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News in brief

Chinese student alleges police abuse 

BEIJING: A missing student labor activist has
accused Chinese police of abusing him over sev-
eral days, including by forcing him to listen to a
three-hour speech by President Xi Jinping, amid
a crackdown on campus activism. In a video and
written testimony published after he disappeared
last  week, Peking Univers i ty student  Qiu
Zhanxuan said local police “tormented” him over
a five-day period late February. Intimidation tac-
tics included a forced strip search and listening
to Xi’s marathon speech from the Communist
Party’s five-yearly congress in 2017 on high vol-
ume. “Dear comrades, friends, by the time you
read this article, I am already behind bars and
have lost my freedom,” Qiu said.  —AFP 

Modi flies over cyclone-ravaged east

BHUBANESWAR: Indian Pr ime Minister
Narendra Modi saw for himself  the damage
wreaked by a powerful cyclone yesterday, pledg-
ing an extra 10 billion rupees ($144.19 million) to
the hardest-hit state of Odisha where hundreds
of  thousands returned home from shelters .
Cyclone Fani killed at least 34 people in India,
destroying houses, ripping off roofs and knocking
down electricity poles. Early warnings from
meteorologists helped authorities evacuate more
than a million people from low-lying towns, mini-
mizing the death toll from the strongest storm in
43 years to pummel India’s east coast. In a letter
addressed to Odisha Chief Minister Naveen
Patnaik, the Dalai Lama, the spiritual leader of
Tibetan Buddhism, pledged 1 mil l ion rupees
($14,400) to Odisha.  —AFP 

Beijing slams US warship sail-by 

BEIJING: China said two US warships sailed near
disputed islands in the South China Sea without
permission yesterday in the latest US challenge
to Beijing’s territorial claims in the region. The
Chinese navy asked the US vessels to leave after
they entered waters adjacent to Gaven and
Chigua reefs in the Spratly Islands, which Beijing
calls Nansha, the foreign ministry said. The move
comes on top of trade tensions as President
Donald Trump said Sunday he would raise tariffs
on $200 bi l l ion in Chinese goods on Friday
because talks were moving “too slowly”. “The
relevant actions of the US warships violated
China’s sovereignty and undermined peace, secu-
rity and good order in the relevant sea areas,”
ministry spokesman Geng Shuang said at a press
briefing. “The Chinese side expresses strong dis-
satisfaction and resolute opposition” to the oper-
ation, Geng added, noting that the ships had
entered “without permission”.  —AFP

Brunei won’t 
enforce gay sex 
death penalty 
BANDAR SERI BEGAWAN: Brunei’s
sultan has announced death by stoning
for gay sex and adultery will not be
enforced after a global backlash, but
critics yesterday called for harsh laws to
be abandoned entirely. In a speech late
Sunday, Sultan Hassanal Bolkiah said a
moratorium on capital punishment that
already applies to Brunei’s regular crimi-
nal code would also extend to its new
sharia code, which includes death by
stoning for various crimes. 

The code, which also punishes theft
with the amputation of hands and feet,
fully came into force last month in the
small sultanate on Borneo island, making
it the only country in East or Southeast
Asia with sharia law at the national level.
The move sparked anger from govern-
ments and rights groups, the United
Nations slammed it as a “clear violation”
of human rights while celebrities led by

actor George Clooney called for Brunei-
owned hotels to be boycotted. 

In a televised address, the all-power-
ful sultan made his first public comments
about the furor and took the rare step of
addressing criticism, saying there had
been “many questions and mispercep-
tions” regarding the sharia laws. “Both
the common law and the sharia law aim
to ensure peace and harmony of the
country,” he insisted, according to an
official translation of his speech.

Some crimes in Muslim-majority
Brunei including murder and drug-traf-
ficking were already punishable with
death by hanging under the regular
criminal code - which is enforced along-
side the sharia code -but no one has
been executed for decades. Hassanal
said that “we have practiced a de facto
moratorium on the execution of death
penalty for cases under the common law.
“This will also be applied to cases under
the (sharia penal code), which provides a
wider scope for remission.”

