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Members of the Sri Lankan navy work on 
a beach in Colombo on Thursday (10), 
removing debris washed ashore from the 
sinking container ship MV X-Press Pearl, as 
authorities announced an investigation into a 
possible oil slick reported off its west coast. 
The X-Press Pearl reported an onboard 
acid leak and caught fire just as it was due 
to enter the Colombo harbour on May 20.  

The fire was put out after 13 days, but the 
vessel's stern hit the bottom of the shallow 
sea when a tug attempted to move it to 
deeper waters. The operator of the vessel, 
X-Press Feeders, said inspection of the 
wreck found no oil leaks from the ship's fuel 
tanks, but water in the area was discoloured 
since the container carrier submerged on 
June 2. Sri Lankan authorities are bracing for 

a possible oil spill from the submerged wreck 
as some 350 tonnes of bunker oil is thought 
to be still in its fuel tanks. X-Press Feeders 
have already deployed representatives from 
the International Tankers Owners Pollution 
Federation (ITOPF) and Oil Spill Response 
(OSR) to monitor any oil spill and help with 
the clean-up of beaches

-Read more on pages 3

G7 leaders at UK summit target 
plan for 1bn jabs
FALMOUTH, UK - G7 leaders open a 
three-day summit on Friday (11) aimed 
at helping to end the COVID-19 pan-
demic and forge a climate-centric eco-
nomic recovery, after pledging to donate 
one billion vaccine doses for the world’s 
poorest countries.

US President Joe Biden and his col-
leagues from Britain, Canada, France, 
Germany, Italy and Japan will sit down 
for their first face-to-face gathering in 
nearly two years, after the pandemic 
wiped out last year’s summit.

Meeting under the protection of a 
smothering security operation in the 
Cornish resort of Carbis Bay, southwest 
England, the leaders are also expected to 
address warnings to Russia and China.

Most of the G7 heads of state and gov-
ernment will reconvene on Monday (14) 
in Brussels for a NATO meeting, before 
Biden heads on to his first summit with 
President Vladimir Putin in Geneva, 

vowing to deliver a blunt appraisal of 
Russian behaviour.

After arriving in Britain Wednesday 
(9) on his first foreign tour as president, 
Biden told US service personnel that 
“the United States is back and democra-
cies of the world are standing together”, 
following the tumult of his predecessor 
Donald Trump’s go-it-alone administra-
tion.

The G7’s host, British Prime Minis-
ter Boris Johnson, said the coronavirus 
outbreak originating in China had also 
“badly shaken” the international order.

“At Carbis Bay, we must put those 
days behind us,” he said in a pre-sum-
mit message.

“This is the moment for the world’s 
greatest and most technologically ad-
vanced democracies to shoulder their 
responsibilities and to vaccinate the 
world, because no one can be properly 
protected until everyone has been pro-

tected.”  Building on Biden’s pledge to 
order 500 million COVID-19 vaccine 
doses to distribute among poorer na-
tions, Johnson plans to commit Britain 
to offering “at least” 100 million surplus 
doses within the next year.

In total, the G7 leaders are expected to 
adopt a broader commitment of offering 
up to one billion doses, in order “to end 
the pandemic in 2022”, according to 
Downing Street.

The World Health Organization re-
gional director for Africa, Matshidiso-
Moeti, said vaccine-sharing was a “do or 
die” issue, with doses running short and 
cases rising across the continent.

Campaigners have slammed inequali-
ties in distribution as “vaccine apart-
heid”, calling on rich nations to do more 
to help the global south, including by 
waiving intellectual property rights on 
vaccines and treatments.

-AFP

LONDON - Plastic items from takeaway food and drink dominate 
the litter in the world’s oceans, according to the most comprehen-
sive study to date.

Single-use bags, plastic bottles, food containers and food wrap-
pers are the four most widespread items polluting the seas, making 
up almost half of the human-made waste, the researchers found. 
Just 10 plastic products, also including plastic lids and fishing gear, 
accounted for three-quarters of the litter, due to their widespread 
use and extremely slow degradation.

The scientists said identifying the key sources of ocean plastic 
made it clear where action was needed to stop the stream of litter at 
its source. They called for bans on some common throwaway items 
and for producers to be made to take more responsibility.

Action on plastic straws and cotton buds in Europe was welcome, 
the researchers said, but risked being a distraction from tackling far 
more common types of litter. Their results were based on carefully 
combining 12m data points from 36 databases across the planet.

“We were not surprised about plastic being 80% of the litter, but 
the high proportion of takeaway items did surprise us, which will 
not just be McDonald’s litter, but water bottles, beverage bottles like 
Coca-Cola, and cans,” said Carmen Morales-Caselles, at the Univer-
sity of Cádiz, Spain, who led the new research.

 “This information will make it easier for policymakers to actually 
take action to try to turn off the tap of marine litter flowing into the 
ocean, rather than just clean it up,” she said.

Straws and stirrers made up 2.3% of the litter and cotton buds 
and lolly sticks were 0.16%. “It’s good that there is action against 
plastic cotton buds, but if we don’t add to this action the top litter 
items, then we are not dealing with the core of the problem – we’re 
getting distracted,” Morales-Caselles said.

-The Guardian

JAKARTA - Dengue fever infections dropped dramatically in an 
Indonesian study where a bacteria was introduced into disease-car-
rying mosquitoes, offering hope in the battle against an illness that 
sickens millions annually around the world.

Results of the three-year study, published in the New England 
Journal of Medicine this week, found that infecting dengue-carry-
ing mosquitoes with a harmless bacteria called Wolbachia led to a 
77% drop in human cases. Infections requiring hospitalization also 
fell by 86% in Wolbachia-treated areas of Yogyakarta, a city on Java 
island where the experiment was conducted, researchers said.

The study was conducted by the World Mosquito Program at 
Monash University in Australia and Indonesia's Gadjah Mada Uni-
versity. "The 77% figure is honestly quite fantastic for a transmitta-
ble disease and we're very grateful with the result," said AdiUtarini, 
a public-health researcher from Gadjah Mada University who was a 
co-lead on the study.

The trial involved releasing Wolbachia into the mosquito popula-
tion across specific parts of Yogyakarta to measure how it impacted 
the incidence of infections among three- to 45-year-olds.

It has now been expanded to other parts of the city.
Wolbachia suppresses the ability of the virus to replicate in den-

gue-carrying Aedesaegypti mosquitoes and cause infections when 
they bite humans. Previous trials involving Wolbachia - commonly 
found in fruit flies and other insects - also showed positive results in 
reducing dengue cases, researchers said.

Scientists hope the method could be a game-changer in a global 
battle against the disease, which can sometimes be fatal.

-AFP

Takeaway food and drink litter 
dominates ocean plastic

Indonesia dengue fever study 
offers hope in disease battle

UNITED NATIONS - Famine has afflicted at least 350,000 peo-
ple in northern Ethiopia’s conflict-ravaged Tigray region, a starva-
tion calamity bigger at the moment than anywhere else in the world, 
the United Nations and international aid groups said Thursday (10).

“Alarming new data has today confirmed the magnitude of the 
hunger emergency gripping Tigray,” David Beasley, executive direc-
tor of the World Food Program, the UN anti-hunger agency, said in 
a statement.

Mark Lowcock, the top humanitarian emergency official at the 
United Nations, told a webcast meeting of aid officials and diplo-
mats that the number of people affected by the famine was “higher 
than anywhere in the world” and was the worst in any country since 
a 2011 famine gripped neighbouring Somalia.

Lowcock said the data “paints a picture of a very, very extreme 
situation,” requiring a generous donor response and smoother hu-
manitarian access to areas of Tigray that he said had been blocked 
by Ethiopian forces and allies from neighboring Eritrea.

“This is going to get a lot worse,” said Lowcock, recalling the 
1980s famine in Ethiopia that caused an estimated 1 million deaths 
and showed the horrors of mass starvation with jarring images on 
television.

“This severe crisis results from the cascading effects of conflict, 
including population displacements, movement restrictions, lim-
ited humanitarian access, loss of harvest and livelihood assets, and 
dysfunctional or nonexistent markets,” a summary of the data said.

The conflict in Tigray erupted in November when Prime Minister 
Abiy Ahmed and Eritrea ordered their military forces into the re-
gion to crush Abiy’s political rivals and strengthen his control.

Ethiopian and Eritrean troops have been accused of ethnic vio-
lence, massacres and other atrocities in Tigray that amount to war 
crimes.

-NYT

Famine hits 350,000 Ethiopians

Trending News
Quote for TodayQuote for Today
You cannot shake hands with a 
clenched fist.

-Indira Gandhi-Indira Gandhi

Word for TodayWord for Today
Predilection [pred-l-ek-shuhn, 
preed] -noun - a tendency to think fa-
vourably of something in particular; 
partiality; preference

Today in HistoryToday in History
1967 - The Six-Day War ends with Is-
rael and Syria agreeing to a cease-fire

Today is...Today is...
Corn On The Cob Day
A day to bring some outdoor fun in-
doors

Sri Lanka: Health authorities report 101 
COVID-related deaths, as the single day 
fatality count crosses the century mark for 
the first time, taking the country’s virus 
toll to 2,011.
USA: Zahid N. Quraishi, a federal mag-
istrate judge and the son of Pakistani im-
migrants, is confirmed by the Senate for a 
federal judgeship in New Jersey, becom-
ing the first Muslim Federal District Court 
judge in the nation’s history.
Iran: The Biden administration lifts sanc-
tions on three former government officials 
and two companies involved in the coun-
try’s oil industry, a conciliatory gesture 
days before a potentially decisive round of 
nuclear talks in Vienna.
Hong Kong: Censors are to vet all films 
for national security breaches under ex-
panded powers in the latest blow to the 

Worst for any country in a decade

Study shows

financial hub’s political and artistic free-
doms.
Egypt: President Abdel Fattah al-Sisi 
pledges a $500-million cash injection for  
the Gaza reconstruction project shoring up 
the country’s influence in the Middle East, 
capitalizing on clout it garnered by broker-
ing a ceasefire between Israel and Hamas.
Peru: Officials say final results from the 
presidential election -- in which leftist Pe-
dro Castillo considers himself the winner 
-- are still days away, as a prosecutor seeks 
preventive custody for corruption-accused 
candidate Keiko Fujimori.
Morocco: The trial of journalist Sou-
laimane Raissouni, who has been on hun-
ger strike for 64 days, is again postponed 
to June 15 after a tense hearing where his 
lawyers said they were unable to plead due 
to the “alarming” state of his health.
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BUSINESSBUSINESS

COLOMBO – Sri Lanka has flagged off a 
US$ 675 million (Rs 135 billion) elevated 
expressway to be built by China Harbour 
Engineering, on a 15-year built operate 
transfer contract.

The expressway is expected to be com-
pleted in 36 months.

China Harbour will have a 15-year con-
cession to build and operate it, Prime Min-
ister Mahinda Rajapaksa said flagging off 
the project by unveiling a plaque from his 
Temple Trees residence.

The structure of the BOT deal is not clear.
The four-lane expressway will run from 

the New Kelani Bridge being built with a 
Japanese loan and connect to the outer 
circular expressway at Athurugiriya via 
Kolonnawa, Rajagiriya, Buthgamuwa, Bat-
taramulla, Koswatte and Pothuarawa and 
Hokandara.

Interchanges will be built at Oru-
godawatte to connect to the New Kelani 
Bridge and at Dematagoda to connect to 
Baseline Road.

There will also be interchanges at Rajag-
iriya, Koswatte and Hokandara. 

-economynext.ocm

COLOMOBO - State Minister for Region-
al Cooperation, TharakaBalasuriya, invited 
Indian investors to join Sri Lanka in its pur-
suit of ‘shared prosperity’ by taking the op-
portunity to invest in Sri Lanka.

Balasuriya was delivering the key note 
address at the India Country session of the 
Invest Sri Lanka Forum broadcasted digi-
tally from the Shangri-La Hotel in Colombo 
this week.

He highlighted six key areas of interest 
for potential investors, with a focus on the 
rubber, textile and Information Technol-
ogy industries and encouraged investors to 
utilize the special fiscal incentives on offer 
through the Special Economic Zones, par-
ticularly through the recently established 
Colombo Port City.

Organized by the Board of Investment, 
The Ceylon Chamber of Commerce, and the 
Colombo Stock Exchange, ‘Invest Sri Lan-
ka’ was Asia’s first and largest virtual forum 
to attract foreign investments with over 
4500 participants from over 85 countries.

 -ENCL

BEIJING - China on Thursday (10) 
passed a new law to counter foreign 
sanctions, as it looks to build its defenc-
es against rising US and EU pressure 
over trade and human rights.

Beijing has accused the United States 
of “suppressing” Chinese firms and is-
sued veiled threats of retaliation after 
President Joe Biden last week expanded 
a blacklist of companies in which Amer-
icans are not allowed to invest.

Countermeasures in the Chinese law 
include “refusal to issue visas, denial of 
entry, deportation... and sealing, seiz-
ing, and freezing property of individu-

als or businesses that adhere to foreign 
sanctions against Chinese businesses 
or officials,” according to the text pub-
lished by the standing committee of the 
National People’s Congress, China’s top 
legislature. The restrictions can apply to 
family members of individuals who fall 
foul of Beijing.

The law also allows the country’s 
courts to punish companies that comply 
with foreign laws, and says that busi-
nesses or people in China do not need to 
comply with foreign restrictions. “The 
law aims to firmly safeguard the sov-
ereign dignity and core interests of the 

country and oppose Western hegemony 
and power politics,” foreign ministry 
spokesman Wang Wenbing told a brief-
ing.

China has long complained about US 
sanctions and trade restrictions affect-
ing Chinese companies, calling it an ex-
traterritorial application of US law.

Biden has stepped up US criticism of 
Beijing in recent months over the theft 
of intellectual property, and alleged hu-
man rights abuses in Hong Kong and 
the restive Xinjiang region. Last week, 
the White House expanded the black-
list of companies Americans are barred 

from investing in due to the firms’ links 
to Beijing’s military.

The list of 59 Chinese firms that are 
off-limits to US investors from August 2 
includes major telecoms such as China 
Mobile, video surveillance firm Hikvi-
sion, China Railway Construction Corp, 
and China National Offshore Oil Corpo-
ration (CNOOC).

China’s anti-sanctions law comes 
as Biden is pushing for a common ap-
proach to restrain China with allies in 
the Group of Seven, which meets at the 
weekend in Britain.

AFP

The COVID-19 pandemic brought about un-
precedented social and economic challenges, 
and behind staggering data of contracting 
economies, people’s lives and livelihoods are 
on the line. According to the World Bank, in 
Sri Lanka over 500,000 people are expected 
to have fallen into poverty as a result of the 
crisis compounding existing inequalities, es-
pecially for those that belong to vulnerable 
and marginalized populations. 

The struggle induced by employment loss, 
travel restrictions, isolation, lack of protective 
equipment and insufficient access to health 
care services exposed cracks in our system. 
We must bring human rights front and centre 
to address these issues, as failure to do so can 
present a fundamental challenge to human 
dignity and sustainable development.

How businesses respond to a crisis can be 
a key factor in mitigating its impact on our 
society, and shape public attitudes towards 
the private sector for years to come. A strong 
commitment in times of crisis shows that 
businesses are willing to take concrete steps 
to uphold human rights, and prevent and 
address negative impacts of their operations 
on people and the environment. Businesses 
that are applying a smart strategy integrating 
a human rights focus can not only enhance 
their own resilience to adverse economic 
circumstances but raise the resilience of the 
country’s economy and society.

Resources and projects provide support 
for companies ready for the paradigm shift. 
The United Nations Guiding Principles on 
Business and Human Rights (UNGPs) ―a 
set of guidelines that define the key duties 
and responsibilities of States and Businesses 
with regard to business-related human rights 
abuses―, offer a blueprint for how business 
respect for human rights can support the 
implementation of the Sustainable Develop-
ment Goals (SDGs) in line with international 
human rights standards. Human rights self-
assessment tools are available to identify pri-
ority areas to address, and a growing number 
of trainings and workshops welcome business 
actors of any size to equip them with informa-
tion and good practices to follow.

In Sri Lanka, the business and human 
rights landscape is evolving, with more busi-
nesses coming on board to uphold the UNGPs 
as well as ensure their business operations 
are not negatively impacting human rights. 
However, despite encouraging progress being 
made, human rights challenges in the context 
of business operations continue to exist and 
have been exacerbated by the COVID-19 pan-
demic.

Many workers in a range of sectors includ-
ing apparel, agriculture, electronics, con-
struction, and manufacturing suffer from 
unsafe working conditions and labour rights 
abuses. Workers in the informal economy are 
particularly vulnerable to such abuses. More-
over, civil society organizations (CSOs), hu-
man rights defenders and trade unions con-
tinue to see a shrinking space for advocacy. 
Other issues such as sexual and gender-based 
violence and the harmful impact of economic 
growth on the environment have become se-
rious challenges that need urgent attention.

In order to address these diverse sets of 
challenges, a strong multi-stakeholder ap-
proach is required, where governments, busi-
nesses, civil society actors, national human 
rights institutions and academia come to-
gether to prevent, mitigate and remediate the 
adverse impacts of business on human rights.

Business and Human Rights in Asia: Ena-
bling Sustainable Economic Development 
through the Protect, Respect and Remedy 
Framework (B+HR Asia), funded by the 
European Union, supports the implementa-
tion of the UNGPs in close partnership with 
governments, businesses, and civil society, 
through dialogue, training, research, small 
grant provision, and awareness raising activi-
ties. In Sri Lanka, the project is implemented 
under the United Nations Development Pro-
gram’s (UNDP) flagship portfolio on SDG 16: 
Peace, Justice and Strong Institutions.

The project is spotlighting key business 
and human rights issues affecting Sri Lan-
ka, including labour rights and the impact 
of COVID-19, women’s participation in the 
workforce, climate change and biodiversity 
loss. Working together and with businesses, 
UNDP B+HR Asia helps to understand hu-
man rights risks across supply chains, and 
the importance of conducting human rights 
due diligence.

