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VATICAN CITY: Pope Francis poses for a selfie at the end of the Palm Sunday mass in St Peter’s square at the Vatican yesterday. Palm Sunday is the final Sunday of Lent, the beginning of the Holy Week, and commemorates the triumphant
arrival of Jesus Christ in Jerusalem, days before he was crucified. —AFP

VATICAN CITY: Pope Francis, starting Holy Week services
leading to Easter, urged young people yesterday to keep
shouting and not allow the older generations to silence their
voices or anesthetize their idealism. Francis spoke a day after
hundreds of thousands of young Americans and their sup-
porters answered a call to action from survivors of last
month’s Florida high school massacre and rallied across the
United States to demand tighter gun laws.

He did not mention the demonstrations. Catholic News
Service (CNS) said Gabriella Zuniga, 16, and her sister
Valentina, 15, both students from Stoneman Douglas High
School in Florida, where 17 people were killed in February,
attended the service with their parents. CNS posted a photo
of the two holding up signs in St.  Peter’s Square, with one
reading, “Protect Our Children, Not Our Guns.” The 81-year-
old Francis led a long and solemn Palm Sunday service before
tens of thousands in the square, many of them young people
there for the Catholic Church’s World Day of Youth. Carrying
a woven palm branch known as a “palmurello,” Francis led a
procession in front of the largest church in Christendom to
commemorate the day the Bible says Jesus rode into
Jerusalem and was hailed as a saviour, only to be crucified
five days later.

‘You have it in you to shout’
Drawing on biblical parallels, Francis urged the young peo-

ple in the crowd not to let themselves be manipulated. “The
temptation to silence young people has always existed,”

Francis said in the homily of a Mass. “There are many ways to
silence young people and make them invisible. Many ways to
anesthetize them, to make them keep quiet, ask nothing, ques-

tion nothing. There are many ways to sedate them, to keep
them from getting involved, to make their dreams flat and drea-
ry, petty and plaintive,” he said. “Dear young people, you have
it in you to shout,” he told young people, urging them to be like
the people who welcomed Jesus with palms rather than those
who shouted for his crucifixion only days later. “It is up to you
not to keep quiet. Even if others keep quiet, if we older people
and leaders, some corrupt, keep quiet, if the whole world keeps
quiet and loses its joy, I ask you:

Will you cry out?”
The young people in the crowd shouted, “Yes!” While

Francis did not mention Saturday’s marches in the United States,
he has often condemned weapons manufacturing and mass
shootings. Palm Sunday marked the start of a hectic week of
activities for the pope. On Holy Thursday he is due to preside at
two services, including one in which he will wash the feet of 12
inmates in a Rome jail to commemorate Jesus’ gesture of humili-
ty towards his apostles the night before he died. On Good
Friday, he is due to lead a Via Crucis (Way of the Cross) proces-
sion at Rome’s Colosseum. On Saturday night he leads a Easter
vigil service and on Easter Sunday he delivers his twice-yearly
“Urbi et Orbi” (to the city and the world) message. —Reuters

Pope urges young people not to remain silent
Keep shouting, don’t become anesthetized, pope tells the youth

Bahrain hunts 
social media 
dissidents
DUBAI: Bahraini authorities yesterday announced they
would be taking “severe measures” to track down dissi-
dents who use social media, as the Gulf monarchy tightens
its grip on political opposition.  Social networking sites,
notably Twitter, are a major platform for rights activists in
the tiny kingdom, which according to Amnesty
International has stripped hundreds of dissidents of citi-
zenship in cases that have failed to meet the standards of a
fair trial. Interior Minister Sheikh Rashid bin Abdullah al-
Khalifa said the government was adopting “severe meas-
ures to deal with unprecedented chaos by disruptive social
media accounts”, in a statement published by the official
Bahrain News Agency. The minister did not identify any
account but said some had been flagged by the authorities
for “spreading malicious rumours that strike at the heart of
the social fabric and civil peace”. “We are not far from
tracking down those behind this, and taking legal action
against them,” Khalifa said, adding that if necessary new
legislation could be passed.

