two-day official visit to Sri Lanka. —AFP

COLOMBO: Sri Lanka’s minority Muslims demonstrated
in Colombo yesterday demanding an end to forced crema-
tions of COVID-19 victims as Pakistan’s Prime Minister
Imran Khan arrived on an official visit. Dozens of Muslims
carried a mock janazah, or coffin, denouncing the Sri
Lankan government’s policy of banning burials of virus
victims disregarding their funeral rites.

The demonstration was aimed at the visit of Khan who
two weeks ago had weighed in on the plight of Muslims in
Sri Lanka. Khan had welcomed an announcement by
Prime Minister Mahinda Rajapakse on February 10 that
burials would be allowed, but a day later Colombo back-
tracked and said there would be no change in the crema-
tion-only policy. “Respect Prime Minister’s statement and
allow burials,” said a banner carried by the demonstrators
who assembled at an open space in front of President

Gotabaya Rajapakse’s office.
His government has rejected international pleas and

recommendations from its own experts to allow Muslims
to bury their dead in line with Islamic custom. The govern-
ment first banned burials in April amid concerns-which
experts say are baseless-by influential Buddhist monks
that burying bodies could contaminate groundwater and
spread the virus.

The World Health Organization has said there is no
such risk, recommending both burial and cremation of
virus victims. Traditionally, Muslims bury their dead facing
Makkah. Sri Lanka’s majority Buddhists, who are strong
backers of the current government, are typically cremated,
as are Hindus.

In December, the authorities ordered the forced crema-
tion of at least 19 Muslim COVID-19 victims, including a

baby, after their families refused to claim their bodies from
a hospital morgue.

This stoked dismay and anger among the Muslim com-
munity, moderates and abroad, with the 57-member
Organization of Islamic Cooperation repeatedly express-
ing concern. There have been ongoing tensions between
Muslims and the majority Sinhalese-who are mostly
Buddhists-since the deadly 2019 Easter bombings carried
out by local jihadists.

Muslim community leaders say more than half the
450 COVID-19 victims were from the Muslim minority
which accounts for just 10 percent of the 21 million pop-
ulation. Muslims have a disproportionate number of
fatalities because they don’t seek treatment, fearing they
will be cremated if they are diagnosed with the virus,
they have said. —AFP
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Indian climate 
activist wins bail
NEW DELHI: An Indian climate change activist
was granted bail yesterday 10 days after being
arrested for allegedly creating a “toolkit” to
help the country’s farmer protests that was
tweeted by Greta Thunberg. The arrest of 22-
year-old Disha Ravi on charges of sedition-
which can carry a sentence of life imprison-
ment-sparked fierce criticism from activists and
India’s opposition politicians.

Police alleged that Ravi was a “key conspira-
tor” in the formation of the toolkit, which was
shared by Swedish climate activist Thunberg on
social media. The toolkit offers basic advice on
joining the protest on the ground and spells out
how to show support on social media.

Officers said the aim appeared to be to “cre-
ate disharmony among various social, religious
and cultural groups and encourage disaffection
and ill-will” against the Indian government.

Police also said Ravi and two others had
been in contact with a Canada-based organi-
zation that allegedly supported separatists
from India’s Sikh minority. According to the
Indian Express newspaper, a Delhi court yes-
terday found no “palpable reason” to deny bail
to Ravi, “considering the scanty and sketchy
investigation”.

The protest by thousands of farmers, many
of them Sikhs, on the outskirts of New Delhi
since late November against new agricultural
laws has emerged as a major challenge to Prime
Minister Narendra Modi. The demonstrations
have been mostly peaceful but turned violent on
one day in late January when a tractor rally by
farmers in Delhi became a rampage, leaving one
person dead.

The protest then took an international turn in
early February when pop star Rihanna,
Thunberg and the US vice president’s niece
Meena Harris tweeted about the subject. India’s
foreign ministry called the comments “sensa-
tionalist”. Thunberg has sparked further ire by
tweeting in support of Ravi. —AFP