The COVID-19 crisis is a test of business’ 
commitment to upholding human rights. 
A company’s response is an opportunity to 
build trust and showcase its values, resil-
ience, and commitment to upholding the in-
terests of all stakeholders.

The time to ‘build forward better’ is here, 
and businesses have a role to play: demon-
strate their respect for human rights, and 
prevent and address any adverse impacts 
their operations may have on society and the 
environment to support Sri Lanka’s sustain-
able recovery, amidst these times of uncer-
tainty and complexity.

-Myanthi Peiris, Business and Human 
Rights Specialist, UNDP Sri Lanka

MR flags off US$ 675mn 
elevated expressway 
by China Harbour

State Minister invites 
Indian investors to 
pursue ‘shared 
prosperity’

China passes anti-foreign sanctions law

Moving business and 
human rights agenda 
forward in crisis times

Sri Lanka

Sri Lanka

Sri Lanka

COLOMBO – Sri Lanka’s private-
sector workers absorbed the burden of 
the coronavirus shock taking real and 
nominal wage cuts while keeping the 
economy ticking, as state workers con-
tinued to get salary hikes, data show.

“In the midst of the adverse impact of 
the COVID-19 pandemic, real wages of 
the employees in the formal and infor-
mal private sectors showed an erosion 
whereas the real wages of the publicsec-
tor employees showed an increase in 
2020 compared to the previous year,” 
Sri Lanka’s central bank said in its 2020 
annual report.

“Nevertheless, the demand pressure 
arising from wages on the general price 
level remained subdued during the 
year.”

Sri Lanka’s private credit collapsed 
amid lockdowns, despite money print-

ing. Credit started to pick up only in 
the third quarter. Around the world the 
COVID-19 pandemic has demonstrated 
graphically that it was private citizens, 
working in retail shops, restaurants, ex-
port manufacturing, transport and dis-
tribution chains that really kept econo-
mies ticking providing taxes for state 
workers and the elected ruling class to 
engage in coercive acts.

As soon as private sector activities 
were curtailed, economies collapsed.

In Sri Lanka the state health services 
have worked hard, though coercive state 
agencies put controls on private sector 
activity, including medical services and 
food supplies especially with price con-
trols, disrupting supplies, critics have 
said. Private sector workers salaries 
were slashed and many were laid off, as 
they took the entire economic adjust-

ment, while state workers continued to 
get salary hikes.

“The formal private sector was ad-
versely affected by the COVID-19 pan-
demic,” the central bank said.

“Accordingly, some firms had to re-
vise salaries downwards as their cash 
flows were severely affected by the dis-
ruptions to their business activities.

“Further, a tripartite agreement was 
reached between the Ministry of Skills 
Development, Employmentand Labour 
Relations, the Employers’ Federation of 
Ceylon and trade unions on paying 50% 
of the last paid basic salary or Rs 14,500 
per month, whichever was more favour-
able to the employee, where employees 
were required to stay at home due to 
pandemic conditions.” In 2020 a wages 
board rate increase was given for those 
on minimum wages. “Nevertheless, real 

wages of employees in the formal pri-
vate sector decreased by 4.2% in 2020 
compared to 2019.”

Sri Lanka’s state sector salaries con-
tinued to rise though the current ad-
ministration halted some of the salary 
hikes given by the previous Yahapala-
naya administration.

Nominal wages of state workers also 
rose 9.2% in 2020.

“This increase was due to the addition 
of a new non-pensionable monthly in-
terim allowance of Rs 2,500 with effect 
from July 1, 2019, and the final tranche 
of the special allowance and interim al-
lowance to the basic salary, with effect 
from January 1, 2020.

“Accordingly, real wages of the public 
sector employees increased by 2.9% in 
2020 compared to last year.”

-economynext.com

Private workers bear COVID-19 shock with wage cuts, 
state workers get salary hikes

By Myanthi Peiris
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COLOMBO - The European Parlia-
ment adopted a resolution on Thurs-
day (10) that puts Sri Lanka’s trade 
concessions for imports to the Euro-
pean Union – the country’s second 
biggest export market – in grave peril.

In its resolution adopted by 628 
votes in favour in the 705-member 
legislative assembly of the regional 
grouping, the EU Parliament called on 
the EU Commission to consider “tem-
porary withdrawal” of Sri Lanka’s pref-
erential access to European markets, 
which cuts trade tariffs significantly 
for Sri Lankan exports, including ap-
parel, ceramic and rubber.

In the resolution, the EU Parliament 
noted that Sri Lanka had regained ac-
cess to the GSP+ Scheme in 2017 on the 
explicit condition that it would repeal 
or replace draconian anti-terror laws – 
the Prevention of Terrorism Act – and 
implement human rights reform.

The Sri Lankan government had 
persistently failed to meet those con-
ditions the Resolution noted, calling 
on the EU and the European External 
Action Service to report to Parliament 
on Sri Lanka’s compliance on human 
rights issues and consider suspen-
sion of the GSP+ concessions. The EU 
Parliament noted that in March 2021, 

the Government of Sri Lanka had ex-
panded the PTA and allowed for two 
years of detention without trial for 
detainees causing religious, racial, or 
communal disharmony.” The PTA had 
been systematically used for arbitrary 
arrests and the detention of Muslims 
and minority groups, including Ahnaf 
Jazeem, a 26 year old Muslim teacher 
and poet and Hejaaz Hizbullah, a well-
known lawyer for minority rights and 
the rule of law.

The EU Parliament “noted with con-
cern” the detention of former CID Di-
rector Shani Abeysekera, and urged the 
government to immediately give those 

detained a fair trial on valid charges or 
release them unconditionally.

The Resolution also noted the adop-
tion of the 20th Amendment to the 
Constitution and expressed serious 
concern about the resulting decline in 
judicial independence, reduction of 
parliamentary control and excessive 
accumulation of power in the presi-
dency.

The EU Parliament resolution was 
adopted even as the US Congress con-
siders a resolution on Sri Lanka on its 
rights record and power sharing with 
the island’s minority Tamils.

-Agencies

EU Parliament approves resolution on Sri Lanka 
putting trade concessions in peril

COLOMBO - Sri Lanka on Thurs-
day (10) announced an investiga-
tion into a possible oil slick re-
ported off its west coast where a 
container ship is submerged after 
burning for 13 days.

Coast Conservation Minister 
NalakaGodahewa said local ex-
perts were asked to examine an oil 
patch of about 0.35 square kilome-
tres (0.13 square miles) where MV 
X-Press Pearl ran aground earlier 
this month.

“I visited the area by boat yes-
terday and what we noticed was a 
thin film of oil which looked like 
diesel,” Godahewa told reporters 
in Colombo. “It did not look like 
bunker oil, but we have asked our 
experts to examine.”

The X-Press Pearl reported an 
on-board acid leak and caught fire 
just as it was due to enter the Co-
lombo harbour on May 20. 

The fire was put out after 13 
days, but the vessel’s stern hit the 
bottom of the shallow sea when a 
tug attempted to move it to deeper 
waters.

Authorities are bracing for a pos-
sible oil spill from the submerged 
wreck or almost 300 tonnes of 
bunker oil thought to be still in its 
fuel tanks.

The owners of the vessel have 
already deployed representatives 
from the International Tank-
ers Owners Pollution Federation 
(ITOPF) and Oil Spill Response 
(OSR) to monitor any oil spill and 
help with the clean-up of beaches.

Godahewa said five vessels, in-
cluding two Indian Coast Guard 
ships equipped to deal with oil 
spills, were anchored around the 
sinking vessel, but none reported 
a leakage from the submerged 
wreck.

On Wednesday (9), Planet Labs, 
a satellite imaging and intelligence 
company released pictures show-
ing a long tongue of light coloured 
sea leading away from the ship, 
similar to a spill spreading away in 
a current.

X-Press Feeders, the owners 
of the vessel acknowledged that 
a grey sheen has been observed 
emanating from the vessel, and 
water samples were currently be-
ing tested.

 “Discolouration of the sea has 
been apparent since the vessel’s 
stern became submerged, and the 
remnants of the cargo in the 1486 
containers that were on-board 
were exposed to water,” it said, but 
noted that inspections thus far by 
Sri Lankan navy divers have found 
no evidence of a breach to the 
ships fuel oil tanks, and observa-
tions from the Salvors who remain 
on scene with the Sri Lankan navy 
and Indian Coastguard have said 
there has been no noticeable fuel 
oil spill.

Tonnes of micro plastic gran-
ules from the ship swamped an 
80-kilometre (50-mile) stretch of 
beach declared off-limits for resi-
dents. Fishing in the area has been 
banned.

Sri Lankan environmentalists 
last week sued the government 
and the ship’s operators for alleg-
edly failing to prevent what they 
called the “worst marine disaster” 
in the country’s history.

-AFP/ENCL

Sri Lanka probes 
possible oil slick 
off sinking ship

The carcass of a sea turtle washed up on the beach at Galle Face on Thursday 
(10). Several dead turtles and dolphins have washed up on the beaches of 
western and southern Sri Lanka over the past few days as the country braces 
itself for possible oil spills from the steadily sinking X-Press Pearl container ship 
off the Colombo Harbour

High Commissioner 
of India Gopal Baglay 
and Commander of Sri 
Lanka Navy Vice Admiral 
Nishantha Ulugetenne, 
the captains of the 
Indian Coast Guard (ICG) 
vessels deployed in 
Operation Sagar Araksha 
II, that arrived at Colombo 
Port for Operational Turn 
Around on Thursday (10).  
Vice Admiral Ulugetenne 
acknowledged the huge 
support provided by the 
vessels and specially 
thanked India for its prompt response to the incident involving the MV 
X-Press Pearl. The captains briefed the Commander about their role in the 
Operation particularly about Samudra Prahari, which is a specialized pollution 
response vessel.  High Commissioner Baglay, who thanked the Commander 
and Sri Lanka Navy for extending whole-hearted cooperation to the Indian 
vessels throughout the Operation,  conveyed that it was not merely the 
geography that bound India and Sri Lanka in the maritime sphere, but the 
tradition of close cooperation in responding to emergencies such as HADR 
and accidents at sea as evidenced in Operaration Sagar Araksha I & II

- J. Sujeevakumar/ENCL
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President instructs officials

COLOMBO – Sri Lanka’s ongoing cur-
few-style travel restrictions will be lifted 
at 4:00 a.m. on Monday (14), a privately 
own television channel said on Thurs-
day (10) quoting Army Commander Gen. 
Shavendra Silva who also heads the  Na-
tional Operation Centre for Prevention of 
COVID-19 Outbreak (NOCPCO).

Authorities imposed an island-wide 
unofficial lockdown on May 21, following 
pleas by medical experts among an up-
surge in daily COVID-19 confirmations.

Restrictions that were to be lifted o 
June 7 were extended till June 14, with 
the Government Information Depart-
ment stating, a decision was pending on 

whether to extend further. Silva who was 
responding to false news reports being 
circulated on social media alleging that 
travel restriction would extended by a 
further week, was quoted as saying the 
lockdown will be lifted on Monday as 
previously announced. 

However, no official announcement 
has been made about the relaxation of 
the restrictions.

Silva also announced that isolation 
orders previously issued on 26 Grama-
Niladhari divisions and areas in seven 
districts were lifted effective 4.00 a.m. 
Friday (11). 

-ENCL

COLOMBO - President Gotabaya Ra-
japaksa on Thursday (10) instructed 
officials to immediately order neces-
sary COVID-19 vaccine stocks, if a 
third dose is also required, taking the 
ongoing global situation into account 
and based on the recommendations 
by the medical experts.

Chairing a discussion with the Spe-
cial Committee on COVID-19 Preven-
tion at the Presidential Secretariat, he 
noted that number of leading coun-
tries have already ordered vaccines 
for the third dose, and highlighted the 
importance of paying attention to the 
development and preparing Sri Lanka 
for a 3rd dose as well

Acknowledging there was a huge 
demand for vaccines across the globe, 
Rajapaksa said he had discussed the 
situation with the leaders of a num-
ber of nations and requested their as-
sistance to acquire stocks of vaccines 
for Sri Lanka amidst this competitive-
ness. 

He also emphasized the need to 
provide vaccines obtained with much 
difficulty in a transparent and organ-
ized manner, pointing out that all in-

dividuals over the age of 60 and close 
associates of COVID-19 patients need 
to be vaccinated.  

He instructed officials to take nec-
essary steps for the simultaneous vac-
cination of those who suffer from non-
communicable diseases as well.

Rajapaksa said vaccination was the 
answer for both containing the COV-
ID-19 pandemic and minimizing the 
infected reaching fatal stages of the 
virus. 

He also noted that the Informa-
tion and Communication Technology 
Agency (ICTA) had developed special 
software to ensure a streamlined vac-
cination drive and to collect data on 
all those who have been vaccinated. 
This will make it easier to set a date 
and time for the vaccination at the 
Grama Niladhari and Medical Officer 
of Health (MOH) Office level, he said, 
adding that the government intends to 
include information on all those who 
have been vaccinated as well as who 
will be vaccinated in this database, 
and also to issue an internationally 
recognized certificate of vaccination.

-ENCL

COLOMBO – Sri Lanka’s COVID-19 
deaths have seen a 28%  increase this 
week compared to the previous week, 
State Minister of COVD-19 Control Dr. 
Sudarshini Fernandopulle said on Thurs-
day (10), as the country recorded 67 fa-
talities on Wednesday (9), the highest 
single day toll so far,  and authorities said 
there were six variants of SARS-CoV-2 
virus detected so far.

No fatality figures were released by the 
government on Thursday, but Wednes-
day’s COVID-fatality count was the sec-
ond consecutive day the death toll topped 
the half-century mark. Fifty-four deaths 
were reported on Tuesday (8).

In a convoluted method of record-
ing COVID-deaths, the Department of 
Government Information attributed 
Wednesday’s deaths to a time span ex-
tending from May 17 to June 8 noting 
no deaths were reported on that day. A 
similar statement the previous day said 
no deaths were reported on Tuesday, 
but four deaths from Tuesday had added 
to Wednesday’s report. Similarly, eight 
deaths had been accounted for Monday 
(7), which had four deaths added on 
Tuesday.

The 67 deaths reported on Wednesday 
take Sri Lanka’s fatality count to 1910.

The Department of Government In-
formation, in a statement quoting the 
Director-General of Health, identified 
the deceased as 24 female and 43 males, 
19 of them in the age group 70 to 79, 18 
in the age group 80 to 89, and 16 in the 
age group 60 to 69. The statement said 

56 had died while being treated in vari-
ous designated hospitals, six had died 
in their residences and five had died 
on admission to hospital.  The cause of 
death in most cases has been identified 
as COVID-19 infection associated with 
COVID Pneumonia. Thursday saw 2738 
new cases being confirmed, 2715 of them 
linked to the New Year cluster, taking the 
virus tally to 216,134, with 182,238 re-
coveries and 31,986 receiving treatment 
in various hospitals across the country.

Sri Lanka has seen a surge in daily 
cases over the past few weeks, forcing au-
thorities to extend the movement restric-
tions that amount to unofficial island-
wide curfews until June 14.

Meanwhile, Dr. Chandima Jee-
wandara, Director Allergy Immunology 
and Cell Biology Unit of the University of 
Sri Jayawardenapura said Sri Lanka was 
currently battling six variants of SARS-
CoV-2 virus, but identified the the B.1.1.7 
(Alpha) variant and B.1.411, a Sri Lankan 
variant as the most commonly found 
strains in the country.

He said genome sequencing of sam-
ples collected since May 1 had shown the 
highly contagious Alpha variant spread-
ing in Colombo, Batticaloa, Trincomalee, 
Kuliyapitiya, Wariyapola, Habaraduwa, 
Tissamaharama, Karapitiya and Ragama 
areas, while a foreign national at a quar-
antine facility had tested positive for the 
B.1.617.2 (Delta or Indian) variant and a 
Tissamaharama resident had tested posi-
tive for the B.1.411 or Sri Lankan strain.

-ENCL

COLOMBO - Foreign Minister Dinesh 
Gunawardena on Wednesday (9) requested 
for assistance from the Australia govern-
ment to procure AstraZeneca vaccines, over 
half a million doses of which are urgent re-
quired as second jabs in the country.

Gunwardena made the request when 
he telephoned his Australian counterpart, 
Marise Payne, to extend Sri Lanka’s appre-
ciation for the support extended towards 
helping the country address the challenges 
posed by the COVID-19 Pandemic.

The Sri Lankan foreign ministry in a 
statement issued on Thursday (10), said the 
Australian minister had agreed to consider 
Sri Lanka’s request positively. The state-
ment said Gunawardena had welcomed 
Australian assistance in the form of a COV-
ID-19 containment package amounting to 
Rs 1,787 million; donation made through 
UNICEF of essential COVID-19 supplies; 
and provision of protective equipment. He 

had also welcomed the Royal Australian 
Aircraft's delivery of 9.8m facemasks and 
3,200 coveralls to the Ministry of Health 
on June 4. The statement said the minis-
ters had also agreed to launch appropriate 
programs to commemorate the 75th anni-
versary of the establishment of bilateral re-
lations between Sri Lanka and Australia, in 
April next year.  

Acknowledging the positive role that Aus-
tralian Development Assistance has played 
in the national development efforts of Sri 
Lanka, Gunawardena had emphasized the 
importance of continued support to Sri 
Lanka at this critical time. 

The statement said that in response to 
a specific request made by Sri Lanka, the 
Australian Foreign Minister had offered to 
make available technical assistance to miti-
gate the environmental damage caused by 
the X-Pearl ship in Sri Lankan waters.

-ENCL

Unofficial COVID-19 lockdown to be lifted 
on Monday

Order sufficient vaccine stocks for third 
dose if needed 

Sri Lanka records 28% increase in 
COVID-19 deaths

SL seeks Australian assistance to procure 
AstraZenea vaccines
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Amnesty report says

By Helene Cooper, Eric Schmitt and 
Thomas Gibbons Neff

China has created a ‘dystopian 
hellscape’ in Xinjiang
LONDON - The human rights or-
ganization Amnesty International 
has said China is committing crimes 
against humanity in Xinjiang, the 
north-western region that is home 
to the Uyghurs and other Muslim 
minorities.

