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NEW DELHI - Indian tax au-
thorities on Thursday (22) raided 
a prominent newspaper and a TV 
channel that have been critical of 
the government’s handling of the 
coronavirus pandemic, trigger-
ing accusations of intimidation.

There was no official comment 
from authorities on the raids 
against Hindi-language daily 
Dainik Bhaskar and the Bharat 
Samachar channel but local me-
dia quoted unnamed tax officials 
as saying they had “conclusive 
evidence of fraud”.

Boasting a readership of mil-
lions, Bhaskar has carried a se-
ries of reports on the devastation 
caused by the pandemic in April 
and May and criticized the gov-
ernment’s management of the 
crisis.  

The daily said on its website 
Thursday in response to the raids 
that in the last six months it had 
sought to “put the real situation 
in front of the country”.

“Be it the matter of (throw-
ing) dead bodies in the Ganges 
or... hiding deaths due to corona, 
Bhaskar showed fearless journal-
ism,” it said.

At the height of the COVID-19 
outbreak, families in India’s 
north and east gave up the bodies 
of their loved ones to the river or 

buried them in shallow graves on 
its banks, likely unable to afford 
the cost of funeral pyres.

Last month, the daily’s editor 
Om Gaur wrote an op-ed in the 
New York Times saying the bod-
ies in the Ganges were symbolic 
of the “failures and deceptions” 
of Prime Minister Narendra 
Modi’s administration.

Brijesh Mishra, editor in chief 
of Bharat Samachar, said the 
raids were harassment.

“We are not afraid of these 
raids... we stand by the truth and 
the 240 million people of Uttar 
Pradesh,” he was quoted as say-
ing in Hindi on their website.

Modi’s government has long 
been accused of attempting to 
stifle critical reporting in the 
world’s biggest democracy, 
something it denies.

On Reporters Without Bor-
ders’ 2021 press freedom index, 
India ranks 142nd out of 180 
countries.

Ashok Gehlot, chief minister of 
the northern state of Rajasthan, 
said the raids were a brazen at-
tempt to suppress the media. 

New Delhi Chief Minister 
Arvind Kejriwal tweeted that the 
raids were “an attempt to scare 
the media”. 

-AFP

BEIJING - President Xi Jin-
ping is on a rare trip to China's 
politically sensitive region of Ti-
bet, state media reported Friday 
(23), the first such visit by the 
country's top leader in more than 
three decades.

Tibet has alternated over the 
centuries between independence 
and control by China, which says 
it "peacefully liberated" the rug-
ged plateau in 1951 and brought 
infrastructure and education to 
the previously underdeveloped 
region.

But many exiled Tibetans ac-
cuse the central government of 
religious repression and eroding 
their culture.

In 2008, the region exploded 
in deadly rioting after rising an-
ger over the perceived dilution of 
its ancient culture by rapid Chi-
nese-fuelled development.

In footage released Friday by 
state broadcaster CCTV, Xi was 
seen greeting a crowd wearing 
ethnic costumes and waving Chi-
nese flags as he left his plane, in 
a red carpet welcome as dancers 
performed around him.

Although he arrived on 
Wednesday (21) at the Nyingchi 
Mainling Airport in the southeast 
of Tibet, there was no mention 
of his visit in official media until 
two days later.

After a "warm welcome by 
cadres and masses of all ethnic 

groups", Xi went to the Nyang 
River Bridge to learn about eco-
logical and environmental pro-
tection of the Yarlung Tsangpo 
river and the Nyang River, CCTV 
said.

Xi has visited Tibet twice, once 
in 1998 as Fujian province's party 
chief and another time in 2011 as 
vice-president.

The last Chinese president to 
visit was Jiang Zemin in 1990.

Advocacy group International 
Campaign for Tibet said Thurs-
day (22) that people in Lhasa 
"reported unusual activities and 
monitoring of their movement" 
ahead of the visit, with roads 
blocked and security officers 
checking on individuals' activi-
ties.

This time, Xi also visited the 
Nyingchi City Planning Museum 
and other areas to look into ur-
ban development planning, rural 
revitalization and the construc-
tion of urban parks.

On Thursday, he headed to the 
Nyingchi Railway Station to learn 
about planning for the Sichuan-
Tibet Railway before taking a 
train to Lhasa.

Beijing sees development as an 
antidote to discontent in Tibet, 
where many still revere the Dalai 
Lama-- the region's exiled spir-
itual leader - and resent an influx 
of Chinese tourists and settlers.

-AFP

India raids media companies 
critical of government

China’s Xi makes rare trip to Tibet

TOKYO - Tokyo 2020 organ-
izers on Friday (23) reported an 
additional 19 coronavirus cases 
among people connected to the 
Olympic Games, including three 
athletes.

The organizing committee did 
not name those who were infect-
ed. But one of the athletes, who 
resides in the seaside Olympic 
Village, was identified as a close 
contact of a beach volleyball 
player from the Czech Republic 
who had also tested positive this 
week.

At least 110 people connected 
to the Olympics have tested posi-

tive so far in Japan, which has 
instituted strict controls aimed at 
preventing the spread of the vi-
rus during the Games, including 
barring spectators from nearly all 
events.

Cases have been rising across 
Japan, which reported more than 
5,300 new infections on Thurs-
day, the most in two months, ac-
cording to New York Times data. 
The surge comes despite a weeks-
long state of emergency in Tokyo 
and other areas that restricts the 
sale of alcohol and requires bars 
and restaurants to close early.

-NYT

Another 19 people test positive

Trending NewsQuote for TodayQuote for Today
Blessed is the man, who having 
nothing to say, abstains from giving 
wordy evidence of the fact.

-George Eliot-George Eliot

Word for TodayWord for Today
Furphy [fur-fee] -noun -a false re-
port; rumour

Today in HistoryToday in History
1983 - Thirteen Sri Lanka Army sol-
diers are killed in a deadly ambush by 
the militant LTTE, sparking the Black 
July riots and is considered to be the 
start of the Sri Lankan Civil War

Today is...Today is...
Vanilla Ice Cream Day
A day to indulge in some classic 
creamy goodness

USA: The director of the Centres for Dis-
ease Control and Prevention warns the 
country is once again at a “pivotal point” 
as the highly infectious delta variant of 
COVID-19 ripped through unvaccinated 
communities.
Italy: The government announces it 
would require people to show proof of 
vaccination or a recent negative test in 
order to participate in certain social ac-
tivities, including indoor dining, visiting 
museums and attending shows.
Haiti: The northern city of Cap-Haïtien 
burns with anger and frustration hours 
before mourners were due to pay tribute 
to assassinated President Jovenel Moïse 
at a state funeral exposing the country’s 
deep divisions.
Afghanistan: The defence ministry 
dismisses the Taliban’s claim to holding 
90% of the country’s borders as an “ab-

COVID at the games

solute lie”, insisting government forces are 
in control of the frontiers.
New Zealand: The country shuts down 
the quarantine-free travel bubble with Aus-
tralia for two months, as the states of New 
South Wales, Victoria and South Australia 
grapples with a number of serious out-
breaks of COVID-19.
UK: Britain places sanctions on five indi-
viduals around the world including the son 
of Equatorial Guinea’s president, as part of 
its global anti-corruption regime.
Ecuador: President Guillermo Lasso de-
clares a state of emergency in the country’s 
penitentiary system after riots at two pris-
ons left 22 dead and 57 wounded.
Iraq: Senior officials from Baghdad arrive 
in Washington for preliminary talks on the 
US military presence in Iraq, ahead of an 
upcoming meeting between leaders of the 
two countries.

