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PARIS: The devastating bomb attacks in Sri Lanka, claimed
by Islamic State jihadists, show that the influence of the
group’s extremist ideology remains dangerously intact even
after the collapse of its so-called caliphate in Iraq and Syria,
experts say. Over 320 people were killed in a string of
deadly suicide bomb blasts on Easter Sunday in Sri Lanka
targeting churches and luxury hotels. Colombo said it
believes that the little-known Islamic extremist group
National Thowheeth Jama’ath (NTJ) was behind the attacks.

But it has also suggested that a bigger international
group helped plan the carnage as “retaliation” for shoot-
ings at two mosques in New Zealand last month that killed
50 people. Yesterday, a statement released by the Islamist
State (IS) propaganda agency Amaq said the attackers
were “fighters” from the terror network.

Zachary Abuza, professor at the National War College
in Washington, said the Sri Lanka attacks were a warning
of a new jihadist strategy following their military defeat in
Iraq and Syria. “I would say that what we saw in Sri Lanka

is a new front being opened in the global jihadi insur-
gency,” he told AFP. He said IS was still able to inspire
attacks and give militants anywhere in the world a sense of
“urgency”. “Anyone can act in the Islamic State’s name,
and they will take credit for it,” Abuza said.

‘Compensate for losses’ 
Rohan Gunaratna, a security expert with the S.

Rajaratnam School of International Studies in Singapore,
told AFP he believed NTJ was indeed now linked to IS. “IS
has created support groups around the world,” he said,
adding that some NTJ members were radicalized by the
local group then joined IS. At the peak of its military suc-
cess, IS claimed a string of attacks around the world, from
the November 2015 coordinated attacks in Paris to the
deadly rampage of a gunman at an Istanbul nightclub min-
utes into 2017.

In late March, Kurdish-dominated and US-backed
forces flushed out IS fighters from their last bastion in

Syria in what was hailed as a final military defeat for the
group after it list its strongholds one-by-one in Syria
and Iraq. But governments and analysts have always
warned that the risk of attacks anywhere in the world
remains just as high, be it from extremists who fought for
IS in Syria and Iraq or those simply inspired by them.
After the Sri Lanka bombings, US Secretary of State
Mike Pompeo warned that “radical Islamic terror
remains a threat”, saying the United States needs to stay
“active and vigilant”.

According to the SITE Intelligence Group, a known
supporter of IS published on a social media channel pic-
tures of three purported “commandos” involved in the
Sri Lanka attacks standing with raised fingers against an
IS flag. Jean-Pierre Filiu, professor at Sciences Po-Paris,
said IS is now adopting what he dubbed a “glocal” strat-
egy by staging local attacks anywhere in a bid to make a
global impact. The jihadist group is “trying to compen-
sate symbolically and in the media for the loss of its

strongholds in Syria and Iraq and instead relaunch a ter-
rorist campaign on a planetary scale”.

‘Serious proposition’ 
Bruce Hoffmann, senior fellow for counterterrorism and

homeland security at the Council on Foreign Relations, said
such attacks require considerable expertise and logistical
support at every stage — from recruitment to transport to
the target sites. “A half-dozen simultaneous attacks is a seri-
ous proposition. It would be very unusual for a group that
basically had no track record,” he said. Little is known about
the NTJ, which previously has only been linked to vandalis-
ing Buddhist statues. Ethnic and religious violence has
plagued Sri Lanka for decades, with a 37-year conflict with
Tamil rebels followed by an upswing in recent years in clash-
es between the Buddhist majority and Muslims. But it had
not been seen by analysts as a potential crucible for Islamist
extremist terror. Yet IS has made inroads in Asia, notably in
Afghanistan, the Philippines and Indonesia. — AFP 
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Sri Lanka attacks show extremist ideology remains dangerously intact

COLOMBO: A Sri Lankan woman cries during a burial service for a bomb blast victim in a cemetery in Colombo two days after a series of bomb attacks targeting churches and luxury hotels in Sri Lanka. — AFP 

50 feared dead 
in landslide at 
Myanmar mine
YANGON: More than 50 people were
feared dead after a landslide in northern
Myanmar engulfed jade miners while
they were sleeping, local police said yes-
terday, the latest deadly accident in a
notoriously dangerous industry. Dozens
die each year in landslides caused by
jade mining, a poorly regulated industry
rife with corruption and sandwiched
between the country’s borders with
China and India.

Local police described a freak acci-
dent in Kachin state on Monday night so
big it created a huge “mud lake” that
buried the miners as well as some 40
vehicles. “Fifty-four people are missing
in the mud,” a duty officer from Hpakant
township police station told AFP, asking
not to be named. “There’s no way they
(the missing) could have survived.” Only
two bodies had been recovered so far.

The Ministry of Information con-
firmed the accident and number of miss-
ing, adding that the area was mined by
Myanmar Thura Gems and Shwe Nagar
Koe Kaung companies. Myanmar Thura
Gems director Hla Soe Oo told AFP by
phone he was on his way to the site and
had no further details.  Local media
shared images, unverified by AFP, that
showed the walls of a mine stretching
vertically a couple of hundred meters
above a vast pool of mud, revealing only

the tops of two yellow excavation vehi-
cles. Hundreds of onlookers gathered
nearby, staring at the site and taking
photos with their phones.