In a report published on Thursday 
(10), Amnesty called on the UN to 
investigate, and said China had sub-
jected Uyghurs, Kazakhs, and other 
Muslims to mass detention, surveil-
lance, and torture.

Agnès Callamard, the secretary 
general of Amnesty International, 
accused Chinese authorities of creat-
ing “a dystopian hellscape on a stag-
gering scale”.

“It should shock the conscience of 
humanity that massive numbers of 
people have been subjected to brain-
washing, torture and other degrad-
ing treatment in internment camps, 
while millions more live in fear amid 
a vast surveillance apparatus,” Cal-
lamard said.

In a 160-page report based on in-
terviews with 55 former detainees, 
Amnesty said there was evidence 
the Chinese state had committed “at 
least the following crimes against 
humanity: imprisonment or other 
severe deprivation of physical liberty 
in violation of  fundamental rules of 
international law; torture; and per-
secution.”

The report follows a similar set of 
findings by Human Rights Watch, 
which said in an April report that 
it believed the Chinese government 
was responsible for crimes against 
humanity.

China has been accused by some 
Western nations and rights groups 
of pursuing a genocide against the 
Turkic ethnic groups in Xinjiang - 
though there is dispute over whether 
the state’s actions constitute a geno-
cide.

The author of the Amnesty report, 
Jonathan Loeb, said at a press con-
ference on Thursday that the organi-

zation’s research “did not reveal that 
all the evidence of the crime of geno-
cide had occurred” but that it had so 
far “only scratched the surface”.

China routinely denies all accusa-
tions of human rights abuses in Xin-
jiang.

Experts generally agree that China 
has detained as many as a million 
Uyghurs and other Muslims and 
imprisoned hundreds of thousands 
more people in its crackdown in Xin-
jiang, which began in 2017.

There have been widespread re-
ports of physical and psychological 
torture inside prisons and detention 
camps in the region.

China has also been accused of 
using forced sterilization, abortion, 
and population transfer to reduce 
birth rates and population density, 
and of targeting religious leaders to 
break religious and cultural tradi-
tions.

China denies those accusations, 
and says its camps in Xinjiang are 
voluntary vocational and de-radical-
ization programs for combating ter-
rorism in the region.

In its report, Amnesty said coun-
ter-terrorism could not reasonably 
account for mass detention, and 
that the Chinese government’s ac-
tions showed a “clear intent to target 
parts of Xinjiang’s population col-
lectively on the basis of religion and 
ethnicity and to use severe violence 
and intimidation to root out Islamic 
religious beliefs and Turkic Muslim 
ethno-cultural practices”.

The organization said it believed 
those taken to the network of camps 
in Xinjiang were “subjected to a 
ceaseless indoctrination campaign 
as well as physical and psychological 
torture”.

Those torture methods, accord-
ing to the report, included “beatings, 
electric shocks, stress positions, the 
unlawful use of restraints (including 
being locked in a tiger chair), sleep 
deprivation, being hung from a wall, 

being subjected to extremely cold 
temperatures, and solitary confine-
ment”.

The ‘tiger chair’ - the existence of 
which has been reported elsewhere 
- is said to be a steel chair with leg 
irons and handcuffs designed to 
shackle the body in place. Several 
former detainees told Amnesty they 
were forced to watch others locked 
immobile in the tiger chair for hours 
or even days at a time.

Amnesty also said the camp sys-
tem in Xinjiang appeared to be “op-
erating outside the scope of the Chi-
nese criminal justice system or other 
known domestic law”, and that there 
was evidence detainees had been 
transferred from camps to prisons.

Though many of the findings have 
been previously reported, Amnesty’s 
investigation is likely to add to inter-
national pressure on China over its 
actions in Xinjiang. The US state de-
partment has previously described it 
as a genocide, and the Parliaments 
of the UK, Canada, Netherlands and 
Lithuania have passed resolutions 
making the same declaration.

In March, the EU, US, UK and 
Canada imposed sanctions on Chi-
nese officials over the alleged abus-
es. China responded by imposing 
retaliatory sanctions on lawmakers, 
researchers and institutions.

The possibility of China being 
investigated by an international le-
gal body is complicated by the fact 
that China is not a signatory to the 
International Criminal Court (ICC) 
- putting it outside the court’s juris-
diction - and it has veto power over 
cases taken up by the International 
Court of Justice. The ICC announced 
in December it would not pursue a 
case.

An independent series of hearings 
was held in London last week, led by 
the prominent British barrister Sir 
Geoffrey Nice, aiming to assess the 
allegations of genocide.

-BBC

NEW DELHI - India’s daily tally 
of coronavirus deaths has reached 
over 6,000 after a single state dra-
matically revised its data for fatali-
ties during the second wave, stoking 
fears that the country’s toll is much 
higher than reported.

While the daily total would be a 
global record for a single day, it ap-
pears that Bihar’s addition of some 
4,000 extra deaths after a court 
challenge, accounts for deaths that 
occurred throughout the country’s 
devastating second wave of infec-
tions.

The new total comes as official 
figures for nationwide infections 
in India showed a third day under 
100,000, suggesting the latest surge 
may be declining.

According to health ministry fig-
ures, 6,148 people died in the previ-
ous 24 hours, taking total fatalities 
to almost 360,000, the world’s third 
highest.

The previous world record ac-
cording to an AFP tally was 5,527 in 

the US on 12 February, although this 
was also due to an upwards revision 
of earlier deaths.

The revision came amid allega-
tions that the state of Bihar had un-
dercounted its death toll, which had 
led the high court in Patna to order 
a detailed audit that now includes 
those who died due to COVID com-
plications after recovering from the 
disease and also those who died on 
the way to the hospital.

Similar accusations have been 
levelled at other state governments 
after a recent coronavirus surge re-
sulted in crematoriums being over-
whelmed in many places and hun-
dreds of bodies being dumped in 
rivers or buried in shallow graves.

With record-keeping poor even in 
normal times, many experts believe 
India’s death toll is several times 
higher than the official number, 
meaning it could be over a million 
– which would make it the world’s 
highest. The newly reported deaths 
had occurred last month and state 

officials were investigating the 
lapse, a district health official said, 
blaming the oversight on private 
hospitals.

“These deaths occurred 15 days 
ago and were only uploaded now in 
the government portal. Action will 
be taken against some of the private 
hospitals,” said the official, who de-
clined to be identified as he is not 
authorized to speak to the media.

Suspicions have been heightened 
by the fact that death rates in many 
countries, for example in Brazil and 
the US, are several times higher than 
in India.

While India’s official COVID-19 
death toll stands at 359,676, C-Vot-
er, an Indian research and polling 
agency, estimated last month that at 
least 1.8 million Indians may have 
died due to COVID-19.

If these numbers are accurate, it 
would mean that India has been by 
far the pandemic’s worst-hit coun-
try.

-theguardian.com

WASHINGTON — The Pentagon is consider-
ing seeking authorization to carry out airstrikes to 
support Afghan security forces if Kabul or another 
major city is in danger of falling to the Taliban, po-
tentially introducing flexibility into President Joe 
Biden’s plan to end the US military presence in the 
conflict, senior officials said.

Biden and his top national security aides had pre-
viously suggested that once US troops left Afghani-
stan, air support would end as well, with the excep-
tion of strikes aimed at terrorist groups that could 
harm US interests.

But military officials are actively discussing how 
they might respond if the rapid withdrawal produc-
es consequences with substantial national security 
implications.

No decisions have been made yet, officials said. 
But they added that one option under considera-
tion would be to recommend that US warplanes or 
armed drones intervene in an extraordinary crisis, 
such as the potential fall of Kabul, the Afghan capi-
tal, or a siege that puts US and allied embassies and 
citizens at risk.

Any additional airstrikes would require the presi-
dent’s approval. Even then, officials indicated that 
such air support would be hard to sustain over a 
lengthy period because of the enormous logistical 
effort that would be necessary given the US with-
drawal. The United States will leave all its air bases 
in Afghanistan by next month, and any airstrikes 
would most likely have to be launched from bases 
in the Persian Gulf.

A potential fall of Kabul is the crisis most likely to 
lead to military intervention after US troops leave, 
officials said. Intervening to protect Kandahar, Af-
ghanistan’s second-largest city, would be far less 
certain, one official said. Encroaching Taliban forc-
es have increasingly threatened several other urban 
hubs in almost every corner of the country in recent 
months.

The discussion suggests the degree of concern in 
Washington about the ability of Afghanistan’s mili-
tary to hold off the Taliban and maintain control of 
Kabul and other population centres.

And it is the latest indication of the scramble by 
the United States to address the ramifications of 
Biden’s decision in April to order a full withdrawal 
— a goal that had eluded his two immediate prede-
cessors, in part because of opposition from the mili-
tary.

Whether to provide air support to Afghan secu-
rity forces after US troops pull out is one of several 
major questions about Afghanistan policy that the 
administration is grappling with as Biden prepares 
to meet NATO allies in Europe next week.

Also unresolved is how US troops will carry out 
counterterrorism missions to prevent al-Qaida and 
other militants from rebuilding their presence in 
Afghanistan, and how to allow Western contractors 
to continue to support the Afghan military. At the 
same time, the CIA is under intense pressure to find 
new ways to gather intelligence and carry out coun-
terterrorism strikes in the country.

With the Pentagon set to conclude the pullout of 
US troops by early July, the Afghan military — cre-
ated, trained and supplied in the image of the US 
military — is supposed to start defending the coun-
try on its own. Senior American officials say that the 
immediate crumbling of the Afghan military is not 
a foregone conclusion. But there is little doubt that 
the Afghan forces are battered and at risk of being 
overwhelmed, especially if their commandos and air 
forces falter.

The United States is not likely to provide addi-
tional air support to Afghan forces in rural areas, 
many of which are already under Taliban control, 
the officials said. And even government enclaves 
around the country, which are already under siege, 
are unlikely to receive much military help from US 
warplanes, the officials said. They spoke on the 
condition of anonymity to avoid speaking publicly 
about internal administration discussions.

When Biden announced the withdrawal in April, 
he promised to support the Afghan government, 
including its security forces, but he appeared to in-
dicate that the Afghans would be on their own mili-
tarily after US and NATO troops left this summer. 
“While we will not stay involved in Afghanistan mil-
itarily, our diplomatic and humanitarian work will 
continue,” he said at the time. Officials said then the 
United States would launch strikes in Afghanistan 
only for counterterrorism reasons, in case there was 
intelligence about efforts to attack US interests.

A spokesperson for the White House’s National 
Security Council declined to comment on the op-
tions under discussion, saying the administration 
did not publicly discuss rules of engagement.

But officials say there appears to be some new 
flexibility in the interpretation of counterterrorism. 
They say a debate has risen in the administration 
over what, exactly, is the threshold for turmoil in 
Afghanistan that could lead to US airstrikes.

The discussion reflects lessons learned from the 
rise of the Islamic State group in Iraq, which forced 
the Obama administration in 2014 to recommit 
troops and air cover to defend Iraqi cities as the 
group encroached on Baghdad.

Senior officials said at the moment, that thresh-
old looked like a looming fall of Kabul, a situation 
that would most likely require a signoff from the 
president before US warplanes — most likely armed 
MQ-9 Reaper drones but possibly fighter jets — pro-
vided air support to Afghan forces.

Afghan officials said they had been told by their 
American counterparts that the United States would 
also stop any takeover of major cities, a vague state-
ment without any clear backing. That support would 
be tough to maintain over any extended period.

-New York Times

YANGON - The Myanmar junta 
has hit deposed civilian leader 
Aung San Suu Kyi with corruption 
charges over claims she accepted 
illegal payments of gold and more 
than half a million dollars in cash, 
state media reported Thursday 
(10).

The country has been in turmoil 
since the generals ousted Suu Kyi 
on February 1, with more than 850 
civilians killed in a brutal crack-
down by security forces on near-
daily protests against the coup.

The 75-year-old Nobel laureate, 
who has been in custody since the 
putsch, is facing a raft of wide-
ranging criminal charges, includ-
ing sedition and breaching a colo-
nial-era secrecy law.

The latest charges relate to al-
legations by the former Yangon 
region chief minister that Suu Kyi 
illegally accepted $600,000 in 
cash from him along with around 
11 kilograms of gold.

The Anti-Corruption Commis-
sion found evidence that Suu Kyi 
had committed “corruption using 
her rank”, according to the Global 
New Light of Myanmar, a State-
run newspaper.

“So she was charged under Anti-
Corruption Law section 55.”

She is also accused of abusing 
her authority when renting two ar-
eas of land for her charitable foun-
dation.

After weeks of legal wrangling, 
two of Suu Kyi’s trials are due to 
start in earnest next week, hearing 
evidence from witnesses.

In Naypyidaw, the remote capi-
tal purpose-built by the previous 
military regime, her trial on charg-
es of violating restrictions during 
last year’s election campaign and 
possessing unlicensed walkie-talk-
ies will start on Monday (14).

A separate case is scheduled to 
start on Tuesday (15), where she 
is charged with sedition alongside 
ousted president Win Myint and 
another senior member of her 
National League for Democracy 
(NLD) party.

Her lawyer, Khin Maung Zaw, 
dismissed the corruption charges 
as “absurd”.

“There is an undeniable political 
background to keep her out of the 
scene of the country and to smear 
her prestige,” he told AFP, saying 
she could face long prison terms 
on the secrecy and corruption 
charges.

“That’s one of the reasons to 
charge her - to keep her out of the 
scene.”

Suu Kyi spent more than 15 
years under house arrest during 
the previous military rule before 
her 2010 release.

Her international stature dimin-
ished following a wave of military 
violence targeting Buddhist-ma-
jority Myanmar’s marginalized 
Muslim Rohingya community, but 
the coup has returned Suu Kyi to 
the role of cloistered democracy 
icon.

The junta has previously said it 
would hold fresh elections within 
two years but has also threatened 
to dissolve the NLD.

“That election - I cannot say if it 
will materialize or not, and maybe 
NLD will not be able to compete,” 
KhinMaungZaw told AFP.

“But for Aung San Suu Kyi, if she 
is convicted under these charges 
she will not be allowed to com-
pete.”

Richard Horsey, senior advisor 
on Myanmar to the International 
Crisis Group, told AFP that smear-
ing opponents with corruption was 
a longstanding tactic of the mili-
tary.

“Their ludicrous charges of il-
legal walkie-talkie use and Covid 
violations will allow them to lock 
Aung San Suu Kyi away, but cor-
ruption charges are a way to try 
and besmirch her reputation,” he 
said. Junta leader Min Aung Hla-
ing has justified his power grab by 
citing alleged electoral fraud in the 
November poll, which Suu Kyi’s 
NLD won in a landslide.

Elsewhere in Myanmar on 
Thursday, twelve people were 
killed when a military plane carry-
ing a senior monk and several do-
nors to a religious event crashed in 
a central region of the country.

Two others on board - a boy 
and a sergeant from the plane’s 
crew - survived the crash and were 
taken to a military hospital, a junta 
spokesperson said.

- Agence France-Presse

US weighs possibility of 
airstrikes if Afghan forces 
face crisis

Myanmar junta 
hits Suu Kyi with 
graft charges

India posts global record deaths after state revises data
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China’s alleged abuses in Xinjiang have generated global outrage since an escalation in 2017
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Fresh calls for release of family in 

Australian detention centre

Life in Canada’s residential schools

China returns to its strict Covid 

limits  to fight a new outbreak

Audio message says

No chance to be children

Snatched up in cattle carts 
and by bus, tens of thousands 
of indigenous children taken 
to Canadian residential schools 
run mostly by the Catholic 
Church lived a “paramilitary” 
lifestyle, waking early to pray, 
waiting rigidly in lines and en-
during regular beatings, survi-
vors said.

The experiences of indig-
enous children, forcibly sepa-
rated from their families un-
der a government policy later 
described as cultural genocide, 
are back in the spotlight af-
ter a radar survey uncovered 
evidence of the remains of 215 
children buried in unmarked 
areas on the grounds of a West-
ern Canadian residential school 
last month.  

The system, which oper-
ated between 1831 and 1996, 
removed about 150,000 in-
digenous children from their 
families and brought them to 
Christian residential schools 
run on behalf of the federal gov-
ernment.

A Canadian Truth and Rec-
onciliation Commission (TRC) 
set up to investigate the impact 
of the residential school sys-
tem said in 2015 that children 
were malnourished, beaten and 
abused as part of a system that 
it called “cultural genocide”.

Ruth Roulette, 69, who grew 
up on the Long Plain First Na-
tion reserve in Manitoba, re-
calls being initially excited to 
ride in a car for the first time 
when she and her siblings were 
taken to the Sandy Bay residen-
tial school near Lake Manitoba, 
Upon their arrival, Roulette 
and her sisters were separated 
from their brothers and taken 
to get their hair cut short.

“At night I kept wondering, 
‘How come we’re here? How 
come we’re not going home?’” 
she said.

Indigenous children had 
their long hair, which often had 
spiritual significance for them, 
cut upon arrival and were for-
bidden from speaking their 
native languages, according to 
the TRC. Students were given 
European names and, often, 
numbers and uniforms.

On her first day at school, 
Roulette said, a nun silently 
handed her a pencil and paper 
and, when she didn’t respond 
quickly enough, punched her 
in the face: “There was blood 
everywhere. I didn’t know what 
I did wrong. I just cried and 
cried, and then I had to clean 
up all the blood.”

Roulette said she and her 
friends tried to run away but 
were caught, beaten and fed 
carrots for a week - they were 
told that “people who run away 
are like rabbits”.

The schools focused on man-
ual skills, teaching boys car-
pentry and other trades while 
girls were primed for domestic 
service. While the schools were 
touted as the only way for in-
digenous children to get a for-
mal education, the students 
also worked, cleaning out ma-
nure or feeding animals.

Survivors recalled a regi-
mented lifestyle in which they 
awoke at 5:30 a.m., attended 
chapel half an hour later and 
then began a long day of school-
work and chores.