- Noel Celis / AFP

People ride the front of a wheel 
loader to cross a flooded street  
in the city of  Zhengzhou in 
China's Henan province on Friday 
(23), following heavy rains which 
caused flooding and claimed 
the lives of at least 33 people 
earlier in the week.  Millions have 
been affected by the floods in 

Henan province, trapping people 
for days without fresh food or 
water, pulverizing roads as they 
breached embankments and 
caking whole areas in thick mud. 
In the worst-hit city of Zhengzhou 
fire-fighters on Friday continued 
to pump the muddy water from 
tunnels including a subway 

where at least a dozen people 
drowned inside a train earlier 
in the week as a year's worth 
of rainfall dumped down in just 
three days. Overnight heavy rain 
saw floods surge northwards 
to Xinxiang and its surrounding 
areas where vast swathes of 
farmland were inundated and 

the town cut off as the Wei River 
burst its banks, thwarting efforts 
to plug the gaps with trucks. Ariel 
footage showed rescuers using 
temporary bridges on Friday to 
move hundreds of residents to 
safety, as tree tops poking above 
the water were the only sign of 
land for miles

Navi Pillay to head probe into Israel, 
Hamas alleged crimes
GENEVA - Former United Nations hu-
man rights chief Navi Pillay will head an 
international commission of inquiry into 
alleged crimes committed during the lat-
est conflict between Israel and the Islam-
ist group Hamas in Gaza, the UN’s Hu-
man Rights Council said in a statement 
on Thursday (22).

The council agreed in late May to open 
the investigation with a broad mandate to 
cover allegations not just in Gaza and the 
Israeli-occupied West Bank, but also in 
Israel during hostilities that were halted 
by a May 21 ceasefire.

At least 250 Palestinians and 13 people 
in Israel were killed in the fierce fighting, 
which saw Gaza militants fire rockets to-

wards Israeli cities and Israel carry out 
air strikes across the coastal enclave.

Michelle Bachelet, the UN High Com-
missioner for Human Rights, told the 
council at the time that deadly Israeli 
strikes on Gaza might constitute war 
crimes and that Hamas had violated in-
ternational humanitarian law by firing 
rockets into Israel.

Israel on Thursday reiterated its rejec-
tion of the probe.

“Not surprisingly, the purpose of this 
mechanism is to find Israeli violations, 
while whitewashing the crimes commit-
ted by Hamas, a terrorist organization in 
the Gaza Strip,” Israel’s mission to the 
UN in Geneva said in a statement.

“As Israel announced immediately fol-
lowing the special session, it cannot and 
will not cooperate with such an investiga-
tion,” it said.

Pillay, a former South African judge 
who served as UN High Commissioner 
for Human Rights from 2008-2014, will 
lead the three-person panel also com-
posed of Indian expert Miloon Kothari 
and Australian expert Chris Sidoti, the 
Human Rights Council statement said.

The investigators, who have been asked 
to try to identify those responsible for 
violations with a view to ensure they are 
held accountable, are due to present their 
first report in June 2022.

-Reuters
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COLOMBO – Sri Lanka’s 
Laugfs Gas Plc said it has halted 
import and distribution of lique-
fied petroleum gas imports as 
authorities had denied a price 
hike, despite soaring raw mate-
rial prices.

Laugfs said it had requested a 
price increase from Sri Lanka’s 
Consumer Affairs Authority 
(CAA), which is operating as a 
price control agency.

“The decision of the authori-
ties concerned has been delayed 
in this regard and it is still pend-
ing,” the firm said in a stock ex-
change filing.

“The company will use its best 
endeavours to continue to ne-

gotiate with the authorities to 
resume supplies of LP Gas at its 
earliest.”

The firm lost Rs 954 million in 
the March 2021 quarter as global 
prices rose and it was denied 
price hike.

Laugfs is estimated to have a 
20% market share.

Price controls of the generally 
cause shortages and also creates 
a ‘black market’ at the market 
clearing price or higher levels.

Sri Lanka’s Consumer Affairs 
Authority has previously created 
shortages of items like tinned 
fish and lentils through its price 
controls. 

-economynext.com

COLOMBO – Sri Lanka’s rupee re-
mained inactive in the forex market on 
Thursday (22) while some short-matu-
rity bond yields picked up, market par-
ticipants said.

Sri Lanka markets were closed on 
Wednesday (21) for the Eid-ul-Adha 
Muslim festival. Sri Lanka’s interbank 
forex markets are not allowed to deal 

above Rs 200 to the US dollar and im-
port customers are not allowed to be 
given above Rs 203 to the US dollar in 
curbs announced after money printing 
triggered forex shortages.

The Central Bank’s indicative spot 
rate was 199.9000 on July 22, down 
from 199.9019 on July 20. The buy-
ing rate for telegraphic transfers was 

197.9223 and the selling rate was at 
202.8977 on Thursday.

In bond markets, short tenor gilt 
yields edged up while the long tenors 
remained unchanged. A 2-year bond 
maturing on 15.12.2022 closed at 
5.75/95%, up from 5.68/78 on Tues-
day (20), while a bond maturing on 
15.01.2023 closed at 5.75/85% up from 

5.73/83%, and a bond maturing on 
15.09.2024 closed at 6.68/78% up from 
6.64/70%. 

Bonds maturing on 01.02.2026 and 
15.08.2027 remained unchanged at 
7.35/45% and 7.55/80 respectively, 
as did a 10-year bond maturing on 
15.05.2030 which closed at 8.25/50%.

-economynext.com

COLOMBO – The aggregate 
overnight balance of Sri Lan-
ka’s banking system fell to Rs 
0.03 billion from Rs 53.5 bil-
lion two days earlier amid re-
serve outflows on two consecu-
tive days with overnight rates 
also edging up to the highest 
level since July 2020, official 
data shows.

Overnight call rates went up 
to 5.15%, the highest July 8, 
2020. On July 9, Sri Lanka’s 
policy corridor was cut by 
100 basis points to 5.50% and 
4.50%.

The rates was part of se-
ries of rate cuts, reserve ratio 
cuts and liquidity injections 
through outright monetization 

mimicking what was claimed 
to be ‘modern monetary theo-
ry’.

However rates are still be-
low the 5.50% ceiling at which 
liquidity is supposed to be in-
jected.

The Central Bank has been 
injecting hundreds of billions 
of rupees of liquidity through 
failed Treasury bills auctions 
to drive credit and trigger forex 
shortages.

Last Friday (16) the Central 
Bank’s Treasury bill stock went 
up to Rs 922 billion from Rs 
911 billion following a partially 
failed bill auction at a ceiling 
rate of 5.26%. However, the 
reserve outflows sucked up the 

liquidity, leaving the overnight 
balance at only Rs 0.03 billion 
plus.