‘Human rights monstrosity’ 
But rights groups said the announce-

ment did not go far enough. “It really
doesn’t change anything,” Matthew

Woolfe, founder of rights group The
Brunei Project, told AFP. “This
announcement does nothing to address
the many other human rights concerns
about the (sharia code).” The maximum
punishment for gay sex between men
under the sharia code is death by ston-
ing, but perpetrators can also be sen-
tenced to lengthy jail terms or caning. 

Women convicted of having sexual
relations with other women face up to
40 strokes of the cane or a maximum 10-
year jail term. Whipping and jail terms,
as well as severing of limbs for theft,
under the new code were not affected by
the sultan’s announcement. It was not
clear how far other sharia punishments
would be enforced. The sultan also
vowed in his speech that Brunei would
ratify the United Nations convention
against torture which it signed several
years ago.

LGBT stigma still strong 
While gay Bruneians were relieved

the death penalty for homosexual sex
would not be enforced, they said the law
still encourages discrimination against
LGBT people in the former British pro-
tectorate of about 400,000 people.

“The announcement last night gave me
and my friends some relief because hon-
estly it does make you anxious when
such laws are in place,” a 32-year-old
gay man, who did not wish to be identi-
fied, told AFP.

But Adam Rozman, a 24-year-old gay
university student who gave a pseudo-
nym, added: “I just wish that the country
can one day remove laws that discrimi-
nate against gay people. We do exist and
we are normal people who are in schools
and universities, and have careers and
contribute to the whole country.” The
sultan - one of the world’s wealthiest
men, who has been on the throne over
five decades - announced plans for the
sharia penal code in 2013.

The first section was introduced in
2014 and included less stringent penal-
ties, such as fines or jail terms for
offences including skipping Friday
prayers, but the harsher penalties were
delayed for years after criticism. Analysts
say Hassanal is seeking to burnish his
Islamic credentials and shore up support
among the country’s conservatives due
to the waning fortunes of the oil-depen-
dent economy, which has been ravaged
by recession in recent years.  —AFP

Guns outnumber 
guests at bombed 
Sri Lanka hotel 
COLOMBO: At the Cinnamon Grand
Colombo, one of six Sri Lankan targets
hit by suicide bombers on Easter
Sunday, the silence that reigns is not just
the usual hush of a plush hotel. Recently
reopened, barely 10 of its 500 luxury
rooms are occupied - down from the
300 usual at this time of year - as fears
rise over the impact of the bombings on
the island nation’s burgeoning tourism
industry. On April 21, the Cinnamon was
one of three hotels hit by jihadi bombers
along with three churches in attacks
claimed by the Islamic State group that
left 257 people dead.

Around 9:10 am that day, Sri Lankan
Inshaf Ibrahim, who had checked into the
Cinnamon the day before, went to the
breakfast buffet in the hotel’s Taprobane
restaurant. Then he set off the bomb in
his backpack, killing twenty people. The
bomber’s brother Ilham Ibrahim died
while attacking the Shangri-La hotel,
also in Colombo. Now, to get into the
marble-floored lobby of the Cinnamon,
visitors must pass through two security

checks as a new X-ray machine scans
bags. Armed soldiers outnumber guests.

At a bar inside that before was a pop-
ular drinking hole for Colombo’s movers
and shakers, Chaminda Perera, head of
an agro-chemicals firm, is sipping red
wine after returning for the first time. “It
feels lonely when coming inside. We
know that Cinnamon Grand is one the
best hotels in Colombo,” he told AFP, the
other seats and armchairs around him
and his companion empty. “Usually in
daytime it is very difficult to get a chair.”

Bart van Dijk, a Dutchman working
for an e-commerce company and who
lives nearby, said that before the attacks
the Cinnamon was so much more than a
hotel. “In other countries, a hotel is just a
place where people sleep for business or
as a tourist,” the 29-year-old told AFP.
“Here you have 14 restaurants, you have
a laundry service, a fitness service. It’s
almost an entire ecosystem that you
walk into.” 

