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Sri Lanka’s troops quell unrest

UK and EU ramp 
up tensions over 
N Ireland accord
BELFAST: The Northern Ireland Protocol was signed
separately from the Brexit trade deal between the UK
and the European Union in order to avoid a “hard” bor-
der on the island of Ireland. Physical infrastructure on
the border between the province and EU member state
Ireland was a regular flashpoint during three decades
of violence over British rule in Northern Ireland.

Removing customs posts and allowing the free
movement of goods and people between the north and
south was a key part of the 1998 Good Friday
Agreement that brought peace. But it has complicated
the post-Brexit situation. To keep the border open,
Northern Ireland is effectively still in the European sin-
gle market-but checks are required on goods heading
east-west from mainland Great Britain. Imposing con-
trols was designed to prevent unchecked goods head-
ing into the single market and customs union from
England, Scotland and Wales via Northern Ireland.

‘Not sustainable’ 
London has indefinitely suspended implementing

those checks, and says it is ready to scrap the pact
unless Brussels agrees to changes. The EU is insistent
the UK must abide by the terms of the deal it signed
up to, warning it risks a possible trade war with the
bloc if it unilaterally suspends any of the protocol.

But Brussels has made concessions, including pro-
posing fewer checks on goods heading east-west to
Northern Ireland. The UK and the EU are set to
resume talks but appeared to be on a collision course;
Prime Minister Boris Johnson on Tuesday told his Irish
counterpart Micheal Martin that the protocol was “not
sustainable in its current form”. European leaders have
insisted the terms will not be renegotiated. In a grow-
ing dispute, The Times reported that British Foreign
Secretary Liz Truss could scrap large parts of the deal
from British law as early as next week.

The protocol has a suspension clause that allows
either side to take “appropriate safeguard measures” if
there are “serious economic, societal or environmental
difficulties”. Brussels has warned of “serious conse-
quences” if London triggers the clause, raising the
prospect of a trade war of tariffs and barriers between
the two sides. The United States, which helped broker
the Good Friday Agreement, and Irish-American
President Joe Biden are watching closely, warning the
UK to stick to what it signed. Washington has warned
that London can forget about a trade deal if its actions
in Northern Ireland threatens the still-fragile peace.

Politics and business 
The protocol has created political tensions in

Northern Ireland between pro-British unionists and
republicans who want the province to become part of
Ireland. There has already been some violence from
hardline unionists, prompting fears of a return to
Northern Ireland’s troubled past.

The province’s unionist parties oppose the proto-
col, warning it threatens Northern Ireland’s status
within the UK. They have vowed not to nominate min-
isters to the Northern Ireland Assembly in Belfast until
the protocol is scrapped. That has raised the prospect
of political paralysis at the legislature, after Sinn Fein
nationalists became the biggest party for the first time
in Thursday’s elections. Sinn Fein leader Michelle
O’Neill, who is set to become Northern Ireland’s first
minister, has warned she “will not be held to ransom”
by Brexit disputes. —AFP

Lebanon vote 
set to entrench 
status quo
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COLOMBO: Sri Lanka’s economy will “collapse” unless a
new government is urgently appointed, the central bank
chief warned Wednesday, as security forces fanned out on
the streets to restore order after spasms of mob violence.

Police say nine people have died since Monday, when
frustration at a dire economic crisis erupted into clashes
between backers and opponents of President Gotabaya
Rajapaksa, injuring more than 200.

Opposition parties have refused Rajapaksa’s overtures
for a unity government to resolve a political deadlock and
instead demanded his resignation.

Central Bank Governor Nandalal Weerasinghe said it
was critical that a new administration take charge by Friday
or the country would suffer a catastrophe. “The economy
will completely collapse and no one will be able to save it,”
he told reporters. “The country was fast going down a
slope when I took over just over a month ago. I thought we
were able to apply the brakes, but with events of Monday
the brakes no longer work.”