Authorities in Sunni-ruled Bahrain, a tiny Shiite-majori-
ty kingdom strategically located between rival Saudi
Arabia and Iran, have jailed dozens of activists and dis-
banded both religious and secular opposition groups since
pro-democracy protests broke out in 2011. The govern-
ment has accused Iranian authorities of backing the
protest movement in a bid to overthrow it. Tehran denies
involvement. Bahraini activist Nabeel Rajab, a leading fig-
ure in the protests, has been behind bars since 2015 for
tweets critical of the Saudi-led intervention in Yemen. 

Over the weekend, Bahraini opposition activists who live
in exile also took to Twitter to raise awareness over hunger
strikes by female relatives, accusing authorities of stripping
one woman naked after a family visit.  A key US ally and
home to the US Navy’s Fifth Fleet, the kingdom is also
home to a British military base that is under construction.
US President Donald Trump has eased restrictions on arms
sales to Bahrain since taking office in January last year. 

Exiled rights activist 
Meanwhile, Sayed Ahmed AlWadaei, a prominent

Bahraini rights campaigner exiled in Britain, said a Bahraini
court had sentenced his wife to two months in jail in absentia
this week and that his mother-in-law had begun a hunger
strike in jail. AlWadaei, director of the Bahrain Institute for
Rights and Democracy (BIRD) and one of the most outspo-
ken critics of the Gulf island kingdom, alleges the govern-
ment’s treatment of his family was aimed at silencing his
activism.  “Their escalation against both of my family mem-
bers was no coincidence,” AlWadaei, who has lived in exile
since 2012 said. Asked if Bahraini authorities were trying to
muzzle him, he replied, “Of course. My wife was beaten, mis-
treated and threatened that they are going after our family
to punish me.  Now all their threats were executed.”

Bahraini authorities did not immediately respond to
Reuters requests for comment. A close US and British
ally, Sunni Muslim-ruled Bahrain has cracked down on
the opposition, hailing mostly from the Shiite Muslim
majority, since it crushed pro-democracy demonstrations
they led in 2011. —Agencies

Police, politicians 
back anti-Muslim 
riots in Sri Lanka 
KANDY: Police and politicians backed by the country’s former
strongman president Mahinda Rajapaksa joined anti-Muslim
riots that rocked Sri Lanka’s Kandy district this month, accord-
ing to witnesses, officials and CCTV footage reviewed by
Reuters. Scores of Muslim mosques, homes and businesses
were destroyed as mobs ran amok for three days in Kandy, the
central highlands district previously known for its diversity and
tolerance. The government declared a state of emergency and
blocked social media platforms for a week to control the unrest.

The role of police and some local Buddhist politicians sug-
gests the Sri Lankan government lost control of elements of its
security forces, and that the violence was more than a sponta-
neous outbreak fuelled by fringe Buddhist extremists and
hate-speech spread on social media. Rajapaksa has denied
that he or other leaders of his party were involved. Police said
the allegations against officers and politicians were being
investigated.

Victims and witnesses, whose accounts were partly backed
by CCTV footage seen by Reuters, described members of an
elite paramilitary police unit, the Special Task Force (STF),
assaulting Muslim cleric and leaders. Local STF commanders
declined to comment. “They came to attack,” said A.H Ramees,
a cleric at a mosque where worshippers say they were beaten
by police who were supposed to be protecting them. “They
were shouting. There was filthy language. They said all the
problems were because of us, that we were like terrorists.”

Ruwan Gunasekera, a spokesman for the national police
force, including the STF, said a special investigation unit was
“probing the deficiencies of the police in the incident”. A
second unit was examining the role of political actors, he
said. The riots were the latest example of rising Buddhist
nationalism and anti-Muslim sentiment in the region and
have unnerved Sri Lanka’s multi-ethnic coalition govern-
ment, which ousted Rajapaksa in an election in 2015,
according to analysts and two sources familiar with the gov-
ernment’s deliberations. Buddhists make up about 70 per-
cent of Sri Lanka’s 21 million people. Tamils, most of whom

are Hindu, account for 13 percent while Muslims make up
about 9 percent of the population.