Lorraine Daniels, 67, went 
to three different residential 
schools in Manitoba and said 
she learned to follow the crowd 
in order to remain unnoticed to 
escape abuse.

Daniels skipped a grade, ex-
celled in sports and went on to 
earn a master’s degree in Chris-
tian educational ministry.

“I kind of had a troubled life 
after I left,” she said. “I found a 
church that I liked, and it really 
helped me get through my trou-
bled years. I lived my Christian 
life, but I also embraced my 
culture.

“I don’t blame the Church, I 
blame the people that ran the 
Church, that robbed us of our 
people, our culture, our be-
liefs.”

The discovery of the bodies 
at the Kamloops Indian Resi-
dential School in the province 
of British Columbia has reo-
pened old wounds in Canada 
about the lack of information 
and accountability around the 
residential school system. The 
school closed in 1978.

Last Sunday (6), protesters 
in Toronto tore down the statue 
of Egerton Ryerson, an educa-
tor and Methodist minister 
who was one of the architects of 
a system that had aimed to as-
similate indigenous children so 
that they would lose their ties to 
their families and cultures.

Kamloops survivor SaaHi-
ilThut, 72, remembers vividly 
the nightly silence with other-
wise rowdy teenage boys too 
scared to make a sound.

“The violence there was para-
military, and it was controlled 
with great strictness,” he said. 
“Punishment was the way they 
kept silence and kept order.”

Food was inadequate and in-
edible, survivors said. Children 
would try to eat it and throw up, 
then be forced to eat their own 
vomit.

“It wasn’t fit for human con-
sumption,” Daniels said. “We 
were always hungry.”

In 2008, the Canadian gov-
ernment formally apologized 
for the system. Last week, 
Prime Minister Justin Trudeau 
said the Catholic Church must 
take responsibility for its role 
in running many of the schools 
and provide records to help 
identify remains.

Pope Francis said on Sunday 
he was pained by the discovery 
of the remains but did not apol-
ogize. Vancouver Archbishop J. 
Michael Miller, in whose histor-
ical archdiocese the Kamloops 
residential school was located, 
said in a tweet last week that 
the Church was “unquestion-
ably wrong” in implementing a 
policy that resulted in “devasta-
tion for children, families and 
communities.”

The Canadian Conference of 
Catholic Bishops declined to 
comment.

Indigenous groups are plan-
ning to conduct searches at 
residential schools across the 
country, while communities 
mourn the lives of the 215 Kam-
loops students whose remains 
were recently discovered.

“They never got a chance to 
be children, just like we didn’t 
get a chance,” Roulette said.

-Reuters

DAKAR —  The head of Nigeria’s 
best-known terrorist group, Boko 
Haram, has been reported dead 
many times before.

But now evidence that this time 
he might really be dead has emerged 
via an audio message, apparently re-
corded by the head of a rival extrem-
ist group.

In it, the leader of Islamic State 
West Africa Province, known as 
ISWAP, appeared to confirm that 
Abubakar Shekau, Boko Haram’s 
violent and erratic leader, killed him-
self rather than be taken prisoner in 
May.

“Shekau preferred to be humili-
ated in the hereafter than on earth,” 
the voice in the recording says. “He 
killed himself instantly by detonating 
an explosive.”

Shekau was best known for the kid-
napping of hundreds of schoolgirls 
from a boarding school in Chibok 

in 2014. But his fighters kidnapped, 
killed, raped and robbed many thou-
sands more, and sent untold num-
bers of Nigerians to their deaths as 
suicide bombers. Millions have been 
displaced in the region as a result of 
the violence.

The death of Shekau, if true, marks 
the end of a brutal era for northeast 
Nigeria and its neighbouring coun-
tries in the Lake Chad region.

But it could also signify the begin-
ning of a new era, in which ISWAP 
takes new territory after getting rid 
of its chief rival and amps up con-
frontations with the Nigerian state 
and its military. ISWAP splintered 
from Boko Haram, reportedly in part 
because of Shekau’s violence against 
Muslim civilians.

In late May, reports trickled out 
that heavily armed ISWAP members 
had arrived at Shekau’s hideout in 
the Sambisa forest. When he realized 

that there was no way to escape, he 
detonated a suicide vest he was wear-
ing, the reports said.

The Nigerian military, which has 
largely retreated to garrison towns 
in the northeast rather than trying to 
control the countryside, said it was 
investigating. It is extremely difficult 
to confirm Shekau’s death definitive-
ly, and he has been falsely reported 
as dead before — by some counts, 
eight times.

The audio was shared with investi-
gative journalist Ahmad Salkida, who 
is known to have a good knowledge 
of Boko Haram and ISWAP activity, 
and who published an article about 
it on Humangle, the news site he co-
founded. 

The voice sounds the same as that 
in previous recordings attributed to 
Abu Musab al-Barnawi, the leader of 
ISWAP and the son of Boko Haram 
founder Mohammed Yusuf. In the 

audio, the voice, which speaks in the 
Kanuri language, says that ISWAP 
soldiers were told to “take urgent 
action” against Shekau by “Amirul-
Muminin”, referring to the leader of 
the Islamic State group, according 
to Salkida. ISWAP has pledged alle-
giance to Islamic State.

ISWAP fighters engaged Shekau in 
gunfire, after which he ran away and 
hid in the bush for five days, the au-
dio said. But the fighters tracked him 
down.

“Our fighters sacrificed their lives 
and were in a state of fear, thinking 
that it was an impossible mission to 
achieve,” the message said. “He was 
actually caught unawares.”

ISWAP has lately posed the greater 
threat to the Nigerian military, which 
is stretched as it is deployed to fight 
various crises in almost every one of 
the West African country’s states.

-New York Times

By Anna Mehler Paperny

By Ruth Maclean

BEIJING — Neighbourhoods under strict lock-
down. Thousands quarantined. Millions tested in 
mere days. Overseas arrivals locked up for weeks and 
sometimes months.

China has followed variations of that formula for 
dealing with the coronavirus for more than a year — 
and a new outbreak suggests that they could be part 
of Chinese life for some time to come.

China appeared to get the coronavirus under con-
trol nearly a year ago. But hundreds of millions of 
Chinese people remain unvaccinated. New variants 
of the coronavirus have appeared, and questions re-
main about whether China’s self-made vaccines can 
stop them.

The latest cases have been found in Guangzhou, 
capital of the southern province of Guangdong. Au-
thorities have blamed the delta variant, which has 
caused widespread loss of life in India.

The city tested practically its entire population of 
18.7 million between Sunday (6) and Tuesday (8), 
some of them for the second time. It has also put 
neighbourhoods with a total of more than 180,000 
residents into total lockdown, with practically no one 
allowed out except to go to medical testing.

The early infections appear to have jumped from 
person to person at a cluster of eateries. Each infect-
ed person has infected more other people than in any 
previous outbreak that China has confronted, Zhang 
Zhoubin, deputy director of the Guangzhou Centre 
for Disease Control, said at a news conference.

“The epidemic faced by Guangzhou this time is an 
unprecedented opponent, and it requires more reso-
lute and decisive measures to deal with it,” he said.

Test facilities in Guangzhou have been operating 
around the clock. Lines are long. Residents wake 
early to try to beat the rush but still find delays.

China’s approach has evolved since the coronavi-
rus first emerged, when Beijing initially put harsh re-
strictions on hundreds of millions of people. Today 
its lockdowns are focused on neighbourhoods rather 
than cities or provinces. China has made vaccination 
the centrepiece of its strategy.

Still, many of the core tenets remain for a huge and 
densely populated country: vast testing, strict limits 
on movement and intense scrutiny of arrivals from 
other countries.

Foreign businesses have worried that those limits 
on international travellers could snarl their plans. A 
European Union Chamber of Commerce survey re-
leased this week found that three-quarters of mem-
ber companies said they had been adversely affected 
by travel restrictions, usually by hindering them 
from bringing in key engineers or executives.

Beijing has demanded that travellers from dozens 
of countries spend two weeks in employer-super-
vised quarantine even before flying to China. Once 
there, travellers must spend at least two weeks and 
sometimes three or longer in government-super-
vised quarantine, even if they are fully vaccinated. 
Rounds of tests can turn up a possibly false positive, 
leading to more tests and additional days or weeks in 
isolation. Many foreigners in China face a choice: If 
they leave to visit spouses, children and other family 
members elsewhere, they may be unable to re-enter 
the country later because of the pandemic restric-
tions. “There is absolutely a growing fatigue for a lot 
of the foreigners who are here,” said Jacob Gunter, 
senior policy and communications manager at the 
EU Chamber of Commerce in China.

At home, China’s leaders are pushing its people to 
get vaccinated. It has administered about 800 mil-
lion doses by the government’s count, compared 
with 300 million administered in the United States. 
Yin Weidong, chair and CEO of Sinovac Biotech, one 
of China’s main vaccine manufacturers, told state 
television last Friday (4) that Chinese regulators had 
approved the emergency use of vaccines in children 
as young as 3.

Still, administering 800 million doses — almost all 
of the vaccines require two shots — means most of 
China’s 1.4 billion people have not been fully vacci-
nated. Some people remain hesitant to get the shots, 
and Chinese media outlets have used the Guangzhou 
outbreak to encourage sceptics to get inoculated.

The spread of the virus has raised fresh questions 
about the effectiveness of China’s vaccines, particu-
larly against variants. The Seychelles last month and 
now Mongolia in the past three weeks have both had 
large numbers of infections despite high vaccination 
rates. Both have used the Sinopharm vaccine from 
China, although the Seychelles also relied partly on 
AstraZeneca vaccines.

The delta variant now circulating in Guangzhou 
has also shown the ability in other countries to in-
fect some people who had already been vaccinated, 
a phenomenon known as vaccine escape. Research 
elsewhere has found that to be a particular problem 
for people who have received only a first injection of 
a two-jab vaccine and are then exposed to the delta 
variant. Researchers in Britain have found that re-
ceiving only the first of two shots of the Oxford-As-
traZeneca or Pfizer-BioNTech vaccines may be only 
30% effective in preventing infection with the delta 
variant, said Raina MacIntyre, who heads the bios-
ecurity program at the Kirby Institute of the Univer-
sity of New South Wales in Sydney.

After two doses, effectiveness appears to rise to 
60% with the AstraZeneca vaccine and 88% with 
Pfizer-BioNTech. “With the degree of vaccine escape 
there is with the delta variant, you really do need 
people to be fully vaccinated,” she said.

Yin told China’s state-run television network Sat-
urday (5) that a third shot of his company’s vaccine 
produces a tenfold increase in antibodies within a 
week. But Chinese vaccine manufacturers are not yet 
recommending a third dose.

“As far as China is concerned, in fact, completing 
the two-shot immunization is the most important 
task for all the public,” he said.

-New York Times

SYDNEY - The plight of a three-year old girl who has 
spent nearly her entire life in Australian immigration 
detention facilities has galvanized opposition to the 
country’s offshore detention system.

Tharnicaa Murugappan was evacuated to a children’s 
hospital on Monday (7) where she was diagnosed with 
a blood infection and pneumonia, which she contract-
ed on a remote island detention centre.

Tharnicaa was born in Australia but for more than 
three years the government has held her in detention 
as it fights deport her and her family.

Known by many in Australia as the ‘Biloela family’ 
– named after the regional Queensland town that wel-
comed them and campaigned for their release – they 
have been held in some form of detention for more 
than 1,000 days.

Tharnicaa’s parents, Priya and Nades, fled the Sri 
Lankan civil war and had been living in the Queens-
land town until 2018, when the Australian government 
contacted them.

For the past three years, the authorities have been 
attempting to deport Priya, Nades, Tharnicaa and her 
sister Kopika, who is five. During this period, the two 
sisters have lived in detention and guards take them to 
school. The residents of Biloela say they want the fam-
ily to return, and have called on immigration ministers 
to release them. Advocates, lawyers and other politi-
cians have repeatedly said the minister for immigra-
tion could release the family of four “with the stroke of 
a pen”. None have done so.

The latest development in the family’s saga has reig-
nited opposition to their detention. A friend of the fam-
ily, Angela Fredericks, told the Australian Broadcasting 
Corporation her “blood was boiling” as she heard how 
the family pleaded to have Tharnicaa taken to hospital.

Politicians from the opposition Labor party and the 
Australian Greens have repeatedly called for the family 
to be released.

The children have had health issues since they were 
first housed in the detention three years ago. Tharni-
caa and Kopika became vitamin D deficient months 
after moving there, after being allowed outside for only 
half an hour a day. When Tharnicaa was two, some of 
her teeth rotted and she needed surgery to have two 
removed. Before their detention, Priya and Nades lived 
in Biloela for three years. Nades worked in an abattoir 
and volunteered at a local charity. Tharnicaa and Kopi-
ka were born in Australia.

In 2018, Priya and Nades’s claims for refugee status 
were rejected and the Australian Border Force placed 
them and their children into detention.

In 2019, the family was on board a plane deport-
ing them to Sri Lanka when a last-minute legal victory 
found the government had denied the two children 
procedural fairness in attempting to remove them.

But instead of returning them home, the government 
placed the family in indefinite detention as they con-
sidered the next legal move.

Christmas Island formerly housed thousands of ref-
ugees and asylum seekers, who were held there after 
successive Australian governments declared that no-
body who arrived by boat, including refugees fleeing 
persecution, would be allowed to settle in Australia.

The detention centre closed in 2018 but it was reo-
pened the following year. For the past 18 months, it 
has housed only Tharnicaa and her family. The govern-
ment has spent more than $6m since January to keep 
the family in detention, or trying to deport them.

A family friend, Simone Cameron, said medical 
staff had treated Tharnicaa with only paracetamol and 
ibuprofen, despite Priya repeatedly asking them to 
prescribe antibiotics. Tharnicaa remains in Perth chil-
dren’s hospital.

The Department of Home Affairs has strongly de-
nied any inaction in its care of Tharnicaa, saying she 
was monitored daily and this was “consistent with 
medical advice”. The former prime minister Malcolm 
Turnbull, who was in office when the family were first 
taken from their homes, said earlier this year that the 
family should be “back in Queensland”.

Labor’s shadow immigration minister, Kristina Ke-
neally, visited the family recently on Christmas Island 
and called again for their release. “This family should 
not be in detention. They should be in the community,” 
she said.

-theguardian.com

By Keith BradsherBy Naaman Zhou  

Total lockdownBring them home

Boko Haram leader really did blow himself up
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Children’s shoes, toys, candy, tobacco and flowers are left on a memorial at the Portage 
La Prairie Indian Residential School, which closed in 1975, in Portage La Prairie, Manitoba, 
Canada on Tuesday (8)
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In Britain

Biden to send 500 million doses 
of Pfizer vaccine to 100 countries 
over a year
WASHINGTON — President Joe 
Biden, under pressure to aggressively 
address the global coronavirus vac-
cine shortage, is set to announce his 
administration will buy 500 million 
doses of the Pfizer-BioNTech vaccine 
and donate them among about 100 
countries over the next year, accord-
ing to people familiar with the plan.

The White House reached the deal 
just in time for Biden’s eight-day Eu-
ropean trip, which is his first oppor-
tunity to reassert the United States as 
a world leader and restore relations 
that were badly frayed by President 
Donald Trump.

“We have to end COVID-19, not 
just at home, which we’re doing, but 
everywhere,” Biden told US troops 
after landing at RAF Mildenhall in 
Suffolk, England. “There’s no wall 
high enough to keep us safe from this 
pandemic or the next biological threat 
we face, and there will be others. It 
requires coordinated multilateral ac-
tion.”

People familiar with the Pfizer deal 
said the United States would pay for 
the doses at a “not for profit” price. 
The first 200 million doses will be 
distributed by the end of this year, 
followed by 300 million by next June, 
they said. The doses will be distrib-
uted through Covax, the international 
vaccine-sharing initiative.

Biden is in Europe for a week to 
attend the NATO and Group of 7 
summits and to meet with President 
Vladimir Putin of Russia in Geneva. 
He is likely to use the trip to call on 
other nations to step up vaccine dis-
tribution.

The White House is trying to spot-
light its success in fighting the pan-
demic — particularly its vaccination 
campaign — and use that success as 
a diplomatic tool, especially as China 
and Russia seek to do the same. Biden 
has been insistent that, unlike China 
and Russia, which have been sharing 
their vaccines with dozens of coun-
tries, the United States will not seek 
to extract promises from countries re-
ceiving American-made vaccines.

The 500 million doses still fall 
far short of the 11 billion the World 
Health Organization (WHO) esti-
mates are needed to vaccinate the 
world, but significantly exceed what 

the United States has committed to 
share so far. Other nations have been 
pleading with the United States to 
give up some of its abundant vaccine 
supplies. Less than 1% of people are 
fully vaccinated in a number of Afri-
can countries, compared with 42% 
in the United States and the United 
Kingdom.

Advocates for global health wel-
comed the news, but reiterated their 
stance that it is not enough for the 
United States to simply give vaccine 
away. They say the Biden administra-
tion must create the conditions for 
other countries to manufacture vac-
cines on their own, including trans-
ferring technology to make the doses.

“The world needs urgent new man-
ufacturing to produce billions more 
doses within a year, not just commit-
ments to buy the planned inadequate 
supply,” Peter Maybarduk, the direc-
tor of Public Citizen’s Access to Medi-
cines program, said in a statement. 
He added, “We have yet to see a plan 
from the US government or the G-7 
of the needed ambition or urgency to 
make billions more doses and end the 
pandemic.”

The deal with Pfizer has the po-
tential to open the door to similar 
agreements with other vaccine manu-
facturers, including Moderna, whose 
vaccine was developed with American 
tax dollars — unlike Pfizer’s. In ad-
dition, the Biden administration has 
brokered a deal in which Merck will 
help produce Johnson & Johnson’s 
vaccine, and those doses might be 
available for overseas use.

The United States has already con-
tracted to buy 300 million doses of 
the Pfizer-BioNTech vaccine, which 
requires two shots, for distribution 
in the United States; the 500 million 
doses are in addition to that, accord-
ing to people familiar with the deal.