Shortly after taking over as the bank’s chief in April,
Weerasinghe announced a default on Sri Lanka’s $51 billion
external debt, saying the country had no money to pay its
creditors. He said political stability was vital to implement
the reforms needed to address Sri Lanka’s snowballing
debt crisis and the acute shortage of foreign exchange to
import essentials.

Security forces have largely curbed public disorder
after they were deployed to enforce a nationwide curfew
with orders to “shoot on sight” anyone engaged in looting
or violence. “If the situation is not brought under control,
there could be total anarchy,” a senior security official told
AFP on condition of anonymity.

Deserted streets 
The capital Colombo was almost deserted on

Wednesday aside from soldiers manning checkpoints, near

the charred remains of buses that had been set alight by
anti-government crowds. With armoured personnel carri-
ers and a heavy security presence, Sri Lanka’s military chief
addressed a press conference to deny speculation of a
looming coup.

“Don’t ever think that we are trying to capture power,”
said Kamal Gunaratne, the secretary of Sri Lanka’s defence
ministry. “The military has no such intentions.”

A small crowd continued to defy the curfew near the
president’s seafront office, where a protest camp has for
the past month maintained a vigil calling on him to step

down. “We want the whole Rajapaksa clan out because
they are so, so corrupt. They have been eating into Sri
Lanka like a caterpillar eating into some fruit,” activist
Kaushalya Fernando told AFP.

In a tweet, Rajapaksa on Wednesday called for “all Sri
Lankans to join hands as one, to overcome the economic,
social & political challenges”.

But the main opposition SJB party reiterated it will not
be a part of any government with Rajapaksa still president,
even after his brother Mahinda’s resignation as prime min-
ister on Monday.

Turning point
Sri Lankans have been suffering shortages of essential

goods, fuel and medicines for months in the island’s worst
economic downturn since independence in 1948. The crisis
moved into a darker phase on Monday when government
supporters with sticks and clubs attacked demonstrators
who had been protesting peacefully for weeks demanding
the president’s resignation.

Mobs then retaliated across the country, torching
dozens of homes of ruling-party politicians. Mahinda
Rajapaksa had to be rescued in a pre-dawn military opera-
tion on Tuesday and taken to a naval dockyard for safety
after protesters tried to storm his official residence.

Echoing the UN rights chief and the European Union,
the United States on Tuesday said it was concerned both
with the violence and the deployment of the military.

“We stress that peaceful protesters should never be
subjected to violence or intimidation, whether that’s on the
part of the military force or civilian units,” State
Department spokesman Ned Price told reporters.

India meanwhile was forced to deny social media
rumours — some using old images of Mahinda boarding a
helicopter — that it was helping Rajapaksa family members
to flee. The Indian “High Commission would like to categor-
ically deny speculative reports in sections of media and
social media about India sending her troops to Sri Lanka,”
said a statement.

With vital tourism revenues torpedoed by the pandem-
ic, Sri Lanka last month defaulted on its foreign debt, some
of it stemming from Rajapaksa vanity projects built with
Chinese loans.

The International Monetary Fund this week began a
“virtual mission” of staff-level talks on a possible bailout.
IMF mission chief Masahiro Nozaki said the lender aimed
to be “fully prepared for policy discussions once a new
government has been formed”.  —AFP

‘Economy will completely collapse and no one will be able to save it’ 

COLOMBO: Soldiers check documents of a driver at a road checkpoint in Colombo on May 11, 2022. Sri Lankan police have been ordered to go on the offensive and use live ammunition to stop rioting, a top official told AFP on May 11, after
another night of sporadic arson attacks. —AFP

India’s top court 
suspends British
era sedition law
NEW DELHI: India’s Supreme Court on Wednesday
suspended a colonial-era sedition law that activists say
is often used by Prime Minister Narendra Modi’s gov-
ernment to target free speech and dissent. Modi’s critics
say that the law, which was once used by Britain to tar-
get independence hero Mahatma Gandhi, has been
abused by his government against many journalists,
activists and students.