Prized in China
The open jade mines in Kachin’s

Hpakant township have turned the
remote area into a vast moonscape-like
terrain. Fatal landslides in the area are
common with victims often from impov-
erished ethnic communities looking for
scraps left behind by big firms. A major
collapse in November 2015 left more
than 100 dead. In July last year, the bod-
ies of 23 landslide victims were recov-
ered after a days-long search hampered
by heavy monsoon rains. 

The jade industry is largely driven by
insatiable demand from neighboring
China, where the translucent green gem-
stone has long been prized. Watchdog
Global Witness estimated that the indus-
try was worth some $31 billion in 2014,
although very little reaches state coffers.
Northern Myanmar’s abundant natural
resources - including jade, timber, gold
and amber - help finance both sides of a
decades-long civil war between ethnic
Kachin insurgents and the military. 

The fight to control the mines and the
revenues they bring frequently traps
local civilians in the middle. A 17-year
ceasefire broke down in 2011, and since
then more than 100,000 people have
been displaced by fighting - some of
them multiple times. On coming to power
in 2016, civilian leader Aung San Suu Kyi
promised to make the peace process
with the country’s myriad armed groups
her top priority — a pledge that has yet
to yield significant results. — AFP 

Sri Lanka social 
media shutdown 
raises fears on 
free expression
WASHINGTON: Sri Lanka’s decision to
block social media following deadly suicide
attacks highlights a growing distrust of online
platforms, but critics said the move is likely to
restrict the flow of important news and infor-
mation as well as abusive content. The move
comes amid growing frustration by govern-
ments around the world with internet plat-
forms over the propagation of misinformation
and incitements of violence. According to the
digital rights group NetBlocks, Sri Lanka
blocked Facebook, Facebook Messenger,
Instagram, Snapchat, Viber, WhatsApp and
YouTube following the Easter bombings tar-
geting churches and hotels.

Sri Lanka’s move was the second time it
has blocked social networks, following similar
actions after an outbreak of violence in 2018.
The decision highlights the troubled reputa-
tion of mostly American-owned social media
companies, which several years ago had been
seen as a force for freedom of information.
“Governments around the world, including
those who exploit social media and state
media... have come to realize the risks associ-
ated with platforms such as WhatsApp,”
Jennifer Grygiel, a professor of communica-
tion at Syracuse University, said in an email.

“They are quick to take action now in the
wake of terrorism to prevent rumors and
social unrest, but the ease at which they are
able to shut down platforms also unveils how

much power and control governments have
over these companies and the need to protect
the free press.” According to NetBlocks, a
digital rights and cyber security group, the
shutdown in Sri Lanka may prove counter-
productive by taking down sources of
authentic information. “Nationwide internet
restrictions accelerate the spread of disinfor-
mation during a crisis because sources of
authentic information are left offline,”
NetBlocks said in a tweet.

“This allows third parties to exploit the sit-
uation for political gain and profit.” Sri
Lankan authorities’ pledge to maintain the
shutdown until its investigation is complete is
troublesome, said Amy Lehr, director of the
human rights initiative at the Center for
Strategic and International Studies, a
Washington think tank. “We all have some
sympathy when there is a terrorist attack, but
what if it were a democracy protest in Iran?”
Lehr asked. “Who decides what is an emer-
gency?”

No more ‘safety check’ 
By blocking Facebook, Sri Lanka also shut

down the leading social network’s “safety
check” feature that enables users to commu-
nicate with friends and family after a disaster.
“These attacks are horrific. And people need
social media platforms to obtain accurate
information & to contact loved ones,” tweeted
Allie Funk, a researcher with the human rights
group Freedom House.

“The government’s decision to restrict
these apps is a dangerous one.” Emma Llanso
of the Center for Democracy & Technology, a
digital rights group, said there are no easy
solutions to misinformation on social media.
“Blocking websites can fuel disinformation by
leaving journalists and other credible sources
of information with fewer avenues to reach
people and to debunk falsehoods,” she said.

“We need more nuanced solutions.” Prior
research has indicated that internet and social
media blackouts may lead to more, not less,
violence.

Stanford University researcher Jan Rydzak
said in a February 2019 paper based on find-
ings from India that “shutdowns are found to
be much more strongly associated with
increases in violent collective action than with
non-violent mobilization.” Efforts to regulate
social media have picked up since the mosque
shootings last month in New Zealand
livestreamed on Facebook and reposted on
other apps. Facebook and others struggled to
remove various versions of the video. The
missteps of social media, however, have put
governments on alert and sparked efforts to
control information flows.

‘Inevitable but unfortunate’ 
Misinformation is often seen during

moments of crisis, including during last week’s
fire at the Notre-Dame cathedral in Paris. The
ban in Sri Lanka “is the inevitable but unfor-
tunate consequence of the platforms’ inability
to stop the online amplification of conspiracy
and outrage,” said Karen Kornbluh, a former
White House policy director who now heads
the Digital Innovation Democracy Initiative at
the German Marshall Fund.

“This shows the false premise of the plat-
forms’ mantra that any change in their prac-
tices will squash free speech... if they continue
to turbo-charge disinformation this will lead
to less online free speech.” Lehr said one of
the challenges for social platforms using algo-
rithmic feeds is how to prevent false and abu-
sive content from going viral. “It’s not always
a matter of blocking hate speech but also de-
amplifying it,” she said. “I’d like to see us get
to a place where a shutdown isn’t necessary,
but the social media platforms need to rebuild
public trust.” — AFP 