Neither Pfizer nor administration 
officials would say what the company 
is charging the government for the 
doses. Pfizer is also offering the Biden 
administration an option to buy an-
other 200 million doses at cost to be 
donated overseas.

The 200 million Pfizer doses that 
the Biden administration plans to do-
nate amount to about 7% of the three 
billion doses that the company is ex-

pected to produce this year. Pfizer ex-
pects to provide another 800 million 
doses to lower- or lower-middle-in-
come countries through other agree-
ments with individual countries or 
COVAX, a spokesperson said.

For Biden, the agreement shows 
that his administration is willing to 
dip more deeply into the nation’s 
treasury to help out poorer countries.

Last week, Biden said the United 
States would distribute 25 million 
doses this month to countries in the 
Caribbean and Latin America; South 
and Southeast Asia; Africa; and the 
Palestinian territories, Gaza and the 
West Bank.

Those doses are the first of 80 
million that Biden pledged to send 
abroad by the end of June; three-
quarters of them will be distributed 
by Covax. The rest will go toward ad-
dressing pressing and urgent crises in 
places like India and the West Bank 
and Gaza, administration officials 
have said. Many of the 80 million 
doses were made by AstraZeneca and 
are still tied up in a complex review by 
the Food and Drug Administration.

Biden has also committed to sup-
porting a waiver of an international in-
tellectual property agreement, which 
would make it harder for companies 
to refuse to share their technology. 
But European leaders are blocking 
the proposed waiver, and pharmaceu-
tical companies are strongly opposed 
to it. The World Trade Organization’s 
Council for Trade-Related Aspects of 
Intellectual Property Rights is meet-
ing this week to consider the waiver.

Providing equitable access to vac-
cines has become one of the most 
intractable challenges to reining in 
the pandemic. Wealthier nations and 
private entities have pledged tens of 
millions of doses and billions of dol-
lars to shore up global supplies, but 
the disparity in vaccine allocations so 
far has been stark.

Dr. Tedros Adhanom Ghebreye-
sus, the director general of the WHO, 
warned this week the world was fac-
ing a “two-track pandemic,” in which 
countries where vaccines are scarce 
will struggle with virus cases even as 
better-supplied nations return to nor-
mal.

-New York Times

When Facebook and Twitter barred 
Donald Trump from their platforms 
after the Capitol riot in January, he 
lost direct access to his most powerful 
megaphones. Last Friday (4), Facebook 
said the former president would not be 
allowed back on its service until at least 
January 2023, citing a risk to public 
safety.

Since his ban and President Joe 
Biden’s inauguration, he has posted 
statements online far less often. But 
some of his statements have travelled 
just as far and wide on social networks.

The New York Times examined 
Trump’s nearly 1,600 social media posts 
from Sept. 1 to Jan. 8, the day Trump 
was banned from the platforms. We 
then tracked the social media engage-
ment with the dozens of written state-

ments he made on his personal website, 
campaign fundraising site and in email 
blasts from Jan. 9 until May 5, which 
was the day that the Facebook Oversight 
Board, which reviews some content de-
cisions by the company, said that the 
company acted appropriately in kicking 
him off the service.

Before the ban, the social media post 
with the median engagement generated 
272,000 likes and shares. After the ban, 
that dropped to 36,000 likes and shares. 
Yet 11 of his 89 statements after the ban 
attracted as many likes or shares as the 
median post before the ban, if not more.

How does that happen?
Trump had long been his own best 

promoter on social media. The vast ma-
jority of people on Twitter and Facebook 
interacted directly with Trump’s posts, 

either liking or sharing them, the Times 
analysis found.

But after the ban, other popular social 
media accounts often picked up his mes-
sages and posted them themselves. (Last 
week, Trump shut down his blog, one of 
the places he made statements.)

On Oct. 8, Trump tweeted that then-
Democratic presidential candidate 
Biden and his running mate, Kamala 
Harris, lied “constantly.” The post was 
liked and shared 501,000 times on Fa-
cebook and Twitter.

On March 21, Trump published a 
statement on his website saying that 
his administration had handed over 
“the most secure border in history.” He 
went on to criticize the Biden admin-
istration’s handling of the border cri-
sis. “Our Country is being destroyed!” 

Trump said. The statement was liked 
and shared more than 661,000 times.

The Global Disinformation Index, 
a nonpartisan nonprofit that studies 
disinformation, examined the politi-
cal leanings of the top accounts sharing 
Trump’s statements online after he was 
barred from Facebook and Twitter. The 
group classified hundreds of accounts 
as either left- or right-leaning, or a mix 
of the two, relying on standards that it 
established through its work on disin-
formation risk ratings for news sites and 
other online media.

One thing that became immediately 
clear: Trump’s most ardent supporters 
continue to spread his message — doing 
the work that he had been unable to do 
himself.

-New York Times

By Sharon Lafraniere, Sheryl Gay Stolberg and Noah Weiland

By Davey Alba, Ella Koeze and Jacob Silver

The right to vote is everything in a democ-
racy.

Without influence over power, you 
are completely vulnerable to that power. 
There is no way to access prosperity or en-
sure personal protection when you live in 
a society in which people who share your 
interests are inhibited in their political 
participation.

So the current efforts by Republicans 
across the country are a chilling omen as 
well as an eerie echo.

Since the time Black people gained the 
right to vote during Reconstruction, racist 
white people have been trying to strip as 
many of them of that right as possible. In 
fact, disenfranchising people of colour and 
immigrants is the overwhelming history of 
voter suppression in this country.

White people not only wanted the power 
that resulted from winning elections, they 
insisted on the power to shape the elector-
ate that could participate in elections.

It was done by intimidation and terror. 
It was also done by law and ordinance. No 
one wanted “Negro domination” or the 
possibility that the Black vote could be de-
terminative.

Black people dealt with those efforts 
at voter suppression, in a direct way, for 
nearly a century, until the successes of the 
civil rights movement led to the Voting 
Rights Act of 1965. But no sooner did some 
barriers come down than others went up. 
Up sprang mass incarceration, a phenome-
non that disproportionately affected Black 
people and again stripped many of those 
Black people of their right to vote.

Then came the backlash to the first Black 
president, and the Supreme Court’s gutting 
of the Voting Rights Act in 2013. Now you 
have the election lie coming from a white 
supremacist president who was defeated 
in part because of the voting of people of 
colour in key states.

As the Brennan Centre for Justice point-
ed out last month, “The United States is on 
track to far exceed its most recent period of 
significant voter suppression — 2011”.

The centre’s report continued:
The restrictive laws from 2011 were en-

acted after the 2010 elections brought a 
significant shift in political control over 
statehouses — and as the country con-
fronted backlash to the election of its first 
Black president. Today’s attacks on the 
vote come from similar sources: the rac-
ist voter fraud allegations behind the Big 
Lie and a desire to prevent future elections 
from achieving the historic turnout seen in 
2020.

There has never been anything delicate 
or elegant about voter suppression. It is 
a club. But those doing the suppressing 
have learned ways to disguise their tactics, 
to no longer explicitly identify race in the 
language of legislation. Instead, they use 
poverty as a proxy for race. They examine 
culture for patterns, like Black churches’ 
helping members to the polls on Sundays, 
and they restrict the conditions that make 
the patterns possible.

And they add voter suppression to soci-
etal oppression. Where transportation is a 
hurdle for some, they reduce the number of 
polling places and drop boxes. Where peo-
ple have problems obtaining state identifi-
cation, they demand it. Where people may 
miss a few elections, they purge them.

One of the mechanisms used during Jim 
Crow to suppress the Black vote was the 
imposition of a poll tax. Some white voters 
were suppressed by this, but the greatest 
effect was on Black voters.

We now have a poll tax once again, only 
it’s paid not in currency but in inconven-
ience. When people have to wait hours in 
line to vote, that, too, is a tax. The poll tax 
is a skin colour tax, as Black people are 
more likely to have to wait.

As one study appearing in Scientific 
American pointed out in 2019: “Voters 
in predominantly Black neighbourhoods 
waited 29% longer, on average, than those 
in white neighbourhoods. They were also 
about 74% more likely to wait for more 
than half an hour.”

I don’t see how anyone, including Presi-
dent Joe Biden and his administration, can 
focus on anything but this right now. Biden 
is incredibly focused on his infrastructure 
bill, but who needs a new bridge when your 
right to vote has been abridged?

We can’t look at what is happening now 
with voter suppression as just one more 
horrible thing that the Republican Party 
is doing. And we can’t look at it as just a 
manoeuvre to alter presidential outcomes.

When you can’t vote, you can’t vote for 
anything from the president all the way 
down to the local school board. Voter 
suppression is about silencing, it is about 
weakening, it is about controlling though 
constriction.

Black people and other people of colour 
have been pivotal in some recent elections. 
Republicans are determined to ensure, 
through disenfranchisement, that that 
doesn’t happen again anytime soon.

-New York Times

MILDENHALL — President Joe Biden be-
gan his first overseas trip Wednesday (9) by 
telling US troops in Britain that the future 
of the world depends on restoring the long-
standing alliances with European countries 
that have been “hardened in the fire of war” 
and built by “generations of Americans”.

Speaking to troops at Royal Air Force 
Mildenhall, he called his weeklong diplomatic 
overture “essential”, saying that no nation 
acting alone can meet the world’s challenges. 
But he also vowed to stand up to adversaries 
like China and Russia, pledging to tell Presi-
dent Vladimir Putin of Russia “what I want 
him to know”.

On the eve of meeting with European lead-
ers rattled by Russia’s aggressive movement 
of troops along Ukraine’s borders, Biden 
pledged to “respond in a robust and meaning-
ful way” to what he called “harmful activities” 
conducted by Putin.

Biden also cast his trip in broader terms, 
as an effort to rally the United States and its 
allies in an existential battle between democ-
racy and autocracy.

“I believe we’re in an inflection point in 
world history,” Biden said, “a moment where 
it falls to us to prove that democracies will not 
just endure, but they will excel as we rise to 
seize enormous opportunities in the new age.”

Biden called out autocrats like Putin for 
promoting false stories about the failings of 
democracies.

“We have to discredit those who believe 
that the age of democracy is over, as some of 
our fellow nations believe,” he said.

After speaking at the RAF base at Milden-
hall, Biden travelled to Cornwall, the south-
western tip of England, where the annual 
summit meeting of the Group of 7 large, 
wealthy democracies will be held from Friday 
(11) through Sunday (13). Beginning Thurs-
day (10), he was set to hold his first face-to-
face meeting of the trip with Prime Minister 
Boris Johnson of Britain before holding one-
on-one meetings with other G7 leaders, and 
on Sunday he will visit Queen Elizabeth II at 
Windsor Castle.

China and global warming rank high on 
Biden’s list of long-range global concerns, 
and US allies wonder if they are being asked 
to sign up for a China containment policy, and 
whether Biden can deliver on climate?

The Europeans largely do not see China 
as the kind of rising threat that Washington 
does, but it is an argument where the United 
States is making headway.

Johnson has signed on to an effort by 
Washington to ensure that Huawei, the Chi-
nese telecommunications company, does not 
win new contracts to install 5G cellular net-
works in Britain. US officials have raised con-
cerns that Huawei equipment could become 
a back door to Chinese government surveil-
lance or control of communications.

Some in Europe are following suit, but 
Biden’s aides said they felt blindsided when 
the European Union announced an invest-
ment agreement with China days before 
Biden’s inauguration. It reflected fears that 
if the continent got sucked into the US-China 
rivalry, European companies would suffer.

Biden is going in the other direction: Last 
week he signed an executive order barring 
Americans from investing in Chinese compa-
nies that are linked to the country’s military 
or that sell technology used to repress dissent 
inside and outside China.

For the move to be effective, though, the 
allies would have to join. So far, few have ex-
pressed enthusiasm for the effort.

China, which now emits more climate-heat-
ing gases than the United States, Europe and 
Japan combined, is key to reaching ambitious 
goals to fight climate change. Peter Betts, the 
former lead climate negotiator for Britain and 
the European Union, said the test for Biden 
was whether he could lead other nations in a 
successful campaign to pressure Beijing.

-New York Times

By Charles M. BlowBy David E. Sanger and 
Michael D. Shear Voter suppression 

must be the 
central issue

Biden calls diplomacy 
and alliances vital to 
world’s future

What happened when Trump was banned on social media
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President Joe Biden and first lady Jill Biden walk to Marine One as they depart Washington on Wednes-
day (9). The White House has reached an agreement with Pfizer and BioNTech to provide 500 million 
doses of coronavirus vaccine to about 100 countries over the next year, a pact that President Biden 
plans to announce shortly
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As Bangladesh rises, Sri Lanka finds 
India is not the only neighbour with 
deep pockets

7

About two weeks ago, Bangladesh’s central 
bank approved, in principle, a $200 million 
currency swap deal for Sri Lanka, intended to 
bolster the latter’s dwindling foreign exchange 
reserves. This has evoked more than a little 
surprise, given the overall development levels 
of the two countries: Sri Lanka’s income per 
person is twice that of Bangladesh (in terms 
of current US dollars), and the global percep-
tions of Bangladesh are not always flattering. 
How did it come to this?

The proximate cause of Sri Lanka’s plight 
is government borrowing, especially from 
foreign sources. When its civil war ended in 
2009, Sri Lanka enjoyed a peace dividend. 
Its economic growth accelerated from 3.5% in 
2009 to 8, 8.4 and 9.1% over the next three 
years. However, this growth was driven by un-
sustainable increases in government spend-
ing, with the rolling out of mega infrastructure 
projects, largely financed by the public sector. 
One example is the economically unviable 
Hambantota Port.

In recent years, Sri Lanka’s growth has 
plummeted, from 5% in 2015 to 2.3% in 2019, 
the pre-COVID year, and to an estimated 
-3.6% in 2020. External debt as a share of 
gross national income grew from 39% in 2010 
to 55% in 2014, and further to 69% in 2019. 
Most of this increase originated in the public 
sector. The Spring 2021 World Bank economic 
update shows Sri Lanka facing a high risk of 
debt sustainability, and rating agencies have 
downgraded its long-term debt rating.

However, a big part of the crisis owes to Sri 
Lanka’s trade regime and the resulting trade 
outcomes. In 1977, Sri Lanka became the first 
country in South Asia to start liberalizing its 
protectionist trade stance; it reaped hand-
some dividends in the form of a rising share 
of exports and trade in its economy. Unfortu-
nately, this course was reversed in the early 
2000s, with the introduction and increasing 
importance of non-transparent ‘para-tariffs’: 
tariffs that have different nomenclatures such 
as cess, ports and airport levy that are import 
duties in all but name. If such para-tariffs are 
included in the calculation of overall tariffs, 
as they should be, Sri Lanka’s reported aver-
age tariffs (2016 data) shoot up from 10.8% to 
22.4%. Moreover, these average tariff calcula-
tions obscure the much higher overall import 
protection as well as “effective protection” in 
sectors of domestic interest. Overall, these 
changes led to an increasingly “anti-export 
bias” in the economy, with growth being pro-
pelled by non-tradable sectors. Such impulses 
have seen a renewed boost since a new govern-
ment, led by President Gotabaya Rajapaksa, 
came to power in late 2019.

The starkest evidence of the anti-export bias 
can be seen in the share of Sri Lanka’s trade 
and exports in its overall economy. Its trade 
to GDP ratio peaked at 89% in 2000, but 
then saw an unprecedented decline to 46% by 
2010; it was 52% in 2019. Similarly, exports 
as a share of GDP declined from 39% in 2000 
to less than 20% in 2010; they rose somewhat 
to 23% by 2019. But the overall decline in ex-
ports and imports since 2000 is possibly with-
out precedent in a small, modern economy.

Bangladesh’s golden goose
Contrast this with Bangladesh. Famously 

dubbed as a ‘basket case’ by Henry Kissinger 
at the time of its independence in 1971, Bang-
ladesh has been a remarkable case of sus-
tained and rising growth. One reason for this 
is its sound macroeconomic management, 

arguably the best in South Asia. Despite very 
low tax revenue (a trait that it shares with Sri 
Lanka and most other South Asian countries), 
Bangladesh has been careful to not run large 
government deficits or take up projects that 
do not have a high economic and social rate of 
return. Its external debt as a share of GDP has 
fallen from a peak of 44% in 1994 to 16-18% 
over 2016-19. Part of the reason for this was 
the steady increase in Bangladesh’s growth 
rate, which meant that GDP increased much 
faster than external debt. This falling debt has 
provided space to Bangladesh’s private sec-
tor, unlike Sri Lanka, where rising debt tends 
to “crowd out” its private sector: a telling ex-
ample of this is the share of interest payments 
(domestic and foreign) in total government 
revenue, which was as high as 47.5% in Sri 
Lanka in 2019, versus around 18.5% for Bang-
ladesh in 2016 (and likely falling or steady 
thereafter).

Bangladesh’s export story is more nuanced, 
but nonetheless very impressive. Like Sri Lan-
ka, Bangladesh has been unable to diversify its 
export basket. Readymade garments comprise 
as much as 83% of its total exports. Howev-
er, unlike Sri Lanka, Bangladesh’s exports 
have contributed significantly to its overall 
economic growth story. Sustained by its ap-
parel sector, exports grew from 11.1% of GDP 
in 2004 to 15.3% of GDP in 2019: implying 
that exports grew much faster than an already 
fast-growing domestic economy. Perhaps the 
simplest way to contrast the relative export 
performance is to look at the absolute export 
numbers. In 2004, both countries’ exports 
of goods and services were at $7.3 billion. In 
2019, Sri Lanka’s exports were $19.4 billion, 
Bangladesh’s $46.3 billion (World Bank data). 
Even though Bangladesh is heavily reliant on 
garments, and needs to diversify, it also has 
a lot of room to continue to grow in the gar-
ments sector, based on its expertise in mass 
manufacturing and its large pool of labour. It 
is now among the top three apparel exporters 
in the world, and, along with Vietnam, is grad-
ually taking market share from China, still the 
dominant player in this sector.