Section 124A of the Indian penal code gives wide-

ranging powers to the police to arrest people, who can
even face life imprisonment, for an act or speech that
“brings or attempts to bring into hatred or contempt, or
excites or attempts to excite disaffection towards the
government”. “The rigours of Section 124A (are) not in
tune with the current social milieu, and was intended for
a time when this country was under the colonial regime,”
India’s chief justice N.V Ramana, part of a three-judge
bench hearing a petition against the law, said.

Ramana asked the government not to file any new
sedition cases and pause ongoing sedition investiga-
tions. “All pending trials, appeals and proceedings”
under sedition, the court said, “be kept in abeyance”
until the “re-examination of the provision is complete”.

The government had said Monday that it had decided
to “re-examine and reconsider” the law but it remained
in force. The top court also urged people jailed for sedi-

tion to approach local courts for bail. India’s official
crime data says 236 people faced sedition charges
between 2018 and 2020.

The law has long been misused by all Indian political
parties in power but critics say Modi’s Bharatiya Janata
Party (BJP) has widened its scope, including to target
minorities and ideological dissenters. The government of
India’s most populous state Uttar Pradesh, led by fire-
brand monk Yogi Adityanath from the BJP, has been an
especially enthusiastic user of the law.

Police there last year jailed three students from
Indian-administered Kashmir for sedition after they cel-
ebrated India’s defeat to arch-rival Pakistan in a cricket
match. India sparked global outrage last year after 22-
year-old climate change activist Disha Ravi was arrested
for sedition for allegedly creating a “toolkit” to aid anti-
government farmer protests.  —AFP

Marcos faces high 
expectations from 
Philippines poor
MANILA: Despite his Oxford education and jet-set
lifestyle, the Philippines’s president-elect Ferdinand
Marcos Junior sailed to victory this week as a champi-
on of the poor. Now they expect him to deliver.
Residents of the impoverished Baseco neighbourhood
in Manila do not think of 64-year-old Marcos, nick-
named Bongbong, as the mega-rich scion of a political
dynasty famed for extorting billions, stockpiling
designer shoes and treating public coffers like an all-
you-can-eat buffet.

In this thick lattice of roads, lanes and alleyways
jam-packed with street kids, push trikes and hawkers,
Marcos means hope. “A lot of change will happen
when he becomes president,” 30-year-old JR Foras
says matter-of-factly, as he waits for customers in a

stuffy port-side barbershop brightened by a florescent
striplight and posters of K-Pop hair models.

He predicts that by the end of Marcos Jr’s six-year
term “there will be a lot of jobs”, enough to go around.
“Maybe I’ll get another job. Maybe-I’ll become a
security guard,” he says while admitting he lacks the
necessary training.

Like many young Filipinos, Foras has bought into
the torrent of misinformation that has reinvented the
Marcos family image. For believers, Marcos senior’s
bloody decades-long rule has been transformed into a
gilded age for the Philippines, making Bongbong the
obvious choice to restore those imagined glories.

“I voted for him because of what his father accom-
plished,” says Foras. “We were number one in Asia. I
just feel like he would do it again.” The Marcos
rebranding was so successful that, according to initial
results, Baseco voters narrowly backed him as presi-
dent over Isko Moreno, an actor-turned-politician who
grew up in the poverty of a nearby slum.

COVID side effects 
But economists warn that even if Marcos’s govern-

ment does not descend into another free-for-all of cor-

ruption and cronyism, he will have a hard time meeting
lofty promises. In a country where 43 percent consider
themselves poor, and 39 percent say they are on the bor-
derline, the COVID-19 crisis hit especially hard. —AFP

Shortages 
of essential 

goods

MANILA: File photo shows Ferdinand Marcos Jr. (front 2nd
L), son of the late Philippine dictator Ferdinand Marcos, his
wife Maria Luisa (centre R), and cousin Martin Romualdezn
(back C) as they are surrounded by members of the media
and supporters.  —AFP