The liquidity injections were 
made despite two currency 
crises and growth shocks in 
5-years from liquidity injec-
tions to target call money rates 
and an output gap (a milder 
version of MMT) sending the 
rupee careening from 131 to 
182 to the US dollar and im-
port restrictions.

The liquidity injections in 
2020 blew the balance of pay-
ments wide open, triggering a 
US$ 2.3 billion BOP deficit. Up 
to May 2021 the BOP deficit 
has topped a billion US dollars.

-economynext.com

BRUSSELS/LONDON - Euro-
pean Commission President Ursula 
von der Leyen roundly rejected Brit-
ish overtures to go back to the draw-
ing board on Brexit agreements for 
Northern Ireland following a phone 
call with Prime Minister Boris John-
son.

"The European Union will con-
tinue to be creative and flexible 
within the protocol framework. But 
we will not renegotiate," the chief of 
the EU's executive branch posted on 
Twitter on Thursday (22).

"We must jointly ensure stability 
and predictability in Northern Ire-
land," she added. On Wednesday 
(21), British Brexit minister David 

Frost said the Northern Ireland Pro-
tocol - agreed by London and Brus-
sels as part of Britain's withdrawal 
from the bloc - was threatening 
peace in the British-administered 
territory and set out proposals for 
changes.

Johnson's spokesperson said he 
had urged the bloc to "to look at 
those proposals seriously" during 
the call. Doing so would allow "rea-
sonable, practical solutions" and 
help improve British-EU relations.

The British leader also spoke to 
German Chancellor Angela Merkel 
on Thursday, with the two agreeing 
to stay in touch, the same spokes-
person said.

Under the protocol, the Northern 
Ireland remains bound by EU cus-
toms and common market rules, 
despite being part of the United 
Kingdom.

The aim is to keep open the bor-
der with Republic of Ireland and up-
hold a peace deal for the island, but 
as a consequence goods have to be 
checked between Britain and North-
ern Ireland instead.

The new system - agreed by the 
central government in London but 
condemned by leaders in Belfast - is 
causing major headaches for con-
sumers and producers, and fuelling 
political tensions.

-dpa

He was the ‘wasp’ and she 
was the flower! They met 
somewhere in the late 1950s 
in the beautiful hills of Cey-
lon.

Born to Marjorie Bridget 
De La Harpe and James Eu-
gene Van Langenberg, Ther-
ese Noelene Van Langenberg 
was 22 when they tied the 
knot. Stanley Ivor Tissera was 
29. She was Roman Catholic, 
he was Pentecost. 

As both their parents were 
strong believers in their re-
spective faiths, my parents 
finally decided to have a civil 
wedding on September 19, 
1959.

Therese and Stanley were united 
in marriage.  Out of that union, 
three sons were born, Kevin, Dirk 
and Denham.

Dad worked in the Forest Depart-
ment in Bandarawela during the 
early years of marriage and was later 
at Car Mart in Colombo. Mum de-
cided to be the happy stay-at-home 
housewife, mother and care-taker of 
her kids. 

Dad loved sports and was an el-
egant opening batsman. After I left 

Sri Lanka for the Middle East in 
1987, my parents were my world 
who I had to leave behind. I treas-
ured those memories. Unfortu-
nately, dad passed away when I was 
in the Middle East in 1992 and my 
mother departed on July 14, 2021. 

These two deaths have left me 
shattered 28 years apart.

Due to the current travel restric-
tions, I bid my farewell as I watched 
my mum’s viewing and funeral via 
video link thanks to a very dear 
friend. It was closure, finally. My 

visit with my wife Michelle 
and children, Tamaris and 
Kurt in 2015 was a high-
point in my life. Unfortu-
nately, my dad never did get 
a chance to see them.

Darling mum, in 2017, 
when Michelle and I 
planned a surprise visit for 
your 80th birthday mile-
stone, never did I think that 
it would be my last visit. I 
moved mountains to make 
that happen. 

Your smile and surprise 
reaction will be in my mem-
ory forever….The times we 
spent in Kandy, Nuwara 
Eliya and Laxapana were 

special… I am relieved that your suf-
fering has ended although a few re-
fused to see it that way.

On a more humorous note, I can-
not believe you never ever had a sip 
of coffee or tea…although dad owned 
seven acres of tea in Bandarawela…
This calls for a tea party!

Rest in eternal peace darling 
mum, until we meet again…

-From your loving son, Dirk, 
daughter-in-law, Michelle, and 

grandchildren, Tamaris and Kurt

COLOMBO - Sri Lankan corporates 
could face rating pressure should the 
government further restrict imports 
amid weakening external finances, 
Fitch ratings says in a new report. It 
expects corporates that import fin-
ished goods in sectors that are consid-
ered non-essential to be more affected 
than those that import raw materials 
for local value addition.

Consumer durable importers are 
the most vulnerable to tighter import 
restrictions among Fitch-rated issu-
ers, owing to the discretionary nature 
of their products and limited domestic 
value addition. However, consumer 
durable retailers have been able to 
import buffer stock and secure longer 
credit terms from global suppliers, 
which Fitch believe mitigates pressure 
in the next six months. 

The government removed require-
ments to import most goods on 180-
day credit terms in June 2021, but the 
central bank said on June 28, 2021 
that imports of essential intermedi-
ate- and capital -goods will be given 
priority.

Fitch expects cash flow of corporates 
that sell domestically manufactured 
goods using imported raw materials 
to rise due to a shortage of imported 
finished goods in a number of sectors. 
It believes curtailment of raw material 
and capital goods imports used for do-
mestic value addition is less likely in 
the near term, as such imports support 
the country’s long-term import substi-
tution drive.

Foreign-currency reserves fell to us$ 
4.0 billion in May 2021 (may 2020: 
us% 6.5 billion), due to weak tourism 
receipts amid the coronavirus pan-
demic and a sharp rise in the price of 
crude oil, a major import. Consequent-
ly, import cover stood at 2.5 months 
in May 2021, against 6.5 months in 
May 2020. Foreign reserves are also 
pressured by large debt maturities of 
around us$ 4 billion per annum until 
2026.

-Fitch Ratings

Laugfs Gas halts LPG import over 
price controls

Rupee remains inactive in forex market

Liquidity down amid reserve outflows, 
overnight rates edge up

EU chief shoots down British bid to renegotiate 
N Ireland Brexit deal

Sri Lanka’s 
weakening external 
finances to pressure 
corporate ratings

Fitch ratings warns
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WASHINGTON - The IMF board an-
nounced Thursday (22) it had approved 
a massive increase in its ability to pro-
vide interest-free loans to low income 
countries to help them recover from the 
pandemic’s economic destruction.

The COVID-19 crisis has drained re-
sources set aside for these countries 
- most are which are in sub-Saharan 
Africa - far faster than anticipated, and 
their needs will remain high, the Inter-
national Monetary Fund ((IMF) said.

The changes, which the IMF board 
approved July 14, include a 45% in-
crease in the limits on normal lending, 

and remove altogether the caps on ac-
cess for the poorest countries. 

