
COLOMBO: Sri Lankan police arrested two ruling
party lawmakers for allegedly instigating mob violence
that plunged the country into days of unrest and left
nine people dead last week, officials said Wednesday.
The members of parliament, both from President
Gotabaya Rajapaksa’s party, were questioned by crim-
inal investigators on Tuesday evening and detained
overnight, a police official said, speaking on condition
of anonymity.

“There is direct evidence against the two MPs and
that is why they were arrested,” the official said.
Sanath Nishantha and Milan Jayathilake were among
22 politicians-including former prime minister Mahinda
Rajapaksa and his son Namal-whose passports were
impounded last week following allegations that they
instigated violence.

On May 9, thousands of ruling party supporters
who were bussed into the capital attacked a peaceful
demonstration by anti-government protesters
demanding President Rajapaksa resign over an eco-
nomic crisis that has paralysed the country. Then-
Prime Minister Mahinda Rajapaksa-the president’s
elder brother-resigned shortly after the mob attack
sparked retaliatory violence and arson, with more than
70 ruling party leaders’ homes destroyed. More than
225 people were hospitalised from the violence,
according to health officials. Police say they have
arrested about 500 people in connection with the vio-
lence and retaliation.

Cabinet formation 
Thousands continue to demonstrate outside the

president’s seafront office in Colombo, demanding he
resign over an economic crisis that has resulted in
acute shortages of food, fuel and essential medicines.

The shortages have been accompanied by record
inflation and lengthy blackouts, bringing severe hard-
ships to Sri Lankans, who are experiencing the coun-
try’s worst financial crisis since independence from
Britain in 1948. Ranil Wickremesinghe was appointed
as prime minister last week.

Wickremesinghe has the crucial support of two
main opposition parties to form a “unity government”
aimed at pulling the country out of the crisis, but had
yet to form a full cabinet. Four ministers were appoint-
ed on Saturday. Official sources said Wickremesinghe
was still in talks with potential coalition partners to
finalise his cabinet.

The prime minister was expected to also take on
the crucial finance portfolio for ongoing bailout talks
with the International Monetary Fund. Energy Minister
Kanchana Wijesekera said the energy crisis was worse
than initially feared.

“We will not be able to supply petrol in the next
two days and I appeal to motorists not to queue up,”
Wijesekera said in parliament. He said the government
managed to raise 53 million dollars for a petrol tanker
that was already at the Colombo port and was await-
ing full payment before unloading.

“It will be Saturday or Sunday before we can dis-
tribute petrol, but we have a reserve for essential serv-
ices like ambulances,” Wijesekera said. The foreign
exchange crisis has also led to shortages of 14 essen-
tial drugs, including anti-rabies vaccines. — AFP
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COLOMBO: Police stand guard near the parliament building in Colombo on May 17, 2022. — AFP

SRINAGAR, India: This picture taken on May 5, 2022, shows a CCTV camera installed outside a shop at a market in Srinagar.
India has ordered all private businesses in Indian-administered Kashmir to install security cameras, a move activists say is
aimed at turning one of the world’s most militarised places into a surveillance state. — AFP

Kabul brokers
peace talks between
Pakistani Taleban
and Islamabad
KABUL: The Afghan Taleban said on Wednesday
that it was hosting peace talks between Pakistan
officials and a Taleban-inspired militant group
that has battled Islamabad for over a decade.

Since the Afghan Taleban returned to power
last year, Islamabad has increasingly complained
of attacks by the Tehreek-e-Taleban Pakistan
(TTP), especially along the mountainous border
with Afghanistan. The TTP is a home-grown
movement but shares common roots with the new
rulers of Kabul, who Pakistan has claimed permit
its fighters to stage assaults from Afghan soil.

“Talks were held in Kabul between the gov-
ernment of Pakistan and the Tehreek-e-Taleban
Pakistan in the mediation of the Islamic Emirate,”
government spokesman Zabihullah Mujahid said,
using the self-styled name of Taleban-ruled
Afghanistan.

“The Islamic Emirate of Afghanistan, in good
faith, strives for a successful negotiation process
and expects both sides to be tolerant and flexi-
ble,” he said on Twitter. In a statement, the group
also confirmed that “negotiations are underway”
under the guidance of the Afghan Taleban.

A truce previously agreed for the Islamic festi-
val of Eid will also be extended until May 30, the
statement said. A militant source told AFP that
“negotiations are held in Kabul in a positive
atmosphere” but that it would be “premature to
draw any conclusion”.

Pakistan government officials have not yet
commented on the talks. The official discussions
may be an indication the Taleban are trying to
smooth over rocky relations with neighbouring
Pakistan. The mountainous region between
Afghanistan and Pakistan has long been a hive of
militant activity, with the border becoming a
source of friction since the Taleban reclaimed
power in August.