It needs to be said that Bangladesh also has 
a strong anti-export bias in its overall trade 
orientation, based on similar considerations 
as in Sri Lanka: non-transparent para-tariffs, 
and much higher effective protection in sec-
tors where there is a domestic interest. How-
ever, this approach has not hurt Bangladesh 
on the macroeconomic front in the same way 
that it has Sri Lanka. One reason, of course, 
is that Bangladesh is a much bigger economy, 
and trade is not expected to play as important 
a role as in Sri Lanka. But there is another 
reason as well: Bangladesh has protected its 
high-performing apparel sector from the inef-
ficiencies of its overall trade regime through a 
special dispensation that was not available to 
other exporting sectors. This has worked re-
markably, at least so far, enabling Bangladesh 
to capitalize on a deep world market for inex-
pensive clothing, and in the process increasing 
(pre-COVID) total employment of about four 
million garment workers, about 40% of the 
country’s total industrial employment.

And thereby hangs a tale 
Sri Lanka’s persistent and often large short-

falls in its trade and current account meant 
that it needed capital inflows to cover the ex-
ternal deficit. It was also borrowing for large 
projects and thus racking up additional debt. 
And its inflows of foreign direct investment 

were sluggish and well below par. Bangla-
desh’s current account deficits, on the other 
hand, were rarely over 2% of GDP (in fact, 
they were often in surplus, not a good sign of 
investment potential, but that is another sto-
ry); it also enjoyed soft loans from the World 
Bank and the Asian Development Bank. Thus, 
Sri Lanka’s external debt service (principal re-
payments plus interest) as a share of exports 
of goods and services rose sharply from 5.5% 
in 2005 to 31.7% in 2019; for Bangladesh, this 
ratio came down from 34% in 1990 to 5% in 
2010, and, while rising somewhat in the last 
few years, was at a manageable 12.8% in 2019.

The foreign exchange reserves of the two 
countries encapsulate this story. In 2000, the 
reserves of both countries stood at around $1 
billion. By 2019, Sri Lanka’s reserves had crept 
up to $7.7 billion, while Bangladesh’s had shot 
up to $32.7 billion. By February 2021, Bangla-
desh’s reserves had crossed a record $45 bil-
lion, while Sri Lanka’s had dwindled to $4.5 
billion (April 2021). Currently, while Bangla-
desh’s reserves are sufficient to cover almost 
eight months of imports of goods and services, 
Sri Lanka is down to less than two months of 
import cover (using import figures from 2019, 
the pre-COVID year). Such a low cover is very 
risky; it prompted the Central Bank of Sri Lan-
ka to seek emergency assistance from multiple 
sources, including from Bangladesh Bank.

The South Asian perspective
The currency swap arrangement for Sri Lan-

ka seems to be the first time that any country 
other than India has provided macroeconomic 
support to another South Asian country. Giv-
en current economic trajectories, it would not 
be surprising if Pakistan approaches Bangla-
desh with a similar request in the foreseeable 
future.

From a South Asian perspective, the rise 
of Bangladesh is a welcome development, for 
several reasons. First, it helps move South 
Asian countries move away from a fixation on 
India, and provides opportunities for more 
meaningful (non-India) bilateral economic 
partnerships in the region. Second, it helps 
India to be less dominant. For example, in the 
BBIN (Bangladesh, Bhutan, India and Nepal) 
subregion, both Nepal and Bhutan are look-
ing at exporting hydropower to Bangladesh. 
With its growing economic clout, Bangladesh 
can potentially import increasing amounts of 
hydropower from Nepal, which can reduce the 
latter’s fears about being too dependent on In-
dia as a market for energy. Third, the growth 
of Bangladesh’s middle class and its multi-
national firms support the deepening India-
Bangladesh relationship, a win-win for both 
countries. Fourth, other countries in the re-
gion can learn from Bangladesh’s experience 
of prudent macroeconomic management. All 
of these factors can help chip away at the trust 
deficit induced by India’s disproportionate 
weight in South Asia.

This is not to say that Bangladesh does not 
have its fair share of problems. That is a dis-
cussion for another time. For now, South Asia 
(and the world) can celebrate the rise of a sig-
nificant economy that can play an increasingly 
positive role in the region.

-Sanjay Kathuria is Senior Visiting 
Fellow at the Centre for Policy Research, 
India; Non-Resident Senior Fellow at the 

Institute of South Asian Studies, Singapore, 
and Visiting Professor at Georgetown 

University and Ashoka University. This 
article was originally featured on thewire.in

By Sanjay Kathuria

In the lead up to the 2019 presidential election, a 
major theme of the then opposition, which was pro-
moting Gotabaya Rajapaksa as its candidate, was 
‘one country, one law’. The reference, of course, was 
to the Muslim community which had different laws 
governing them for issues such as marriage. 

One and a half years later though, we have to seri-
ously question whether Sri Lanka is indeed a state 
where there is one law for everyone.

The media and perhaps more so, the social media, 
has been awash with the recent shenanigans involv-
ing a model, a bridal make-up artist and the birthday 
bash right in the middle of COVID-19 travel restric-
tions.

Curiously, the offenders were detained by the po-
lice only to be released on bail a short while later, 
when they should have been sent in to quarantine. 
That was not surprising however, because the offend-
ers had links to people in high places.

It took an interview from an independent journal-
ist with the official Police Spokesman to get at the 
truth. The spokesman stated they had placed all facts 
before the courts of law, which then decided to re-
lease the alleged offenders on bail and send them on 
their way.

The controversy this generated was sufficient to 
get the alleged offenders packed off to a quarantine 
centre but the drama was far from over. Now it was 
the turn of the Minister of Public Security, Sarath 
Weerasekara, to open his mouth and put both his 
feet firmly in.

It came to light the bus carrying the alleged offend-
ers was diverted to the Thalangama Police Station, so 
the alleged miscreants - the model included- could 
have some fresh clothes. After obtaining these, the 
bus made its way to the quarantine centre.

The incident would be laughable and discarded as 
a comedy of errors if not for the fact that it underlines 
what many had suspected for long: this government 
is no different to its predecessors; it has one law for 
the average citizen and another for the privileged 
few, the elite and their hangers on. For some others, 
the law does not apply at all.

It is also futile to simply blame the president, the 
prime minister, ministers et al for this state of affairs. 
The entire law and order apparatus in the country has 
been manipulated to such an extent that all State of-
ficers, including those in the judiciary, have become 
subservient to politicians; they dare not question the 
impropriety of any action when it comes under the 
caveat of being sanctioned by a powerful politician.

Consider a few recent examples. Ranjan Rama-
nayake, given an out of proportion sentence for the 
offence of contempt of court, is barred from enter-
ing Parliament by the Speaker who however allows 
Premalal Jayasekara, a convicted murderer to attend 
Parliament!

Recently a spate of court decisions exonerated sev-
eral ruling party politicians and other acolytes from 
various offences they had been charged with during 
the previous regime. The list is long but the names of 
Johnston Fernando, Rohitha Abeygunawardena and 
Nissanka Senadhipathi come readily to mind- and 
therefore, hope must surely be springing in Duminda 
Silva!

Similarly, former President Maithripala Sirisena, 
against whom criminal proceedings have been rec-
ommended by a presidential commission he himself 
appointed, roams free by virtue of switching sides in 
the nick of time.

Conversely, the wheels of justice were turning at 
lightning speed for those in the opposition. Apart 
from Ramanayake, Rishard Bathiudeen is already in 
prison and processes have been set in motion to deal 
with Patali Champika Ranawaka and Rajitha Sena-
ratne, two of the most vociferous critics of the pre-
sent government.

Another aspect which highlighted the inequality in 
Sri Lankan society was the COVID-19 vaccine roll-
out. With the government not having the foresight to 
order sufficient stocks of vaccines, dabbling in magic 
potions and pots of holy water instead, the vaccines 
were in short supply and one had to be ‘somebody’s 
somebody’ to get early access to the jabs.

The cat was let out of the bag by the model who is 
at the centre of the birthday bash controversy her-
self, when she proudly proclaimed she had been vac-
cinated- raising questions as to how, given her young 
age, she got vaccinated when she did not fit in to the 
designated priority categories.

Then there was of course that disgraceful drama 
where the doctors’ trade union, the Government 
Medical Officers’ Association got their extended fam-
ily members shamelessly vaccinated over and above 
other healthcare workers’ families.

There are also other times when some appear to be 
more equal than others. Land belonging to two lead-
ing schools in Colombo, one in Borella and the other 
a stone’s throw away in Cinamon Gardens have been 
earmarked for the benefit of others. There have been 
many protests against this arbitrary action but they 
have fallen on deaf years. Again, the process of the 
law appears to be silent with those in power being 
able to override all concerns and considerations and 
act according to their whims and fancies to please the 
correct people.

 Yet another institution that appears to be above 
the law is Sri Lanka Cricket (SLC). Recently there 
was much collective breast beating about the pathetic 
state of Sri Lanka’s cricket and how its management 
should be in the hands of respected past cricketers 
and other men of integrity, not those in the betting 
industry who are out to make a fast buck. Even the 
new Minister of Sports Namal Rajapaksa made some 
noises to that effect. Yet, when the elections for SLC 
were concluded last month, it was more of the same- 
the same lot who ran SLC by proxy for the last so 
many years are back in office for a few years more.          

So, let us not fool ourselves. There is no ‘one coun-
try, one law’. This is one country still but there are 
different laws for different people.

- counterpoint.lk

By Kassapa

One country one law, 
differently applied?
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Bangladesh Prime Minister Sheikh Hasina and Sri Lankan Prime Minister Mahinda Rajapaksa in Dhaka, March 20, 2021
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Organic farming from a 

global perspective

The government’s great gamble
The current administration has un-
dertaken a high-wire politico-eco-
nomic act without a safety net. It has 
banned chemical fertilizer imports. 
The Cabinet is reported to have ap-
proved a proposal for prohibiting 
agrochemicals such as weedicides 
as well. For a country that has come 
to be totally dependent on non-
synthetic fertilizers, this is a leap of 
faith. 

Should the government’s organic 
fertilizer experiment fail, as predict-
ed in some quarters, with farmers 
suffering losses due to poor yields 
and consumers facing a food short-
age, the country’s food import bill 
would soar, worsening an already 
bad balance of payment situation, 
and there’d be hell to pay on the 
political front. But the government 
is determined to forge ahead, come 
what may.

Those who are supportive of the 
ban on synthetic fertilizers, pesti-
cides and weedicides maintain these 
harmful chemicals cause, among 
other health issue, serious diseases 
and birth defects, and point out that 
Australia uses 68.1 kg of chemical 
fertilizers per hectare, Israel 280.7 
kg per hectare and Sri Lanka 300 kg 
per hectare. The general consensus 
is that agrochemicals are overused 
in Sri Lanka, and this practice has 
ruined the country’s soil and ad-
versely impacted public health.

On April 29, President Gotabaya 
Rajapaksa said Sri Lanka would be 
the first country in the world to do 
away with chemical fertilizers and 
vowed the government would not re-
verse its decision under any circum-
stances. Sri Lanka spent US$ 221 
million in 2019 to import chemical 
fertilizers and the amount is expect-
ed to rise between US$ 300–400 
million with the crude oil price in-
creases, he said, dismissing as base-
less the claim that the chemical fer-
tilizer ban would lead to a reduction 
in the national agricultural produc-
tion. Promising that the government 
would ensure adequate stocks of or-
ganic fertilizers would be available, 
and everyone would have enough 
food on the table, the President said 
government spending on treating 
several non-communicable diseases 
caused by harmful agrochemicals 
was extremely high.

So, the government is not likely to 
back down.

Proponents of the ban    
Prominent among the independ-

ent proponents of the agrochemi-
cal ban is the Movement for Land 
and Agricultural Reform (MON-
LAR), which represents the rights 
of small-time farmers and promotes 
eco-friendly agricultural practices. It 
has welcomed the ban wholeheart-
edly while being critical of the gov-
ernment over other environmental 
issues, such as the destruction of 
forests.

MONLAR has, in a recent let-
ter to President Rajapaksa, praised 
him for banning synthetic fertilizer, 
noting the use of agrochemicals has 
had disastrous consequences during 
the past several decades. The wide-
spread use of these chemicals has 
contaminated the soil and water, di-
rectly causing an increase in the inci-
dence of non-communicable disease 
such as cancer and renal ailments. 
The overuse of agrochemicals has 
also undermined food sovereignty, 
disturbed ecological balance, and led 
to the extinction of many animal and 
plant species, it has pointed out not-
ing that since almost all agricultural 

inputs used by Sri Lankan farmers 
are imported, certain companies 
have formed oligopolies. 

“Currently, agriculture amounts 
to about 7% of the GDP, but about 
26% of the workforce is involved 
in agriculture. These workers are 
poor and receive government wel-
fare assistance; most of them are 
malnourished and in the clutches of 
microcredit companies. MONLAR 
believes that promoting environ-
mentally friendly agricultural prac-
tices can be a solution to all these 
problems.”

Some of the main advantages of 
organic fertilizers are a high capacity 
to retain water, non-toxicity, foster-
ing sustainable ecosystem for plants 
organisms and improving plant 
structure, ability to break down con-
taminants, and simple production 
process, according to agricultural 
experts. The disadvantages, accord-
ing to them, include difficulties in 
precise application, delay in yielding 
intended results, variation of nutri-
ents and microorganisms in soil.

Opponents of the ban
However, the opponents of the 

government’s organic fertilizer pro-
gram assert that agrochemicals are 
not harmful if used properly, and 
the discontinuation of their use will 
lead to a decrease in the national 
agricultural production, and could 
even lead to a food shortage. They 
also argue that the switchover to 
organic fertilizer will make it nec-
essary to bring more lands under 
the plough as the yield from the 
currently cultivated lands will de-
crease. Prominent among those who 
represent this school of thought are 
some Sri Lanka’s leading scientists 
and include Prof. Chandre Dharma-
wardene, Dr. Parakrama Waidyana-
tha (formerly the Soil Scientist of 
RRI and later Chairman of Chilaw 
Plantation Ltd.), Prof O. A. Ileperu-
ma Former Professor of Chemistry 
University of Peradeniya), and Prof 
C. S. Weeraratne (former Professor 
of Agronomy University of Ruhuna).    

Another expert who has ques-
tioned the government’s wisdom 
in banning chemical fertilizer is 
founder of the Canada-based Ac-
tive Agri Science, Ranil Waliwitiya, 
who is of the view that the ban on 
chemical fertilizer importation and 
use should have been given more 
thought and considering the scien-
tific evidence the government must 
not take impulsive decisions, which 
affect the entire nation and its food 
security. Scientific facts are critically 
important in taking a decision of this 
nature, he has said, hopeful the deci-
sion taken will be reversed soon.

Prof Rohan Rajapakse, Emeritus 
Professor of Agriculture Biology, 
University of Ruhuna, and Former 
Executive Director Sri Lanka Coun-
cil of Agriculture Research Policy, in 
a recent article in a local English lan-
guage daily, suggested an alternative 
way of handling the adverse effects 
of agrochemicals without a total ban, 
recommended import of – pesticides 
be stopped in categories -1A and1B 
- highly hazardous - and the import 
of less hazard pesticides be allowed 
safeguard the interests of farmers. 
He also called for  promoting judi-
cious use of pesticides and an in-
tegrated use of pest management 
techniques whenever possible; mini-
mizing the use of  pesticides; ensur-
ing the proper use of agrochemicals 
by farmers and adoption of integrat-
ed pest management as a national 
policy on agricultural production. 

Rajapakse also called for the devel-
opment of a national level policy on 
correct pesticide use, the promotion 
of production and utilization of or-
ganic agriculture, and bio pesticides, 
strict plant quarantine measures 
along with law and guidelines for 
post-harvest handling of agriculture 
produce without pesticide.

Besides the scientists and experts 
opposed to the ban, there are also 
others who are critical of the man-
ner and haste in which the govern-
ment has chosen to ban the use and 
import of chemical fertilizers. Dr. 
Tilak Siyambalapitiya, a power sec-
tor expert, has pointed out that the 
country took as long as four years to 
switch over to square pin plugs, and 
the changeover was conceived and 
implemented by experts without any 
political involvement. He maintains 
the switchover from chemical to or-
ganic fertilizers should have been 
carried out in a similar manner.

Prof. Rajapaksa advocates the best 
option available to the country is to 
use both chemical and organic ferti-
lizers in a systematic manner so as 
to reap the benefits of both and in-
crease national agricultural output.

The political gamble
This comment does not attempt a 

detailed analysis of the merits and 
demerits of the ban on chemical fer-
tilizers. Its focus is on the political 
implications of what may be called 
the government’s great gamble, and 
the political consequences of the ban 
in question in the event of the gov-
ernment failing to achieve its goal.

National policies are alien to Sri 
Lanka, where regime changes invar-
iably cause policies to be upended or 
deep-sixed. In other words, a change 
of government leads to a complete 
policy reset; the new administra-
tion introduces new policies. Only 
the culture of impunity, corrup-
tion and abuse of power survives a 
change of government. Every vital 
sector is therefore in a state of flux 
eternally, and no program intro-
duced by any government yields de-
sired results; nor can it be properly 
judged because it gets derailed when 
the government that formulates it 
falls. The continuity of policies con-
cerning vital sectors is essential for 
a country to achieve its long-term 
development goals. India is similar 
to Sri Lanka in many respects, but it 
has achieved considerable progress 
thanks to the consistency of most of 
its policies, and robust systems un-
derpinning the State machinery.

Thus, if it is the success of its or-
ganic fertilizer project that the gov-
ernment seeks, it should not lose 
sight of the possible political fallout 
of its efforts, and should strive to 
ensure the continuity of its agricul-
tural policy. In other words, it has to 
ensure the gamble doesn’t become 
its undoing, because the next gov-
ernment is very unlikely to continue 
with the ongoing project. This is the 
danger of taking experiments to ex-
tremes.