However, officials made clear the IMF 
is not offering nations a blank check.

“The decision to raise access limits is 
not a directive to lend more across all 
IMF programs - rather, it provides the 
flexibility to provide more zero interest 
financing for countries with strong eco-
nomic programs to handle the pandemic 
and the path to full recovery,” said Sean 
Nolan, deputy director of the Strategy 
Policy and Review Department.

The Washington-based crisis lender 
provides the financing largely through 

“multi-year lending arrangements,” un-
like in 2020, when most aid was pushed 
out through emergency programs that 
disbursed immediately and were not 
conditioned on economic policies.

The fund dramatically increased its 
financing to poor nations last year, eight 
times higher than the average in the 
prior three years, and said demand “is 
projected to continue at elevated levels 
for several years.”

The IMF also is working to boost 
funding for its Poverty Reduction and 
Growth Trust (PRGT) to provide the 
zero-interest loans, calling for an initial 

injection of about $4 billion, including 
from member contributions.

The organization is seeking another 
$18 billion in 2024-2025 which could 
come from “channelling” existing and 
new Special Drawing Rights (SDR), the 
reserves held by members.

The IMF board early this month ap-
proved a new allocation of $650 billion 
SDRs, which should be completed by 
the end of August, and will provide li-
quidity while allowing richer members 
to share those reserves with countries in 
need.

-AFP

IMF board approves big lending increase for 
poorest nations

When that sweet Laxapana girl met a 
handsome Bandarawela boy…
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COLOMBO - The wife of former min-
ister Rishad Bathiudeen, his father-in-
law and brother-in-law, and a broker, 
have been arrested over the death of a 
teen domestic aide, and alleged rape and 
sexual abuse of another.

Police said the wife and father-in-
law of the parliamentarian, and a bro-
ker, were arrested over the death of 
the 16-year-old domestic aide at his 
residence in Colombo, while the MP’s 
brother-in-law was arrested over allega-
tions of sexually abusing a 22-year-old 
domestic worker between the periods 
2015 to 2019.

Police Spokesman, Senior DIG Ajith 
Rohana, said all parties arrested will be 
detained for 72 hours for further ques-
tioning and that the Borella Police, Chil-

dren and Women’s Bureau and Colombo 
South Divisional Crimes Detective Bu-
reau were conducting investigations into 
the death of the teenager.

He said police have recorded over 
20 statements from different persons 
in connection with the death, including 
two women, aged 22 and 32 from Day-
agama, who had worked as domestic 
aides at the MPs residence previously. 
Rohana said during the course of the 
statement, the 22-year-old had admitted 
to being sexually harassed by the former 
minister’s brother–in-law, following 
which the 44-year-old relative was ar-
rested on charges of rape.

The two women had worked at the 
private residence of the former minister, 
prior to the recruitment of the 16-year-

old, who died from burn injuries on 
July 15. All three had been brought to 
the residence by the same person, who 
was identified as a ‘broker’ and arrested 
along with the former minister’s wife and 
father-in-law. Police had also recorded 
a further statement from the mother of 
the victim, following a press conference 
she held on Tuesday (20), where she re-
jected speculation of possible suicide, 
insinuating it could be murder.

“I asked from the madam (wife of 
Bathiudeen) and the PA of the house 
about this. They said my child might 
have caught fire when she tried to burn 
off a thread in her dress,” she said.

“She had come to the living room 
shouting for help while on fire. They had 
doused the fire using a carpet and put 

her in a fish tank in the house. They ei-
ther did something to my child or some 
accident happened in that house,” the 
mother said, claiming she accepts the 
blame for sending a minor to work and 
said many poor mothers make the same 
mistake.

“For that, I will accept any punish-
ment given to me. Give some punish-
ment for the people who did this crime 
too,” she urged.

The teen, aged 16-years-and-eight-
months, admitted to the National Hos-
pital with extensive burn injuries on 
July 3, succumbed to the injuries last 
Thursday (22). A post-mortem revealed 
evidence of “chronic vaginal penetra-
tion”. 

-ENCL

Bathiudeen’s wife, father-in-law and 
brother-in-law arrested

COLOMBO – Government officials and 
a national professional association of doc-
tors appears to disagree on the likelihood 
of an imminent fourth wave of COVID-19 
in Sri Lanka.

Though the possibility of a new wave 
always exists, Sri Lanka is not looking at 
a fourth wave of the epidemic at the mo-
ment, said Director Health Promotion 
Bureau (HPB), Dr. Ranjith Bathuwan-
thuduwa. Pointing to a slight drop in daily 
cases, the official said Sri Lanka was still 
in the third wave that began in April 2021 
and the figures does not portend a fourth 
wave.

Dr. Bathuwanthuduwa said an infection 
wave can be identified in three different 
ways from an epidemiological perspec-
tive. “First is a chronological wave; mean-
ing over some months or weeks, the case 
numbers are volatile – increasing and 
decreasing. The second is based on vari-
ants. In this current wave, we find more 
patients of the Alpha variant. If a different 
variant becomes dominant then we can 
identify it as a wave due to this different 
variant. Other waves can occur due to hu-
man behaviours,” he explained.

The ongoing third wave, Dr. Bathuwan-
thuduwa said, is of the third category: 
triggered by human behaviour. “We know 
what happened as a result of the behav-
iour of the public in April.” 

However, the government’s official po-
sition on the cause of the third wave has 
been criticized as an attempt to shift the 
blame to the public, as repeated calls for a 
lockdown was ignored amid an inexplica-
ble drop in PCR testing at the time.

Dr. Bathuwanthuduwa however admit-
ted there was still potential for a fourth 
wave, noting that 36 cases of the highly in-
fectious Delta variant have been detected 
in the community. “If this variant is not 
contained, a fourth wave can occur,” he 
said

“Only a few cases of the Delta variant 
have been detected so far. Some cases 
are being monitored and followed up on. 
Measures have been taken to keep the sit-
uation under control,” he said.

However, the Sri Lanka Medical Asso-
ciation (SLMA), on Tuesday (20), warned 
Sri Lanka was in the beginning stage of a 
fourth wave, with the Association’s presi-
dent, Dr. Padma Gunaratne telling report-
ers  that given the increasing number of 
patients in the national hospital and other 
COVID-19 treatment centres, Sri Lanka 
appears to be losing any gains made dur-
ing the May-June lockdown.

Noting that vaccination is the most im-
portant response to the pandemic, Gu-
naratne however said it may not provide 
adequate protection over the next two 
months.

“Only about 8% in Sri Lanka have re-
ceived both doses of a vaccine. Even if 
you’re vaccinated, it takes about six weeks 
to develop immunity,” she explained, not-
ing that there are instances of vaccinated 
people contracting the disease as it does 
not provide 100% protection.

“High-risk people should take precau-
tions so they don’t become victims of the 
fourth wave that is yet to come,” she said.

Gunaratne called for increased capacity 
in state hospitals and a system to manage 
asymptomatic patients at home.

With 3,218 deaths and 187,076 cases in 
the span of just three months, the third 
wave has been devastating to say the least. 
Until then, Sri Lanka’s COVID-19 death 
toll stood at 609.