Sri Lanka’s Law and Order Minister Ranjith Madduma
Bandara has said the violence in Kandy was “well organized”
and pointed the finger at members of Sri Lanka Podujana
Peramuna (SLPP), a political party backed by Rajapaksa that
scored a huge victory in local elections last month. At a press
conference flanked by senior leaders earlier this month,
Rajapaksa said the accusations were politically motivated. In
fact, the government fomented the violence to “get the Muslim
vote” and to distract from its inadequacies, he said.

Trigger for violence
The violence in Kandy was triggered by an attack on a

Buddhist truck driver, HG Kumarasinghe, by four Muslim men
after a traffic dispute on Feb 22. As Kumarasinghe lay in a
coma, calls for retribution and anti-Islam polemics flooded
social media and the government ordered the deployment of
1,000 members of the STF. Rioting erupted after his funeral 11
days later. An excerpt of CCTV footage from the first day of
attacks reviewed by Reuters showed police letting a large
group of men through the cordon protecting the Noor
Jummah mosque in Digana, a Kandy township. The men rush
into a multi-story building opposite the mosque. A local SLPP
politician, Samantha Perera, can be seen pointing at the higher
floors of the building.

Perera confirmed he was the person shown in the footage.
He said he was trying to calm the rioters and only found out
later the mosque had been attacked. “I am a good Buddhist. I
am not instigating violence against anybody,” he said. Cabinet
spokesman Rajitha Senaratne said Perera was under investiga-
tion for “attacking Muslim-owned shops and mosques with
stones”. At least three other SLPP politicians, including a
national politician, were being investigated and another SLPP
councilor has been arrested for setting fire to a mosque, he
said. All deny any involvement in the violence. “There’s a politi-
cal motive to discredit me, Mahinda Rajapaksa and the party,”
Perera said. 

‘Monster beyond control’
Anti-Muslim sentiment has surged in Sri Lanka since 2009,

when a long civil war against Tamil insurgents was brutally
ended by Rajapaksa amid charges by a United Nations panel
of experts of human rights violations, including extrajudicial
killings by the military and STF. As in Myanmar, from where

700,000 Rohingya Muslims have fled an army crackdown in
recent months, Buddhist hardliners in Sri Lanka have argued
that Islam is a threat to the Buddhist way of life.

Though the level of violence is not comparable, the Sri
Lankan Secretariat for Muslims, a civil society group, logged
more than 600 attacks and threats to Muslims in the past five
years, according to director Hilmy Ahamed, who added the
rate of anti-Muslim violence had accelerated in the recent
years. “The fear that Muslims are going to take over, are going
to deprive you of your welfare, is so widespread,” he said.
Veteran political analyst Jayadeva Uyangoda said Buddhist
chauvinism in Sri Lanka was a “monster beyond control”, as
local activists draw inspiration from the Buddhist extremists in
Myanmar and Hindu radicals in India hostile to Muslims.

Can you believe it?
About 10 minutes after the incident near the Noor Jummah

mosque shown in the CCTV footage, the mob returned via a
back road, out of the line of sight of the mosque’s exterior
cameras, and threw a petrol bomb into the mosque’s first floor
office, according to witnesses Mohamed Niyaskhan, who said
he was beaten and left bloodied, and the mosque secretary
MIM Shukry. The men burned Korans during 45 minutes of
looting and destruction, they said. 

Niyaskhan said earlier that day he had prepared food and
drinks for STF members protecting the mosque, but they had
left shortly before the attack. “No STF, no police were there,”
he said. “They had gone around the corner. Can you believe
it?” Later that day, eight to 10 members of the STF rushed the
Hijrapura mosque, also in Digana, according to clerics and
worshippers. The police assaulted worshippers with batons,
according to Ramees, the cleric. CCTV footage shows police
in riot gear striking Ramees and another cleric, MSM Nizam,
four times with batons. 

A local Buddhist monk, Gerendigala Chanda Wimala, told
Reuters he saw the men being manhandled by police and suc-
cessfully demanded their release. At about the same time, a
local Muslim politician, Abdul Saleem Mohamad Fazil, and a
friend Mohamad Faizal, were also attacked by members of the
elite police unit, according to the victims and a witness, Father
Christy Paul, the prelate at Digana’s Catholic church. “Three
STFs came through the back entrance of the house and started
beating us,” said Fazil, who suffered a deep head wound and
said he spent in a night in prison after being refused medical
treatment. —Reuters
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