Lessons from the disastrous po-
litical consequences of the Sri Lanka 
Freedom Party (SLFP)-led United 
Front (UF) government’s import re-
strictions aimed at promoting local 
production and reducing the coun-
try’s foreign debt seem to have gone 
unlearnt. Its extreme actions influ-
enced by the policies of the socialist 
bloc in the then bipolar world, and 
leftists within its ranks, created con-
ditions for the mammoth victory of 
the United National Party (UNP) in 
1977 with a five-sixths majority and 

the abandonment of the UF’s eco-
nomic model and agricultural poli-
cies.  Had the UF government been 
politically wise enough to tread cau-
tiously with its experiments, without 
allowing scarcities to arise and cause 
unbearable difficulties to the pub-
lic, perhaps the country would have 
been free from the current debt bur-
den, and local industries would have 
stood to gain.

The UF government was over-
confident because the UNP of the 
time showed no prospect of making 
a comeback. The present Sri Lanka 
Podujana Peramuna (SLPP) admin-
istration apparently thinks likewise, 
given the situation the opposition 
finds itself in.

What the current leaders are do-
ing by way of their experiments with 
organic fertilizer is in fact undoing 
what they did while they were in 
power from 2005 to 2015 - they in-
troduced a fertilizer subsidy, which 
is believed to have led to the over-
application of fertilizer as farmers 
tend to use liberally what is inex-
pensive or free. They seem to have 
moved from one extreme to another.

Some experts have argued that it 
will take a few years for the adverse 
effects of the discontinuation of the 
use of chemical fertilizers to be felt 
because agricultural fields contain 
high amounts of nutrients due to 
years of over application of synthetic 
fertilizers, and the soil will remain 
fertile during the next few cultiva-
tion seasons. The government may 
be trying to make use of this gap to 
overcome teething problems being 
experienced in the process of pro-
ducing and/or procuring enough 
organic fertilizer. Whether it will 
succeed in its endeavour remains to 
be seen.

Politics of food
The popularity of any govern-

ment hinges on its ability to keep 
staple food prices low. One of the 
main reasons for the fall of the UNP 
government in 1956 was an increase 
in a measure of rice and the result-
ant public protests. Politics of rice 
is such that in 1970, the UF govern-
ment came into power promising 
free rice among other things. The 
UNP government did away with the 
rice ration book, having won the 
1977 election, promising to give eight 
pounds of cereals, which became pie 
in the sky. It, however, did not fall 
because the SLFP was too weak to 
challenge it and the administration 
avoided the general election with 
the help of a referendum, which was 
heavily rigged.

The present government has not 
been able to live up to people’s ex-
pectations, which its leaders raised 
enormously through various prom-
ises while they were in the oppo-
sition. This may be mostly due to 
the unforeseen problems it is beset 
with. It is struggling to contain a 
fast-spreading pandemic, which is 
likely to go out of control unless the 
ongoing vaccination drive is ramped 
up to bring about herd immunity 
through inoculation. This is a formi-
dable task that even the developed 
countries have not been able to ac-
complish properly. If the govern-
ment’s fertilizer ban backfires, caus-
ing the national agricultural output, 
especially the food production, to 
drop, the administration will find 
itself in an even more unenviable 
position. Imprudence is something 
to be avoided in politics.

-This article was originally 
featured on counterpoint.lk

By Vishvanath

The Gotabaya Rajapaksa government appears deter-
mined to bring about an immediate and drastic change 
in Sri Lankan agriculture by replacing the conventional 
chemicals-based system to an organic-based one without 
the use of chemicals and pesticides. Adopting a carrot and 
stick policy, the import of chemical fertilizers has been 
banned and assistance to acquire organic fertilizers has 
been announced. 

But this has been done totally disregarding the advice 
of experts, who had recommended a step by step change-
over to avoid losses to the farmers and the country. 

The Sri Lanka Agricultural Economics Association 
(SLAEA) has warned that a complete switch-over will 
result in a 25% fall in paddy yield and the profitability 
of paddy farming will be reduced by 33%. On the other 
hand, a mixed conventional-organic system will increase 
paddy profitability by 16%, it has said

A switch-over will also see tea productivity going down 
by 35%, and decrease export volume from 279 million kg 
to 181 million, creating a loss of Rs 84 billion. Coconut 
yield will be down by 30%. The SLAEA recommend Sri 
Lanka follow the world trend and opt for a gradual and 
carefully considered, market-led and voluntary switch- 
over in place of sudden one.

According to World of Organic Agriculture 2018 Sum-
mary, there were 57.8 million hectares of organic agricul-
tural land in 2016, with Oceania (27.3 million hectares) 
being the region with the largest area under organic ag-
riculture, followed by Europe (13.5 million hectares) and 
Latin America (7.1 million hectares) followed by Asia (4.9 
million hectares), North America (3.1 million hectares), 
and Africa (1.8 million hectares). The countries with the 
most organic agricultural land were Australia (27.4 mil-
lion hectares), Argentina (3 million hectares), and China 
(2.3 million hectares).  

But globally, only 1.2 % of farmland was organic, de-
spite the global organic retail sales reaching US$ 82 bil-
lion in 2015. 

In their paper on the world organic farming scene in the 
journal Review of Resource Economics (October 2018), 
Eva-Marie Meemken and Matin Qaim of Gottingen Uni-
versity in Germany attributed the minuscule percentage 
under organic farming to lower yields. Across all crops, 
the gap in the yield of organic agriculture ranges between 
19% and 25%. However, considerable differences can be 
observed between different crop species. Legumes (len-
tils, peas, chickpeas, beans, soybeans, and peanuts) and 
fruits, show smaller yield gaps than cereals and root and 
tuber crops.

Nutrient limitations are an important factor making or-
ganic agriculture show lower yields, with the systems of-
ten found to be limited in nitrogen and phosphorus. The 
release of plant-available nitrogen from organic sources 
is slow and can often not keep up with the nitrogen de-
mand during peak crop growth periods, the authors point 
out. The amount of phosphorus provided in organic sys-
tems is also sometimes insufficient to replenish the quan-
tities lost due to harvest. Explaining the higher yields 
seen in legumes, Meemken and Qaim say legumes can fix 
atmospheric nitrogen and are hence less dependent than 
other crops on externally added nitrogen. Fruits grow on 
trees that have longer growing seasons and extensive root 
systems and are hence better able to absorb nutrients in 
synchrony with crop demand, they add. 

In terms of water availability and use, organic systems 
tend to have an advantage because soils managed with 
organic methods show better water-holding capacity and 
higher rates of water infiltration, the authors point out, 
noting this to be one of the reasons why organic systems 
are often said to be more resilient and have higher yield 
stability, even under drought conditions.

But organic systems are more susceptible to pest out-
breaks because of the ban on the use of chemical pesti-
cides. And since chemical weedicide cannot be used in 
organic farming, weeding has to be done manually, which 
is both labour-intensive and expensive. 

The authors point out increase or expansion of organic 
agriculture would need more land, which in turn, will 
lead to a loss of natural habitats. Encroachment of forest 
lands and elephant habitats in Sri Lanka have led to el-
ephants straying into farm lands and the farmers in turn 
killing elephants in self-defence. 

Even though one of the reasons for environmental deg-
radation is chemicals-based agriculture (it causes land 
degradation, biodiversity loss, water pollution, and cli-
mate change), organic cultivation will demand, not just 
more land, but also more water and other natural re-
sources, which are becoming increasingly scarce.

Production costs in organic farming being higher; there 
will be increases in consumer prices, making food less af-
fordable for the poor. On an average, organic products 
are 50% more expensive than conventional products, the 
authors say, pointing out the universal goal of giving the 
masses food security will not be achieved.  

To feed the hungry, global agricultural production will 
have to increase by at least 60% and possibly up to 100% 
by 2050, the authors say. A 100% switch over to organic 
agriculture will retard progress towards the goal of ensur-
ing food security for all.

However, Meemken and Qaim recommend a “smart 
combination” of organic and conventional agriculture, 
with organic farming practiced where conditions are 
suitable. They also recommend the adoption of “organic 
standards” to ensure uniformity of quality. Today, more 
than 100 countries publicly support ‘organic standards’ 
developed by the International Federation of Organic 
Agriculture Movements (IFOAM). The cornerstones of 
organic production systems are balanced crop rotations 
with legumes, recycling of nutrients (e.g., through mixed 
farming), and the use of organic fertilizers. 

By P. K. Balachandran

Points to ponder for Sri Lanka
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President Gotabaya Rajapaksa instructing officials, at a recent meeting, to step up the production of organic fertilizers 
as a national priority
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Sir Christopher Ondaatje explores the life and legacy of the Scottish novelist and playwright who 

gave the world one of the most best loved fantasy stories of all time, and lived in a youthful fantasy 

world of his own creation

J. M. Barrie

“The Life of every man is a diary in 
which he means to write one story, and 
writes another; and his humblest hour 
is when he compares the volume as it is 
with what he vowed to make it.”

-J. M. Barrie

James Matthew Barrie was born in 
Kirriemuir, Scotland.  His father, David 
Barrie, was a successful weaver.  His 
mother was a devout Presbyterian.  Bar-
rie was the ninth child of ten (two of 
whom died before he was born).  He was 
a small child and drew attention to him-
self with storytelling.  He grew to only 5 
feet 3½ inches. 

When he was six years old he was 
shocked by the horrific drowning of his 
older brother David in a skating acci-
dent – a day before his 14th birthday.  
He tried to fill David’s place in his dev-
astated mother’s attentions – even wear-
ing his clothes and whistling in the same 
way.

Barrie and his mother entertained 
each other with stories of her childhood 
and books like Robinson Crusoe and The 
Pilgrim’s Progress. Many years later he 
composed an intimate portrait of her in 
his bio-novel Margaret Ogilvy (1896), 
published a year after she died.  He never 
forgot his childhood and perhaps never 
grew up.

When he was eight years old he was 
sent to Glasgow Academy where his 
two eldest siblings, Alexander and Mary 
Ann, taught.  Two years later he returned 
home and continued his education at the 
Forfar Academy.  When he was fourteen 
he left home again for Dumfries Acad-
emy – again watched carefully by his el-
der brother and sister. He was a clever 
pupil and became a voracious reader.  
At Dumfries he and his friends played a 
pirate game that eventually became the 
play Peter Pan.  He produced a play Ban-
delero the Bandit, which was denounced 
by a clergyman on the school’s board be-
cause of its immoral overtones.  

He went on to the University of Ed-
inburgh, studying literature and writ-
ing reviews for the Edinburgh Evening 
Courant. He graduated on April 21, 1882 
with an MA.

Determined to follow a career as an 
author, and with some advice from his 
elder sister, he worked for eighteen 
months as a journalist on the Notting-
ham Journal. When he got back to Kir-
riemuir he sent a piece to the St. James 
Gazette, a London newspaper, using his 
mother’s stories about the town where 
she grew up – renamed ‘Thrums’. The 
editor of the Gazette liked his Scottish 

reminiscences and he commissioned 
Barrie to write a series. They eventually 
served as the basis for his novel novels: 
Auld Licht Idylls (1888), A Window 
in Thrums (1889), My Lady Nicotine 
(1890), and The Little Minister (1891).  

‘Auld Lichts’ was a strict religious sect 
to which his grandfather had once be-
longed. These early stories were popu-
lar enough among English readers to 
establish Barrie as a successful writer.  
He moved to London in 1885. He had 
previously published Better Dead (1888) 
privately at his own expense but it didn’t 
sell.

Barrie now turned his attention to the 
theatre – and to marriage.  He asked his 
friend Jerome K. Jerome (Three Men 
in a Boat, 1889) to introduce him to a 
pretty actress to play a role in his play 
Walker, London. The actress was Mary 
Ansell, and they became friends. She 
cared for him when he fell very ill in 1893 
and 1894. They married in Kirriemuir on 
July 9, 1894 soon after Barrie recovered.

“The Barries’ marriage proved child-
less and wretched and manifestly em-
bittered his later fiction. The couple 
divorced in 1909. It is suggested that 
he was impotent, although this did not 
come up in the proceedings, the grounds 
being her adultery. The balance of bio-
graphical opinion is that if there was a 
sexual relationship between the couple 
it was not passionate.”

-John Sutherland
Lives of the Novelists (2011)

In 1895 the Barriesbought a house on 
Gloucester Road in South Kensington, 
and in 1900 moved into 100 Bayswater 
Road, overlooking Kensington Gardens, 
where Barrie would take long walks.  Mary 
also found Black Lake Cottage at Farnham 
in Surrey, which became their ‘bolt hole’, 
and where they entertained his cricketing 
friends and the Llewelyn Davies family, 
who would play an important role in Bar-
rie’s literary and personal life.

In mid-1908 Mary had an affair with 
Gilbert Cannan – a man twenty years 
younger than she was.  Barrie learned 
of the relationship in July 1909 and de-
manded that she end it.  She refused.  
Eager to avoid the scandal of divorce, he 
offered a legal separation if she would 
agree not to see Cannan anymore.   Again 
she refused.  Barrie sued for divorce on 
the grounds of infidelity – which was 
granted in October 1909.  Barrie con-
tinued to support Mary financially even 
after she married Cannan, giving her 
an annual allowance – handed over at a 
private dinner held on her and Barrie’s 
wedding anniversary.

The ageless child
Thank you, Jonathan 
Livingston Pelican

James Matthew Barrie, the man who never forgot his childhood and perhaps 
never grew up

Barrie’s play, like its eponymous 
hero, gives freakishly little signs 
of growing old

 My friend Jonathan
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By Capt. Elmo Jayawardena

I see him at dawn, as sunlight touches 
the far bank and paints the river in subtle 
shades. Jonathan comes gliding gracefully, 
six feet of spread wings skimming the bam-
boo bushes and doing a perfect landing on 
the water in front of my lawn. That sure 
shames the pilot in me. Then he floats, his 
long beak stretched, his splayed feet pad-
dling gracefully as he moves regally like a 
sail-less galleon and shows off to me how 
great his life is. 

That is Jonathan, my pelican friend, 
splendid in flight, majestic in float, full 
of sense and sensibilities of life where his 
script is soft and tender and runs from day 
to day.   

The bird life is great where I live, cranes, 
cormorants, gulls and eagles and an as-
sortment of fish-feeders linger in the vicin-
ity of my home.  Jonathan undoubtedly is 
the Head Prefect, broad of wing and bold 
in stature, spectacularly prominent in his 
light brown suit as he moves among his 
dwarfed mates. I’ve never seen him fight or 
squabble, no ‘Big Boss’ small fry divisions 
of ruling the proletariat. There’s enough 
fish for all and Jonathan is very democrat-
ic, and the bulk and the best of his wisdom 
are based on sharing. The birds take their 
allocated slots in this ancient tableau of the 
river and enjoy the gift of life undisturbed 
and uncomplicated and laced with an un-
selfish attitude that I clearly see as a daily 
bread in their lives. 

Jonathan Livingston Pelican rules the 
roost; he has not much to worry, just a fish 
or two to eat and the day passes and as the 
shadows lengthen with the cloak of dark-
ness, I see him flying away to wherever he 
perches for the night. That multiplied by 
365 would be a year for him, but that too is 
of little consequence as he does not meas-
ure life by the Gregorian calendar squares. 

I know he has not invested any money in 
finance companies and does not fret over 
somersaulting interest rates. Jonathan has 
no idea what world recession is and how 
the entire planet is crashing down with a 
thing called COVID-19. He is not corralled 
by a curfew or lockdown and he does not 
stand in a long queue to scrum and stam-
pede with others to get an injection. He 
does not watch TV, so he is exempted from 
the rubbishy lies that people spit out as 
promises. Good for him.

Jonathan does not care what Joe Biden 
plans for Afghanistan or where the G7 
meets next to drink champagne and post-
pone world problems. He has no wars to 
fight nor political nonsense of the world to 
read in daily print. He is ignorant of ships 
that burn outside Colombo Harbour but 
may have seen the tragic carcasses of tur-
tles washed ashore on the western coast-
line beach. It certainly would have broken 
his pelican heart. Thank God he cannot fig-
ure out how the ‘Kade Yana Brigade’ makes 
a mockery of the leadership of this country. 
How can he? When we ourselves, the long-
suffering pedestrians of Mother Lanka 
don’t have a clue??? 

To Jonathan, green is sacred, water is sa-
cred, the clear blue sky is sacred. I am sure 
he prays at the sacred altars of nature, a 
worthy worship sans the pageantry, simple 
to understand and easy to believe.  

Yes, Richard Bach created the unforget-
table seagull and I plagiarized and named 
my Pelican friend the same, both Jona-
thans. I am sure Bach won’t mind, there are 
people who sing from similar hymn sheets 
and have a policy of live and let live faith. 
No coins to lawyer coffers and no pride for 
protection rights. Life should be simplified, 
it can certainly be simplified. 

How I wish I could pick a day from Jona-
than, just one day where I could wake up 
and fly to some beautiful water heaven and 
spend the entire day watching the wind 
move the waves. I would like to strut in 
peace with my fellow dwellers, eat a fish or 
two and see the slow roll of white cartoon 
clouds across a sheet of a clear azure blue 
sky. Maybe ask an eagle how he learnt to 
glide so beautifully or tell a cormorant his 
black is beautiful.  Just chatter to pass the 
time.  

Maybe I can change roles with my peli-
can friend, borrow his style, if not all, at 
least some segments. Then maybe I too 
could have a better day, a better life and a 
better view of what’s around me and learn 
the rudiments of how to appreciate and be 
happy. 

Thank you, Jonathan Livingston Pelican, 
for opening my eyes, they’ve been closed 
too long.   

-Capt. Elmo Jayawardena can be 
contacted on Elmojay1@gmail.com

“Barrie’s maturity as a novelist 
came with the linked bildungsroman 
‘Sentimental Tommy’ (1896) and 
‘Tommy and Grizel’ (1900), which 
chronicle the progress of a Thrums 
lad, Tommy Sandys.  The first volume 
deals with Tommy’s early days in 
working-class London and his return, 
tail between his legs, to Scotland.  The 
second volume describes his return to 
London and a tragic end – defeated 
by cosmopolitan corruption.”