King’s Cross 
Posters inside the hotel exhort visitors

to let the world know the Cinnamon is
turning the page, including by using the
#BackatCG hashtag on social media. “It
was always so busy. The lobby was
buzzing with people of all races, nation-
alities, people visiting for all purposes,”
recalled Rohan Karr, the Cinnamon’s

general manager. “It could be a wedding,
dining, or it could be just to be seen and
have a cup of coffee” he told AFP. “It
was the King’s Cross Station of Sri
Lanka. Now it is...” he added, trying to
find the right words, “but we’ll get back,
we’ll get back to glory soon.”

Many countries have advised their
nationals to avoid Sri Lanka since the
attacks shattered its image as a safe hol-

iday destination, 10 years after the end
of a brutal civil war. The government
expects visitor numbers to dive 30 per-
cent this year and for Sri Lanka to need
up to two years for the tourism sector to
recover. The Cinnamon may take a while
too. Four of its restaurants are open
again, but the Taprobane, instead of
breakfasting families, contains investiga-
tors from Interpol and the FBI. —AFP

COLOMBO: In this picture taken on May 1, 2019, Sri Lankan soldiers walk
through the Cinnamon Grand Hotel lobby. —AFP

BANGKOK: Thailand’s newly-crowned King Maha
Vajiralongkorn praised a show of “unity” at his first
public address on the final day of an elaborate corona-
tion yesterday, speaking to a sea of supporters and wit-
nessed by the head of the junta that has led the divided
country since a 2014 coup. Walking onto a wooden bal-
cony to the roar of the crowd, Vajiralongkorn said he
was “truly happy” with the display. “I want the unity
shown here with this goodwill to be an encouraging
sign for everybody, all sides to perform their duties for
the prosperity of our country,” he said.

Thousands waiting below shouted “Long live the
king!”, waved Thailand’s national flag and wore yellow
hats - the color representing the king’s birthday. Before
the remarks, junta chief Prayut Chan-O-Cha addressed
the king from the ground, pledging “loyalty to his
majesty and the great Chakri dynasty with our lives”.
Vajiralongkorn was accompanied by Thailand’s new
Queen Suthida, whom he married in a formal ceremony
days before the coronation.

The 66-year-old is the 10th king in the Chakri dynasty
and ascended the throne in late 2016 after the death of his
beloved father Bhumibol Adulyadej. Not as well known,
Vajiralongkorn spends a great deal of time in Germany
and has been divorced three times. The monarchy is
shielded by some of the world’s harshest lese majeste laws,
making any critical discussion about the king all but
impossible. But wall-to-wall coverage and social media
posts of the ceremony provided rare glimpses into the pri-
vate lives of the ultra-guarded royal family. 

After yesterday’s address, the king’s fashion designer
daughter Princess Sirivannavari was seen capturing the
moment on a smartphone and waving to the crowd.
Over the weekend she took to Facebook to post per-
sonal shots of her and her family members, garnering
more than 120,000 shares. The king’s eldest sister
Princess Ubolratana has long used Instagram as a way
to communicate with fans. She drew headlines in
February when she tried to stand for prime minister
with an anti-junta party. The king thwarted the bid with
a royal command and the party was later dissolved.

Though she was seen hugging the king at the cere-
mony, she was asked in the comments section of a pho-
to she posted Saturday why she did not receive a royal
title during the event. “Because my work is in this
style,” she said. “It’s more convenient and effective this
way.”  The three-day coronation - the first one in 69
years - cemented Vajiralongkorn’s position at the top of
one of the world’s richest monarchies. He was crowned
with the 7.3-kg Great Crown of Victory Saturday after
sacred purification rites.