Dr. Bathuwanthuduwa said about 80% 
of Sri Lanka’s COVID-19 deaths were of 
patients with co-morbidities such as heart 
conditions, kidney failure, cancer, and 
diabetes.

-economynext.com

Doctors and health 
officials disagree 
on imminent 
fourth wave

Viral load 1,000 times higher in people 
infected with Delta

SLFP apologizes to teachers on strike for 
11 days running

Manouri Muttettuwegama, 
senior lawyer and rights 
activist dies aged 85

Pressure on Govt. to arrest Easter attack 
masterminds

Teachers in a sit down protest outside the Presidential Secretariat in Fort 
on Thursday (22). Thousands of teachers representing several teachers’ 
unions staged a massive protest march from the Fort Railway Station to the 
Presidential Secretariat on Thursday, displaying their lack of faith in the current 
administration and demanding, among other issues, a resolution to the salary 
anomalies and a withdrawal of the General Sir John Kotelawala National Defence 
University (KNDU) Bill.  Government teachers have stayed off-line for the past 11 
days, refusing to teach students online until their issues are resolved

– J. Sujeewakumar/ENCL

COVID-19 in Sri Lanka

Health experts warn

Early COVID-19 detection

Death and rape of domestic aides at MPs residence

COLOMBO - The United States 
donated 500,000 Rapid Diagnos-
tic Tests (RDTs) valued at Rs 300 
million, as part of its commit-
ment to support Sri Lanka’s fight 
against COVID-19. The RDTs 
were delivered to the Sri Lanka 
Ministry of Health through the 
United States Government’s de-
velopment arm, the US Agency 
for International Development 
(USAID), last Friday (16). A con-
signment of 1.5 million doses of 
Moderna vaccine from the USA 
sent via the World Health Or-
ganization’s COVAX program 
was also delivered to Sri Lanka 
on Friday.

“By enabling rapid detection 
of the virus, these tests donated 

by the American people will save 
lives and protect public health in 
Sri Lanka,” USAID Mission Di-
rector to Sri Lanka and Maldives, 
Reed Aeschliman said during the 
handover of the consignment, 
adding, “This donation builds on 
previous US support to the Sri 
Lankan government’s pandemic 
response and reflects our strong, 
long-standing partnership.” 

 A statement from the US em-
bassy in Sri Lanka said the di-
agnostic tests are simple to use 
and enable fast, decentralized 
access to direct testing. ‘They do 
not require additional equipment 
or specialized laboratory access, 
which helps achieve high testing 
coverage,” it added.

 The statement also noted that 
the United States has worked 
closely with Sri Lanka since the 
outset of the pandemic to protect 
public health, providing over $8 
million in emergency supplies 
and critical services, plus an in-
kind donation of 200 ventilators 
and over 1.5 million Moderna 
vaccines. This assistance has 
reached millions of people in all 
25 districts and nine provinces of 
Sri Lanka to control the spread 
of COVID-19, address the urgent 
health needs of the Sri Lankan 
people, mitigate the pandemic’s 
negative economic impacts, and 
ultimately save lives, the state-
ment noted. 

-ENCL

COLOMBO - Manouri 
Muttettuwegama, Senior 
Attorney-at-Law, daughter 
of late Dr. Colvin. R. de Silva 
and wife of late MP Sarath 
Muttettuwegama, died on 
Thursday (22), at the age of 
85.

An outstanding activist 
who spoke up for the down-
trodden and the oppressed, 
Muttettuwegama chaired 
the Presidential Commis-
sion into Disappearances, 
which occurred during 1987-
89 period, was a member of 
the Human Rights Commis-
sion and the Chairperson of 
the Consultation Task Force 
on Reconciliation Mecha-

nisms. A strong advocate for 
human right, the rule of law 
and the need to strengthen 
independent institutions 
within Sri Lanka, she had a 
great capacity to understand 
the pain and suffering of 
others, especially of women 
and felt deeply about the 
missing, the plight of their 
families and their quest for 
the truth. Muttetuwegama 
is survived by daughter, 
Attorney-at- Law Ramani 
Muttetuwegama. The funer-
al took place at the General 
Cemetery Kanatte, Borella 
on Thursday evening amidst 
health precautions.

-ENCL

COLOMBO - Health experts have 
warned that the viral load is roughly 
1,000 times higher in people infected 
with the Delta variant of the coronavirus 
strain, with Dr. Chandima Jeewandara 
of the Sri Jayewardenepura University  
saying that based on the study conduct-
ed in China, super-spreading events are 
likely to infect more people.

According to the study, daily sequen-
tial PCR testing of the quarantined sub-
jects indicated the viral load of the first 
positive test of Delta infections was 1000 
times higher than that of the 19A/19B 
strains infections back in the initial epi-
demic wave of 2020.

This suggested the potential faster vi-
ral replication rate and more infectious 
than the Delta variant at the early stage 
of the infection. The 126 high-quality 

sequencing data and reliable epidemio-
logical data indicated some minor intra-
host single nucleotide variants (iSNVs) 
could be transmitted between hosts and 
finally fixed in the virus population dur-
ing the outbreak.

The minor iSNVs transmission be-
tween donor-recipient contribute at 
least 4 of 31 substitutions identified in 
the outbreak suggesting some iSNVs 
could quickly arise and reach fixation 
when the virus spread rapidly.

The study notes that disease control 
measures, including the frequency of 
population testing, quarantine in pre-
symptomatic phase and enhancing the 
genetic surveillance should be adjusted 
to account for the increasing prevalence 
of the Delta variant at global level. 

-CG

COLOMBO – The Sri Lanka Freedom 
Party (SLFP) has apologized to school 
teachers and principals who are on 
strike for 11 days and counting, over 
salary anomalies and the controversial 
Kotelawala National Defence Univer-
sity (KNDU) bill.

Citing teacher unions, SLFP general 
secretary MP Dayasiri Jayasekara told 
reporters Thursday (22), talks held 
Wednesday (21) with Education Minis-
ter Prof G. L. Peiris following a protest 
march had proved unsuccessful.

“We ask the government to inter-
vene in this matter and help resolve 
it. The teachers’ issue is a long run-
ning one that goes back several years. 
Even with such issues, they continued 
to teach our beloved children over the 
past two years [amid the pandemic] 
with no complaints,” said Jayasekara.

“The pronouncements of certain 
ministers have also hurt their feelings. 
As the SLFP, we would like to apolo-
gize for any insensitivity. I think it’s 

totally wrong to treat them that way,” 
he added. Jayasekara was referring to 
a comment attributed to Media Min-
ister Keheliya Rambukwella who had 
reportedly used the derogatory term 
‘kalakanni’ to refer to teachers who 
had stopped online teaching during the 
pandemic as part of a trade union cam-
paign. Loosely translated, ‘kalakanni’ 
means people not worth anyone’s time.

The SLFP has historically been as-
sociated with the teaching profession, 
with teachers being part of its highly 
successful 1956 campaign slogan ‘san-
ga, veda, guru, govi, kamkaru (Bud-
dhist clergy, ayurvedic doctors, teach-
ers, farmers, and workers) pancha 
maha balavegaya (five great forces).