-John Sutherland
Lives of the Novelists (2011)

Towards the end of the 19thcentury 
Barrie gave up writing fiction to con-
centrate on the more lucrative London 
and New York stages. Ibsen’s Ghost, 
or Toole Up-to-Date (1891) appeared 
at Toole’s Theatre in London; Walker, 
London appeared in 1892 with Mary 
Ansell. His dramatic adaptation of 
The Little Minister would earn him 
£90,000 in box office receipts – a 
huge amount at the time. In 1901 and 
1902 he had back-to-back successes 
with Quality Street and The Admira-
ble Crichton. Max Beerbohm said that 
it was “quite the best thing that has 
happened, in my time, to the British 
theatre”.  

The character of ‘Peter Pan’ which 
first appeared in The Little White 
Bird” (1902), published by Hodder & 
Stoughton in the UK, was serialized 
by Scribner’s Magazine in the US in 
the same year. It was Barrie’s most fa-
mous and enduring work.  Peter Pan, 
or The Boy Who Wouldn’t Grow Up 
had its first stage performance on De-
cember 27, 1904 at the Duke of York’s 
Theatre.  The production dwarfed all 
his other considerable earnings. It 
was extended into a novel Peter and 
Wendy in 1906, and further extended 
fictionally as Peter Pan in Kensing-
ton Gardens in 1911. Barrie gave the 
copyright of the Peter Pan works to 
the Great Ormond Street Hospital 
for children – a copyright, which still 
yields a considerable income for the 
hospital – thanks to a special Act of 
Parliament.

“What is genius?  It is the power to 
be a boy again at will.”

-J. M. Barrie

Barrie had many other successes af-
ter Peter Pan. As in his ownsituation, 
The Twelve Pound Look (1910) con-
cerns a wife who leaves her husband 
when she learns that she can gain an 
independent income. Dear Brutus 
(1917) and Mary Rose revisit the idea 
of the ageless child.

The expanded version of Peter and 
Wendy (1906) was dedicated ‘To Syl-
via and Arthur Llewelyn Davies and 
their boys’. Barrie met the Davies 
family in 1897 during one of his many 
walks in Kensington Gardens.  He met 
George, John and Peter, with their 
nurse Mary Hodgson.  He walked his 
massive Saint Bernard dog, Porthos, 
in the Park and entertained the boys 
often with his stories and his ability to 
wiggle his ears and eyebrows.  He met 
their mother Sylvia (George du Mau-
rier’s daughter) at a chance meeting at 
a dinner party in London in December 
1897.  He became a regular visitor at 
the Davies household and metthe two 
younger brothers Michael and Nicho-
las, and their father Arthur.  He be-

came a constant companion to Sylvia 
and her boys, despite the fact that both 
he and she were married to other people.

“The secret of happiness is not in do-
ing what one likes but in liking what 
one does.”

-J. M. Barrie

Barrie invited the Davies family down 
to Black Lake Cottage, where he pro-
duced an album of captioned photo-
graphs of their boys acting out a pirate 
adventure entitled The Boy Castaways 
of Black Lake Island. One of the two only 
copies made of this album is still held at 
the Beinecke Rare Book and Manuscript 
Library at Yale University. Barrie ex-
plained that the actual character of Peter 
Pan was invented to amuse the two eld-
est sons, George and Jack, and that their 
little brother Peter could fly.  He claimed 
that babies were birds before they were 
born, and that parents put bars on nurs-
ery windows to keep baby children from 
flying away.

“The moment you doubt whether you 
can fly, you cease for ever to be able to 
do it.”

-J. M. Barrie

He later told the boys that he had 
made Peter by rubbing the five of them 
violently together as savages with two 
sticks to produce a flame.

Arthur Llewelyn Davies died in 1907, 
prematurely, and Barrie became even 
more involved with the Davies family, 
providing financial support for them.  
Sylvia died three years later in 1910, 
specifying that Barrie be a trustee and 
guardian to the boys.  Barrie adopted the 
boys a year later.  He served, together 
with Mary Hodgson – the boys’ nurse, 
as a surrogate parent until the children 
grew up.

Barrie had friendships with other 
children.  He lived in a youthful fantasy 
world of his own creation, but there was 
speculation that he was a paedophile.  
Some of this speculation was as a re-
sult of Barrie’s own writing in The Little 
White Bird where the protagonist helps 
a small boy undress for bed and at the 
boy’s request they sleep in the same bed.  
However, there was absolutely no evi-
dence that Barrie had any sexual contact 
ever with the children, whose futures 
were branded with tragedy.  One died 
in 1915 in the First World War; another 
drowned at Oxford with a friend in 1921.  
Peter, the eldest, threw himself under 
a train in 1960. Nicholas, the young-
est of the brothers, confirmed when he 
was an adult that Barrie never behaved 
inappropriately, stating “He was an in-
nocent – which is why he could write 
Peter Pan.”

“Dreams do come true, if only we 
wish hard enough. You can have any-
thing in life if you will sacrifice every-
thing else for it.”

-J. M. Barrie

Barrie’s relationship with the Davies 
boys continued well beyond their child-
hood and adolescence.

Barrie’s last years were festooned with 
public honours.  He was created a baron-
et in 1913, and given the Order of Merit 
in 1922.  He was elected Chancellor of 
Edinburgh University in 1930.

“To die will be an awfully big adven-
ture.”

-J. M. Barrie

J. M. Barrie died of pneumonia in a 
nursing home in Marylebone, London 
on June 19, 1937.  As he requested, he 
was buried in Kirriemuir next to his par-
ents and two of his siblings.  He left the 
bulk of his estate to his secretary Cyn-
thia Asquith – all except the rights to all 
the Peter Pan works including The Lit-
tle White Bird, Peter Pan in Kensington 
Gardens, the play Peter Pan, or The Boy 
Who Would Not Grow Up, and the nov-
el Peter and Wendy, whose copyright 
he had already given to Great Ormond 
Street Hospital in London.
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SPORTSSPORTS

Start winning and stop whining Djokovic ready 
to face ‘biggest 
rival’ Nadal for 
58th time

Dhawan to lead India on limited-overs tour 
to Sri Lanka

Euro 2020 finally set for lift-off under COVID cloud

COLOMBO - Diverse opinions have been 
expressed on the pros and cons of the re-
fusal of Sri Lanka cricketers to sign annual 
contracts with their employer Sri Lanka 
Cricket (SLC) that put the England tour 
in jeopardy, before sanity prevailed at the 
eleventh hour. But the simmering tension 
between the national players and the SLC 
over the new criteria to award players con-
tracts is far from over.

 The touring squad were virtually threat-
ening trade union action against SLC but 
caved in after they were given an ulti-
matum of being slapped with a ban from 
cricket. There were rumblings and dissent 
even before the cricketers went on a short 
tour of Bangladesh with promises of the 
outstanding issues being resolved after 
they returned. But the intransigent stance 
of the SLC saw the national players ganging 
up against the administration leading to a 
showdown at the Taj Samudra, where they 
were staying in a bio-secure bubble, just 
hours before their departure to England on 
Monday (7)

It was reported that the SLC top brass – 
President Shammi Silva, Vice Presidents 
Ravin Wickramaratne (domestic cricket) 
and Jayantha Dharmadasa (international 
cricket), and CEO Ashley de Silva - ex-
plained to the players and requested them 
to at least  sign the declaration, if not the 
annual contract or tour contract. The play-
ers who were given very little time to de-
cide, refused, but were told those who are 
not ready to go on the England tour will be 

suspended pending inquiry and a three-
year ban imposed banning them from all 
forms of cricket. Players requested the 
ranking formula be explained in writing. 
The SLC ExCo stood firm, saying nothing 
will be given in writing but the issue would 
be discussed upon their return from Eng-
land.

What possibly tilted the scales to bring 
a solution to this imbroglio was a tweet 
by Sports Minister Namal Rajapaksa who 
called for an amicable settlement. “Disap-
pointed that players & SLC haven’t suc-
ceeded in reaching consensus on new 
player contracts. Motivating our players 
through competitive compensation is im-
portant but should not be the deciding fac-
tor to represent country. Players should al-
ways put =countrycomesfirst” he tweeted.

Lo and behold within a few minutes, 
players agreed to sign the declaration.

Interestingly, former Sports Minister 
Harin Fernando justified the stance tak-
en by the cricketers on the contract issue 
when he tweeted “Cricketers make many 
sacrifices & ICC pays to look after them. 
Performance incentive is a must, but with 
a decent pay, as they hold the fort. SLC will 
only benefit if the team plays competitive 
cricket & are given a decent pay, instead of 
making them suffer when they reach the 
helm.”

SLC may have won this round, but the 
cold war is not over. It is unfortunate that 
national players are being portrayed as the 
villains in this imbroglio when they were 

merely demanding ‘transparency’ in the 
criteria of awarding contracts. SLC has 
promised to make player evaluation marks 
available to each player when they return 
from the tour of England.

"This is the transparency the players had 
been requesting from the outset. They will 
play this tour without signing any contract. 
They have signed a voluntary declaration, 
but there's nothing there about player re-
muneration. They have always been com-
mitted to playing for Sri Lanka," said the 
players' lawyer NishanPremathiratne.

The bottom line is that the 24-member 
team left for England not in the best frame 
of mind to play cricket after their dispute 
with the SLC authorities, and reportedly,  
with SLC’s new Director of Cricket Tom 
Moody and the Head Coach Mickey Arthur, 
as well. 

This begs the question whether the SLC 
is providing the right environment for the 
players before they take on a top ranked 
one-day team like England, who are also 
the reigning World Cup champions.

Head of SLC’s new Cricket Advisory and 
Technical Committee Aravinda de Silva 
has gone on record stating that the cricket-
ers should start winning and stop whining. 

"We discussed this matter in depth be-
fore we presented it to the players. Unlike 
in the past, we have increased the benefits 
three-fold than what it was but purely on 
the team's performance… If they win a Test 
series, we pay them US$ 150,000, which 
was earlier limited to US$ 50,000. It has 

to be a collective effort by the whole team," 
the former Sri Lanka vice-captain said.

"The most important fact is that they 
should get into the middle and play posi-
tive cricket and start winning games for 
the country rather than complaining. This 
positive approach will encourage us to 
consider offering them more benefits, like 
some of the other countries in our region. If 
the team creates value, their incentives will 
also go up," he said after Sri Lanka lost an 
ODI series for the first time to Bangladesh.

“We have put in place a system and we 
expect resistance to it,” de Silva who was 
Man of the Final when Sri Lanka won the 
World Cup in 1996 said, adding, “When 
you select a team, there are some who will 
think they should have been in the team. 
It’s a similar situation here. We cannot 
make everyone happy. We have introduced 
a system and it’s up to the players to sign 
it or not. If they don’t sign they will lose 
money. It’s totally up to them.”

Sri Lanka’s ODI team is ranked 13th in 
the ICC Cricket World Cup Super League 
standings, eighth in the ICC Test rankings, 
and the country that lifted the T20 World 
Cup in 2014, have to now qualify to be in 
the 12 teams that play in the next World 
Cup.

It is time for the players to pull their 
socks up and let their performance do the 
talking instead of getting sucked into petty 
politics and falling out of favour in the eyes 
of the public as well.

-ENCL

PARIS - Novak Djokovic said 
facing Rafael Nadal for the 58th 
time on Friday (11), with a place 
in the French Open final on 
the line, will be "a great battle" 
against his "biggest ever rival".

Djokovic secured the eagerly-
awaited clash when he reached 
his 40th Grand Slam semi-final 
with a 6-3, 6-2, 6-7 (5/7), 7-5 win 
over Italy's Matteo Berrettini.

It will be his 11th appearance 
in the last-four in Paris where he 
was champion in 2016.

Nadal, the 13-time win-
ner, beat Argentina's Diego 
Schwartzman 6-3, 4-6, 6-4, 6-0 
to make the semi-finals for the 
14th time.

He will be playing in his 35th 
Slam semi.

"I'll probably pick Rafa as the 
biggest rival I've ever had in my 
career," said world number one 
Djokovic.

"The anticipation for the 
match against him, any match, 
any surface, any occasion, is al-
ways different from any other.

"Let's have a great battle."
Although Djokovic has the 

edge at 29-28 in their overall 
rivalry stretching back 15 years, 
Nadal enjoys a 7-1 record in their 
French Open meetings and is 
19-7 overall on clay.

Djokovic's last win over the 
Spanish star on a clay court was 
in Rome five years ago.

Nadal's record in Paris now 
stands at 105 wins against just 
two losses.

One of those defeats, however, 
was at the hands of Djokovic in 
2015.

With Djokovic's quarter-final 
extending beyond the national 
11pm curfew, play was halted 
for around 20 minutes at 3-2 in 
the fourth set so that 5,000 fans 
could be funnelled out of Court 
Philippe Chatrier.

Djokovic eventually claimed 
the match on a third match point 
in the 12th game but only after 
he kicked out at an advertising 
board in frustration at missing 
the first two.

His scream into the humid 
night air told of his relief as his 
bid to win a 19th Grand Slam 
and be the first man in more 
than 50 years to claim all four 
majors twice stayed on course.

"It was a release of all the emo-
tions I had kept inside me," said 
Djokovic who hit 44 winners and 
saved all three break points he 
faced against the Italian.

"After all the fans left and the 
little break it wasn't easy to find 
rhythm. It was really a very dif-
ficult match for me."

He added: "It was a great bat-
tle against a player who serves 
well and is powerful. Maybe I 
could have finished on the tie 
break, but I'm happy to have 
won."

Nadal also has a landmark in 
view in Paris. 

If he gets to Sunday's (13) final 
and wins, he would secure a re-
cord-setting 21st major, edging 
ahead of Roger Federer in the 
all-time race.

Wednesday's night session 
was the 10th and last at this 
year's tournament but was 
the first to allow in fans after 
the 9pm Covid-19 curfew was 
pushed back to 11pm.

The previous nine sessions 
were played in an empty Court 
Philippe Chatrier, not a good 
look for streaming giant Amazon 
who had secured the broadcast 
rights.

"I thought the atmosphere was 
Davis Cup like, to be honest," 
said Djokovic.

"It was a lot of fans involved, 
every single point cheering, 
screaming. Just electric atmos-
phere out there. 

"I'm happy that I had that ex-
perience of playing in front of 
the crowd in the night session."

-Agence France-Presse
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Aravinda’s gauntlet to players as SLC contract imbroglio far from over
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South Korea’s Nam Tae-hee (L) and Sri Lanka’s Hettige Don (R) compete 
for the ball during their Asian zone qualification football match for the FIFA 
World Cup Qatar 2022 in Goyang on Wednesday (9). South Korea smashed 
Sri Lanka 5-0 to take charge of their World Cup qualifying group
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NEW DELHI - Senior batsman Shi-
khar Dhawan was on Thursday (10) 
named captain of a second-string In-
dian side which includes a host of IPL 
performers for the limited-overs series 
in Sri Lanka next month.

India will play three one-day inter-
nationals and three Twenty20 matches 
in the island nation starting July 13 in 
Colombo, according to the Board of 
Control for Cricket in India (BCCI).

The Indian Test team led by Virat 
Kohli is in England to face New Zea-
land for the World Test Championship 
final between July 18-22 and then stay 
on for a five-Test series against the 
hosts.

Up and coming Indian Premier 
League talent including Devdutt Padik-
kal (Royal Challengers Bangalore), Ru-
turaj Gaikwad (Chennai Super Kings), 

Suryakumar Yadav (Mumbai Indians) 
and Varun Chakravarthy (Kolkata 
Knight Riders) have been named in the 
20-member squad.

Mumbai Indians opener Ishan Kis-
han and Sanju Samson of Rajatshan 
Royals have been picked as wicket-
keepers.

Dhawan, a left-handed opener, will 
be assisted by fast bowler Bhuvnesh-
war Kumar, who has been named vice-
captain. The final two ODI matches will 
be played on July 16 and 18 followed 
by the three T20 games on July 21, 23, 
and 25.

The 14th edition of the lucrative IPL 
T20 tournament was suspended as a 
new coronavirus wave hit India and 
will be finished in the United Arab 
Emirates in September and October.

-Agencies

PARIS - The delayed Euro 2020 tourna-
ment will finally get underway on Friday 
(11), a year behind schedule, with COVID 
still set to cast a shadow over the event.

The continent-wide event, first envis-
aged by then-UEFA president Michel 
Platini when he announced the tourna-
ment would be held across Europe, will be 
played in front of limited crowds and with 
strict health restrictions in place.

The action gets under way at Rome's Sta-
dio Olimpico, where Italy take on Turkey in 
front of 16,000 fans.

Spain's preparations for the month-long 
tournament have been hit after two play-
ers, Sergio Busquets and Diego Llorente, 
tested positive for the virus, although Llor-
ente on Thursday (10) returned a negative 
test.

The team even had to name a "parallel" 
squad of 17 reserve players, fearing a pos-
sible wider outbreak in the official 26-man 
squad.

Although captain Busquets still has Cov-
id, Llorente's test result will allay fears that 
the first-choice side might have to miss 

Spain's opening game against Sweden in 
Seville on Monday.

Two Swedish players - forward Dejan 
Kulusevski and midfielder Mattias Svan-
berg -- have also tested positive for the vi-
rus.

But despite the ongoing threat, UEFA 
president Aleksander Ceferin has been 
bullish, insisting Euro 2020 will be safe.

"It will be the first event of a global di-
mension to be held since the pandemic 
struck," he said.

"It will be the perfect opportunity to 
show the world that Europe is 
adapting. Europe is alive and cel-
ebrating life. Europe is back."

The clearest illustration of that is 
set to come from Budapest, where 
it is hoped the new Puskas Arena 

will be packed to capacity. But the majority 
of the 11 venues, all in different countries, 
will only be partially-filled for matches, al-
though Denmark on Thursday announced 
it would lift mask rules and allow 25,000 
fans, instead of 16,000, to attend games in 
Copenhagen.

Munich aims to host a minimum of 
14,500 fans -- around 22% of the Allianz 
Arena's capacity, the lowest of the stadi-
ums being used.

Dublin and Bilbao were dropped from 
the list of hosts after being unable to give 
guarantees they could meet UEFA's re-
quirement of accommodating limited 
numbers of spectators, but Seville stepped 
in for Bilbao while Dublin's games went to 
London and Saint Petersburg.

-AFP
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