Islamabad has made repeated claims its forces
have been targeted by fighters across the interna-
tional boundary. Last month, Afghan officials said
a Pakistani airstrike in eastern Afghanistan killed
47 people. Pakistan did not comment on the strike
but urged Kabul to secure its border to prevent
militant operations.

The Afghan Taleban called the assault a “cruel-
ty” that “is paving the way for enmity between
Afghanistan and Pakistan”. Last year Pakistan
conducted peace negotiations with the TTP dur-
ing a month-long ceasefire, but that truce eventu-
ally collapsed. — AFP

India turning 
Kashmir into 
surveillance state
SRINAGAR, India: In Indian-administered Kashmir,
shopkeepers are spending hundreds of dollars each to
install security cameras mandated by authorities in a
move activists say is aimed at creating a surveillance
state-and outsourcing the cost. Prime Minister
Narendra Modi’s Hindu nationalist government has
struggled to quell a decades-old insurgency and
strengthen its hold over the Muslim-majority region,
where a large number of people do not want to be part
of India.

Half a million soldiers are stationed in the portion
ruled by India-the rest is controlled by Pakistan-and a
2019 security crackdown has seen unprecedented
restrictions on protest and press freedoms. Already
there are security cameras on almost every street in
Srinagar, Kashmir’s largest city, and in other towns.

But last month, local administrators instructed shop-
keepers to install CCTV systems inside their premises-
at their own expense-to enhance the police’s ability to
watch people’s every move. The orders say the scheme
will “deter criminals, (and) anti-social and anti-national
elements”, while outlining minimum standards for cam-
era resolution, infrared capability and range.

Always on, the systems should record and store
footage for 30 days to be produced on demand from
“police and any other law enforcement agencies” with-
out a court order. Failure to abide by the orders, which
took effect in April, is punishable by a fine or a month’s
imprisonment.

Surveillance system dealers in Srinagar told AFP that
meeting the CCTV standards would cost each of
Kashmir’s thousands of stores upwards of 40,000
rupees ($524). Because of the territory’s frequent power
outages, shopkeepers also need to pay for battery
backups to ensure uninterrupted recording.

“The specifications given in the order make it unaf-
fordable for me at a time when business is down,” Bilal
Ahmed, who runs an ice cream parlour in Srinagar’s
main business district, told AFP. Ahmed said he was
waiting to see whether others would abide before
deciding what to do, but many are already installing the
systems to avoid potential punishment.

“This order is wrong. But if this is what they want,
then the government should pay for it,” another
Srinagar shopkeeper said while begrudgingly installing
a camera system, speaking anonymously for fear of
government reprisals.

Snooping techniques 
Rebel groups in Kashmir have waged battle against

Indian forces for over three decades, seeking independ-
ence or a merger with neighbouring Pakistan, which has
fought two wars with India over control of the region.

The conflict has killed tens of thousands of people,
mostly civilians, and also thousands of Indian soldiers.
Only last week a member of the Hindu minority was
gunned down. India has long relied on an array of sur-
veillance techniques to avert militant activity and com-
bat dissent against its rule.

After 1947, when Kashmir was divided between
newly independent India and Pakistan, police officers
went door to door to confiscate radios of households
that listened to Pakistani broadcasts. Modi’s government
nullified the region’s limited autonomy in 2019, with
authorities arresting thousands and imposing the
world’s longest internet shutdown to forestall a local
backlash.

It has also imposed a rigid security framework that
has rendered public protest virtually impossible. Aakar
Patel, former head of Amnesty International in India,
said the CCTV order “is a worrying development”. It
will legitimise “a complete surveillance of their civic life,
threatening their human rights to privacy, freedom of
assembly, autonomy and dignity”, Patel told AFP.

Not cricket 
Since the 2019 changes, widely invoked administra-

tive detention laws have effectively circumvented judi-
cial remedies. Hundreds, including suspected protesters,
dissidents and journalists, have been arrested and are
languishing in Indian jails-sometimes for years and often
without charge or the option to get bail.

They include three students detained for five months
after cheering Pakistan in a 2021 cricket match against
India. Already soldiers regularly confiscate Kashmiris’
cellphones to scrutinise their activities. Arrests over
social media posts criticising the government are com-
mon and police have a robust network of paid civilian
informers. Residents, including journalists, are regularly
summoned for “background verifications”.

If someone does not show up, their relatives can be
held until the person reports to the police. But snooping
techniques have become more sophisticated, with secu-
rity forces installing an expansive network of cameras to
monitor insurgent activity.

An official document seen by AFP says this will
include 1,100 cameras with facial recognition capabili-
ties and centralised command centres for live police
monitoring. Repeated requests to authorities for com-
ment on the legality of the CCTV order to shopkeepers
went unanswered.