“Teachers are one of our pancha 
maha balavegaya. The SLFP has a 
right to stand up for their rights,” said 
Jayasekara. Jayasekara has been in-
creasingly critical of the ruling coali-
tion of which his party is a partner. 

-economynext.com

COLOMBO - Hundreds of catholic 
priests and rights defenders took to the 
streets in Negombo on Wednesday (21), 
demanding the government carry out 
investigations into the 2019 Easter Sun-
day attacks in a transparent manner and 
arrest the masterminds without further 
delay.

Father Rohan Silva, executive director 
of the Center for Society and Religion, 
said 27 months have passed but no sat-
isfactory investigation has been carried 
out into the attacks.

"Despite the report of the Presiden-
tial Commission recommending that 
certain matters be reinvestigated, the 
government is about to file cases in the 
court without concluding investigations. 
Please take the investigations in the 
right direction so that we can find the 
masterminds and ensure that we will get 
justice,” he said, adding that the country 
is in danger if the masterminds are not 
found.

A group of nine suicide bombers af-
filiated to local Islamist group National 
Thowheeth Jama’ath targeted three 
churches and three luxury hotels on 
Easter Sunday 2019, killing at least 279 

people including 37 foreign nationals. 
The government has denied any leth-
argy in carrying out the investigations 
and says nearly 700 people have been 
arrested and that it is ready to take legal 
action. Catholic bishops sent a letter to 
President Gotabaya Rajapaksa last week 
requesting he give a credible answer to 
their questions within one month. They 
also called for fresh inquiries to find the 
whereabouts of key figures linked to the 
attacks.

Thousands of Catholics nationwide 
attended Sunday Mass dressed in black 
and protested against the lack of justice 
for the Easter Sunday victims in March.

One of the banners displayed by pro-
testers asked why the masterminds and 
the conspiracy have been covered up.

Herman Kumara, convener of the Na-
tional Fisheries Solidarity Movement, 
said President Rajapaksa, voted to pow-
er on the promise of re-establishing na-
tional security and said he would bring 
all these criminals to justice within two 
weeks of coming to power. “Now we ask 
you to fulfil the promise you made to the 
people, Kumara said.

- UCA News

US donates 500,000 Rapid Diagnostic Tests to Sri Lanka
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The latest target of Hong Kong’s 
crackdown: Children’s books 
HONG KONG — The fluffy 
white sheep were constantly 
harassed by wolves, who tore 
down their houses, ate their 
food and even sprayed poison 
gas. It became too much, and 12 
sheep who had tried to defend 
their village were forced to flee 
by boat. But they were captured 
and sent to prison.

That story was told in a chil-
dren’s book published last year 
in Hong Kong. The sheep rep-
resented 12 activists arrested at 
sea while trying to escape to Tai-
wan. The wolves were the Hong 
Kong police.

On Thursday (22), the po-
lice arrested five leaders of the 
group behind the book, a speech 
therapists’ union, accusing them 
of instilling hatred of the gov-
ernment in children.

With the arrests, the authori-
ties expanded, to the most el-
ementary level of printed ma-
terials, a crackdown on political 
speech aimed at stamping out 
the dissent expressed during 
mass protests in 2019.

Hours later, in another move 
against opposing voices, four 
senior editors and executives of 
Apple Daily, a pro-democracy 
newspaper that was forced to 
close last month, were arraigned 
and denied bail. They are ac-
cused of colluding with foreign 
powers under a sweeping na-
tional security law that Beijing 
imposed on Hong Kong last 
year.

More than 100 people have 
been arrested under that law, 
including dozens of Hong 
Kong’s most prominent opposi-
tion politicians.

Apple Daily, once one of the 
city’s biggest newspapers, has 
been the most prominent me-
dia voice targeted by the po-
lice. It was shut down after the 

authorities froze its accounts 
and accused its founder, Jimmy 
Lai, and six top editors and ex-
ecutives of violating the security 
law by calling for US sanctions 
on Hong Kong officials. Among 
those six were the four arraigned 
on Thursday.

But with the arrests of the 
members of the General Union 
of Hong Kong Speech Thera-
pists, the crackdown now en-
compasses children’s books. The 
police said they believed that the 
publications were “intended to 
arouse public hatred, especially 
among young children,” toward 
the government and legal au-
thorities.

Li Kwai-wah, a senior super-
intendent in the police’s nation-
al security department, said in a 
news briefing that the book and 
others published by the union 
“simplified and beautified po-
litical issues that children had 
no way of understanding.”

He added that members of the 
union had “abused their profes-
sion” to indoctrinate impres-
sionable children with anti-gov-
ernment views and incite violent 
and criminal behaviour.

The five union members were 
arrested by the national security 
department of the Hong Kong 
police under a colonial-era law 
on seditious publications. A 
conviction under the law, which 
has seldom been used in recent 
decades, carries a sentence of up 
to two years in prison.

“It’s alarming not only for 
trade unions but also alarming 
for freedom of speech as a whole, 
for creative works and even us-
ing metaphor or commentary,” 
said Leo Tang, vice chairman of 
the Hong Kong Confederation 
of Trade Unions, an umbrella 
group for pro-democracy labour 
organizations.

The speech therapists’ union 
was formed in 2019, during the 
height of the anti-government 
protests, when many new un-
ions were formed in part to 
challenge the political power of 
older labour groups aligned with 
Beijing.

“In Hong Kong right now, 
the powerless are the unheard, 
and their voices are not being 
listened to,” the union wrote in 
its manifesto. “We are a group 
of speech therapists, and we 
should walk with the unheard.”

The union published two oth-
er children’s books, including 
one in which the sheep organ-
ize to keep the wolves, who are 
portrayed as littering and dan-
gerous, out of their village. That 
book was released in early 2020, 
when Hong Kong’s opposition 
camp was lobbying the govern-
ment to close the border with 
mainland China to control the 
spread of the coronavirus. The 
group also published a reading 
guide and organized events for 
parents to read the books with 
their children.

The police in Hong Kong, 
which was once a bastion of free 
speech, have increasingly bris-
tled at criticism of their actions. 
Security officials have blamed 
anti-government sentiment for 
inspiring a man who stabbed an 
officer and then killed himself 
on July 1.

Raymond Siu, who was pro-
moted last month to chief of 
police, has said the media bears 
responsibility for the public’s 
anger at the police. He and his 
predecessor, Chris Tang, who 
was promoted to security secre-
tary, say they back a law to re-
strict what they deem fake news, 
something the government says 
it is considering.

-New York Times

BEIJING - Chinese officials said on Thurs-
day (22) that they were shocked and offend-
ed by a World Health Organization (WHO) 
proposal to further investigate whether the 
coronavirus emerged from a lab in Wuhan, 
exposing a widening rift over the inquiry into 
the origins of the pandemic.

Senior Chinese health and science officials 
pushed back vigorously against the idea of 
opening the Wuhan Institute of Virology to 
renewed investigation after the WHO direc-
tor-general, Dr. Tedros Adhanom Ghebreye-
sus, laid out plans to examine laboratories 
in the central city of Wuhan, where the first 
cases of COVID-19 appeared in late 2019.