On Sunday, the king was carried through Bangkok’s
historic old quarter on a gilded palanquin flanked by
royal guards in a colourful seven-hour procession. The
royal ceremonies were wedged between a disputed
election in March and the expected announcement of
poll results later this week. The arch-royalist junta that
seized power in 2014 in a coup has claimed the popular
vote, but a coalition of “pro-democracy” parties say
they have a lower house majority. —AFP

Junta chief pledges loyalty to Vajiralongkorn and Chakri dynasty

Thailand king praises ‘unity’ in 
speech on final coronation day

BANGKOK: This framegrab handout released yesterday shows Thailand’s King Maha Vajiralongkorn and
Queen Suthida appearing on the balcony of Suddhaisavarya Prasad Hall of the Grand Palace as they
grant a public audience on the final day of his royal coronation. —AFP 

Myanmar village in 
army lockdown 
‘running out of food’
YANGON: Villagers in Myanmar’s conflict-hit Rakhine
state said yesterday they are facing food shortages after
being hemmed in for nearly a week by the military, which
killed six people and continues to detain scores more in a
crackdown against suspected rebels. Thousands of troops
have been redeployed to Rakhine state where they are
using heavy artillery against the Arakan Army (AA). The
insurgents are fighting for more autonomy for ethnic
Rakhine Buddhists in violence that has forced more than
30,000 people from their homes since December.

It is the latest unrest in an area riven by complex ethnic
and religious divisions in the Buddhist-majority country.
The same northern part of the state also witnessed the mili-

tary’s bloody expulsion of some 740,000 Rohingya
Muslims in 2017, a campaign UN investigators said
amounted to genocide. Last Tuesday security forces
stormed Kyauk Tan village in Rathedaung township, sepa-
rating out 275 men for interrogation in the local school.
Troops admitted killing six detainees two days later and
injuring eight more, claiming the men tried to attack and
disarm them. The village has been completely sealed off
since the raid and several residents told AFP by phone yes-
terday food supplies were dangerously low. Those without
any land are “really struggling”, one woman told AFP by
phone, asking not to be named, adding villagers were pool-
ing their meager supplies.

Another man confirmed the shortages under the army’s
“bullying” tactics and called for the international communi-
ty’s help. Rakhine state lawmaker Tin Maung Win told AFP
he was “very worried” about the villagers’ plight. He
planned to visit the village today but was unsure security
forces would allow him to enter after they turned him away
last week. Military spokesman Brigadier General Zaw Min
Tun denied people were unable to leave. —AFP

Pakistan Ahmadis 
face growing 
discrimination
ISLAMABAD: Pakistan’s Ahmadi community faces growing
institutionalized discrimination fanned by last year’s election
campaign by Prime Minister Imran Khan, the minority move-
ment said in a report issued yesterday. Ahmadis, a group that
originated in British-controlled India in the 19th century who
see themselves as an Islamic movement, are regarded as hereti-
cal by orthodox Muslims and forbidden from calling themselves
Muslims or using Islamic symbols in their religious practices.

They face discrimination and violence over accusations
their faith insults Islam and community leaders say legislative
moves in 2018 and anti-Ahmadi rhetoric during the elections
have entrenched legalised hate. “Ahmadis have no religious
freedoms in Pakistan and recent actions taken by the authori-

ties mean that the situation is going to deteriorate even fur-
ther and make it impossible for Ahmadis to carry on with their
everyday lives,” spokesman Saleem ud Din said in a statement.
Religious discrimination has long been a problem in Pakistan,
a mainly Sunni Muslim state of more than 200 million people,
with attacks against Shiites, Christians, Hindus and Sikhs in
recent years. Ahmadis have faced particular pressure since a
1974 constitutional amendment which declared them non-
Muslim and a ruling a decade later by military ruler General
Zia ul Haq explicitly forbidding them from calling themselves
Muslim. Two major events underlined in the report are a High
Court verdict requiring citizens to declare their religion when
applying for identity documents, which rights activists said
specifically targeted the Ahmadi community.

The other was electioneering by Pakistan’s main parties,
including the prime minister’s party, in which they have sup-
ported religious laws and anti-Ahmadi groups to curry favor
with the religious right. The Ahmadi community, in a state-
ment on the report, accused Khan of fanning “the flames of
religious hatred against Ahmadis”. Khan’s office did not
respond to request for comment. —Reuters