“But the government describing it as related to
Kashmir’s security trumps every other consideration,”
one lawyer said on condition of anonymity. — AFP

Indian Supreme Court 
frees convict in Rajiv 
assassination case
NEW DELHI: India’s top court on Wednesday ordered
the release of a man jailed over the assassination of for-
mer prime minister Rajiv Gandhi, more than 30 years
after he was first arrested. A bench headed by Justice L.
Nageswara Rao invoked extraordinary powers to grant
relief to A.G. Perarivalan, 50, who was already granted
parole in March. Perarivalan was convicted for supplying
batteries used in a bomb that killed Gandhi in the south-
ern state of Tamil Nadu on May 21, 1991. The bombing
was carried out by the Liberation Tigers of Tamil Eelam
(LTTE), a Sri Lankan armed separatist group.

Gandhi’s killing by a suicide bomber was seen as
retaliation for a 1987 Indian government pact with Sri
Lanka to disarm the Tamil guerrillas. India later with-
drew troops deployed to the island country after losing
1,200 of them at the hands of the rebels.

Perarivalan, who was arrested in 1991 and was 19 at
the time of the assassination, was first sentenced to
death, but later had his punishment commuted to a life
sentence. His case was mired in legal wranglings since
he filed a mercy petition in 2015 between the state and
the central government. Tamil Nadu’s governor passed
the decision on the plea to India’s president, but the
Supreme Court ruled that this did not have “constitu-
tional value” and invoked special powers to order
Perarivalan’s release. Six others are still in jail serving
life sentences in the case. Rajiv Gandhi became India’s
youngest-ever leader after his mother, Prime Minister
Indira Gandhi, was assassinated in October 1984. He
ruled until losing an election five years later. — AFP

Pollution behind 
one in six global 
deaths in 2019
PARIS: Pollution caused some 9 million people to die
prematurely in 2019, according to a new global report
published Wednesday, with experts raising alarm over
increasing deaths from breathing outside air and the
“horrifying” toll of lead poisoning. Human-created
waste in the air, water and soil rarely kills people imme-
diately, but causes instead heart disease, cancer, respi-
ratory problems, diarrhoea and other serious illnesses.
The Lancet Commission on pollution and health said the
impact from pollution on global health remains “much
greater than that of war, terrorism, malaria, HIV, tuber-
culosis, drugs and alcohol”.

Pollution is an “existential threat to human health and
planetary health, and jeopardises the sustainability of
modern societies,” it added. In general, the review
found, air pollution-accounting for a total of 6.7 million
deaths globally in 2019 — was “entwined” with climate
change because the main source of both problems is
burning fossil fuels and biofuels. “If we can’t manage to
grow in a clean and green way, we’re doing something
terribly wrong,” said the report’s lead author Richard
Fuller, of the Global Alliance on Health and Pollution,
adding that chemical pollution also harms biodiversity-
another major global threat.

“These things are terribly connected and strategies
to deal with one have ripple effects all the way
through,” he said. Overall, one in six premature deaths
globally-or nine million-were caused by pollution, a fig-
ure unchanged since the last assessment in 2015.

Researchers noted a reduction in mortality linked to
indoor air pollution, unsafe drinking water and inade-
quate sanitation, with major improvements seen in
Africa. But early deaths associated with industrialisa-
tion-outdoor air and chemical pollution-are on the rise,
particularly in southern and eastern Asia.

Ambient air pollution caused some 4.5 million deaths
in 2019, according to the study, published in Lancet
Planetary Health, compared with 4.2 million in 2015 and
just 2.9 million in 2000. Chemical pollution is also
increasing, with lead poisoning alone causing 900,000
deaths. Even that, the report warned, is likely a “sub-
stantial undercount” in light of new research suggesting
there is no safe level of exposure.

Harmful to children 
Algeria banned lead in petrol in 2021, the last coun-

try to do so. But people continue to be exposed to the
toxic substance, largely due to unregulated recycling of
lead-acid batteries and e-waste. Contaminated culinary
spices are also a culprit.

“The fact that lead is getting worse, mostly in poorer
countries, and ramping up in terms of the number of
deaths, is horrifying,” said Fuller. Heart disease is the
cause of almost all early deaths from exposure to lead,
which hardens arteries, said Fuller. But elevated lead
levels in blood-estimated to affect hundreds of millions
of children-also harm brain development and are linked
to serious losses of cognitive function.

The report said lead is also linked to a spike in
behavioural disorders and diminished economic pro-
ductivity, with global economic losses estimated at
almost $1 trillion annually. In Africa, economic losses
from lead-related IQ loss are equivalent to about four
percent of gross domestic product, while in Asia it
amounts to two percent. Overall, excess deaths due to
pollution have led to economic losses totalling $4.6 tril-
lion in 2019, or around six percent of global economic
output, researchers said. Low- and middle-income
countries are by far the most affected, with more than
90 percent of deaths in these regions.—AFP
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