Zeng Yixin, the vice minister of the Chinese 
National Health Commission, said at a news 
conference in Beijing that he was “extremely 
shocked” at the WHO’s plan to renew at-
tention on the possibility that the virus had 
leaked from a Wuhan lab.

“I could feel that this plan revealed a lack 
of respect for common sense and an arrogant 
attitude toward science,” Zeng said. “We 
can’t possibly accept such a plan for investi-
gating the origins.”

A joint investigation by the WHO and 
China found it was “extremely unlikely” that 
the coronavirus escaped from a Wuhan lab, 
according to a report released in March. 

Many scientists say that the virus most likely 
jumped from animals to people through nat-
ural spillover in a market or a similar setting.

But some scientists have said that the ini-
tial inquiry was premature in dismissing the 
lab leak idea. The United States and other 
governments have pressed China to share 
more information, especially from the Wu-
han Institute of Virology.

At the news conference on Thursday, sev-
eral Chinese officials asserted that the WHO 
inquiry got it right the first time, and that 
there was no evidence to justify renewed 
checks of the labs. The WHO investigators 
should instead focus their search on signs of 
natural transmission, they said, and the pos-
sibility that the virus may have first spread 
outside China.

In recent days, a spokesman for the Chi-
nese Foreign Ministry and Global Times, a 
news outlet overseen by the Chinese Commu-
nist Party, have gone even further in pushing 
back against the demands on Beijing. They 
have reiterated claims — widely dismissed by 
scientists — that the coronavirus may have 
escaped from a US military laboratory. A pe-
tition organized by Global Times calling for 
an inquiry into the American facility claims 
to have collected nearly 6 million signatures.

-New York Times

NEW DELHI - Thousands of 
security forces deployed across 
New Delhi on Thursday (22) 
for protests by farmers who are 
renewing a campaign against 
government agriculture re-
forms.

After an earlier rally turned 
into a riot, authorities allowed 
only 200 farmers to enter the 
centre of the capital.

Police manned barricades 
and roadblocks around Delhi 
as the farmers were ferried to 
the protest site in buses.

The farmers have vowed to 
stage a demonstration every 
day during a Parliament ses-
sion that ends on August 13.

“As long as Parliament is on, 
we will protest here. Wherever 
we are stopped and there are 
barricades, we will sit there 
and have our own ‘farmer’s 
parliament’,” said Devinder 
Singh, one of the farmers.

Sonia Mann, a Punjabi actor 
and activist, was also among 
the 200. She shouted a mes-
sage to Prime Minister Nar-
endra Modi: “You must think 
about the plight of the farmers 
and you must repeal the three 

farm laws.” In Parliament, op-
position MPs staged their own 
protest calling for the repeal of 
the laws which have divided 
the country of 1.3 billion peo-
ple.

The farmers and opposition 
parties say the changes will 
give control of the agriculture 
industry, which dominates the 
Indian economy, to private 
conglomerates and put many 
small farms out of business.

The government, which has 
suspended implementation 
of the laws since the protests 
started in November, says the 
measures will boost farmers’ 
revenues by allowing them to 
sell produce on open markets.

The farmers have been 
camping on the outskirts of 
Delhi since November in what 
has become the biggest chal-
lenge to Modi since he came to 
power in 2014.

In January, thousands of 
farmers clashed with police 
and drove tractors into secu-
rity barriers in a citywide ram-
page that left one farmer dead 
and nearly 400 police injured.

-AFP

PARIS - On the heels of jaw-dropping heat and 
flooding across three continents, nearly 200 na-
tions gather Monday (26) to validate a critical UN 
climate science report 100 days ahead of a political 
summit charged with keeping Earth liveable.  

The world is a different place than in 2014, when 
the UN’s Intergovernmental Panel on Climate 
Change (IPCC) issued its fifth comprehensive as-
sessment of global heating, past and future.

Lingering doubts that warming was gathering 
pace or almost entirely human in origin, along with 
the falsely reassuring notion that climate impacts 
are tomorrow’s problem, have since evaporated 
in the haze of record heat, wildfires and crippling 
droughts. Indeed, an unprecedented cascade of le-
thal weather this summer - Death Valley-like tem-
peratures in western Canada, flash floods across 
western Europe, people drowning in rain-filled 
subway carriages in central China - could make 
2021 the year that climate predictions become a re-
ality impossible to ignore.

Another milestone since the last IPCC tome: the 
Paris Agreement has been adopted, setting a col-
lective target of capping the planet’s surface tem-
perature at “well below” two degrees Celsius (35.6 
Fahrenheit) above late-19th century levels.

Carbon pollution from burning fossil fuels, meth-
ane leaks and agriculture has driven up the ther-
mometer 1.1C so far. The 2015 treaty also tacked on 
an aspirational limit of 1.5C, with many parties to 
the talks assuming it would remain just that - aspi-
rational, and thus easy to set aside.

“But then countries turned around and asked the 
IPCC to do a special report on it, and that changed 
the framing absolutely,” IPCC lead author and pal-
aeoclimatologist Peter Thorne of Maynooth Univer-
sity in Ireland, told AFP.

The resulting 2018 analysis revealed just how 
devastating an extra half-degree of warming would 
be, and today 1.5C is the only number on the table. 

“It became the de facto target”, and proof of the 
IPCC’s influence in shaping global policy, Thorne 
said in a Zoom interview. A third sea change over 
the last seven years is in the science itself.

“Today we have better climate projection models, 
and longer observations with a much clearer signal 
of climate change,” climatologist Robert Vautard, 
also an IPCC lead author and director of France’s 
Pierre-Simon Laplace Institute, told AFP. 

Arguably the biggest breakthrough is so-called 
attribution studies, which for the first time allow 
scientists to rapidly quantify the extent to which 
climate change has boosted an extreme weather 
event’s intensity or likelihood.

Within days, for example, of the deadly “heat 
dome” that scorched Canada and the western US 
last month, the World Weather Attribution consor-
tium calculated that the heatwave would have been 
virtually impossible without manmade warming.  

But after-the-fact analysis is not the same as fore-
sight, and the IPCC -- set up in 1988 to inform UN 
climate negotiations -- has been criticised by some 
for low-balling the danger, a pattern that Harvard 
science historian Naomi Oreskes has called “erring 
on the side of least drama”.

“First, there is the general conservatism of sci-
ence -- in many ways that’s a good thing,” she told 
AFP. “But in the climate change arena, scientists 
have had to deal with an enormous political and 
cultural pressure not to ‘exaggerate’ the threat.”

The IPCC, she added, must contend with direct 
interference from the governments on whose behalf 
it works.

“I think there’s little doubt that the effect of out-
side pressure, overall, has been to cause its state-
ments to fall on the ‘less alarmed’ rather than ‘more 
alarmed’ side of things.” From Monday, representa-
tives from 195 nations, with scientists at their el-
bow, will vet a 20- to 30-page “summary for policy-
makers” line-by-line, word-by-word.  

The virtual meeting for this first instalment -- 
covering physical science -- of the three-part report 
will take two weeks rather than the usual one, with 
the document’s release slated for August 9.

Part two of the report, to be published in Febru-
ary 2022, covers impacts.

A leaked draft obtained by AFP warns that climate 
change will fundamentally reshape life on Earth in 
the coming decades even if planet-warming carbon 
pollution is tamed, and calls for “transformational 
change” lest future generations face far worse.

Part three, to be unveiled the following month, 
examines solutions for reducing emissions.

The part one report will project global tempera-
ture to 2100 under different emissions scenarios, 
some consistent with Paris Agreement goals and 
others that would, by the century’s end, plunge to-
day’s children into a deeply uncomfortable world, 
three or four degrees above preindustrial levels.

Based almost entirely on published research, it 
could forecast -- even under optimistic scenarios 
-- a temporarily “overshoot” of the 1.5C target, and 
upwardly revised estimates for long-term sea-level 
rise.

If International Energy Agency (IEA) projections 
this week of record carbon pollution by 2023 are 
right, such an overshoot could last a long time. 

There will also be a new focus on so-called “low-
probability, high-risk” events. 

“Feedbacks which amplify change are stronger 
than we thought and we may be approaching some 
tipping point,” said Tim Lenton, Director of the 
University of Exeter’s Global Systems Institute. 

Beyond yet-to-be-defined temperature thresh-
olds, parts of the climate system could pass a point-
of-no-return, including ice sheets holding metres’ 
worth of sea-level rise and permafrost laden with 
twice more greenhouse gases than in the atmos-
phere. 

- Agence France-Presse

WASHINGTON — The Biden administration is-
sued new sanctions Thursday (22) to punish Cuba’s 
defence minister and an elite brigade of government 
security forces for human rights violations against 
protesters earlier this month.

In the days since demonstrations erupted across 
Cuba on July 11, the Biden administration has con-
sulted with officials across Washington and experts 
on how broadly it should impose economic penalties 
against authorities accused of ordering or carrying 
out a heavy-handed response.

The Biden administration concluded that Álvaro 
López Miera, the head of the Ministry of the Revo-
lutionary Armed Forces, “has played an integral role 
in the repression of ongoing protests in Cuba,” the 
Treasury Department said in a statement.

Members of the special forces unit Boinas Negras, 
or Black Berets, which was previously sanctioned 
during the final days of the Trump administration, 
will also be penalized for a wave of arrests larger 
than any other crackdown in years, if not decades.

Activists said at least 150 protesters were arrested 
or disappeared during the July 11 demonstrations, 
and internet service was cut for much of the island to 
stifle the anti-government sentiment.

The human rights sanctions, issued as part of the 
Global Magnitsky Act, allow the US government to 
freeze the property or other assets in the United 
States that belong to the people targeted by the eco-
nomic penalties.

“The Cuban people have the same right to freedom 
of expression and peaceful assembly as all people,” 
President Joe Biden said in a statement.

He added: “This is just the beginning — the United 
States will continue to sanction individuals responsi-
ble for oppression of the Cuban people.”

Jen Psaki, the White House press secretary, de-
scribed the sanctions as among a range of responses 
Biden will deploy to help Cubans who are grappling 
with government oppression and a growing humani-
tarian crisis. She said that “addressing this moment 
was a priority for the administration.”

As vice president during the Obama administra-
tion, Biden oversaw a policy that restored full diplo-
matic relations with Cuba for the first time in more 
than a half-century. But he has taken a tougher 
stance as president, a position that generally has 
been greeted warmly by members of Congress — 
including some Democrats who had been in the 
awkward position of siding with President Donald 
Trump’s policy of containing Cuba’s communist gov-
ernment.

Cubans have grown increasingly frustrated with 
their government amid an economic crisis that has 
included food scarcity, power cuts, skyrocketing in-
flation and a growing number of COVID-19 deaths. 
The Cuban government, for its part, has blamed the 
United States for a trade embargo and, last week, ac-
cused U.S. officials of stirring the unrest.

“Our message could not be clearer: The US stands 
with the people of Cuba and there will be conse-
quences for those with blood on their hands,” Sen. 
Bob Menendez, D-NJ, chair of the Foreign Relations 
Committee, said on Twitter. “@POTUS is absolutely 
right in holding the Cuban regime accountable as it 
violently tries to squash Cubans’ hopes & dreams.”

The State Department also is considering whether 
to allow people in the United States to send money 
to relatives and friends in Cuba though a remittance 
process that, in past cases, has been exploited by 
government officials who have seized a cut of the 
funds. The department’s spokesperson, Ned Price, 
said earlier this week that the Biden administration 
was examining how to get the money “directly in the 
hands of the Cuban people.”

Additionally, Price said, the department may in-
crease the number of American diplomats at the U.S. 
Embassy in Havana, where the number of staff was 
set at the bare minimum during the Trump adminis-
tration. It is not clear when, or if, the Biden adminis-
tration will move forward on either front.

-New York Times

By Chris Buckley

Climate cataclysms set 
stage for key 
UN science report

US imposes new 
sanctions on Cuba

China denounces WHO’s call 
for lab inquiry

Security clampdown in Indian 
capital for new farmers’ protest
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Hong Kong’s senior superintendent Steve Li, from the city’s new national security police 
unit, holds up a children’s book which allegedly tries to explain about the city’s democracy 
movement, at a police press conference in Hong Kong on Thursday (22), after five mem-
bers of a pro-democracy Hong Kong union were arrested for sedition for publishing the 
titles
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Water shortages compound 

Iran’s problems

Her parents called it coercion

She said she married for love

SRINAGAR — Manmeet Kour Bali 
had to defend her marriage in court.

A Sikh by birth, Bali converted to 
Islam to marry a Muslim man, Sha-
hid Nazir Bhat. Her parents objected 
to a marriage outside their commu-
nity and filed a police complaint 
against her new husband.

In court last month, she testified 
that she had married for love, not 
because she was coerced, according 
to a copy of her statement reviewed 
by The New York Times. Days later, 
she ended up in India’s capital of 
New Delhi, married to a Sikh man.

Religious diversity has defined 
India for centuries, recognized and 
protected in the country’s Constitu-
tion. But interfaith unions remain 
rare, taboo and increasingly illegal.

A spate of new laws across India, 
in states ruled by Prime Minister 
Narendra Modi’s Bharatiya Janata 
Party, or BJP, are seeking to banish 
such unions altogether.

While the rules apply broadly, 
right-wing supporters in the party 
portray such laws as necessary 
to curb “love jihad,” the idea that 
Muslim men marry women of other 
faiths to spread Islam. Critics con-
tend that such laws fan anti-Muslim 
sentiment under a government pro-
moting a Hindu nationalist agenda.

Last year, lawmakers in the north-
ern Indian state of Uttar Pradesh 
passed legislation that makes reli-
gious conversion by marriage an of-
fense punishable by up to 10 years in 
prison. So far, 162 people there have 
been arrested under the new law, al-
though few have been convicted.

“The government is taking a deci-
sion that we will take tough meas-
ures to curb love jihad,” Yogi Adi-
tyanath, a Hindu monk and the top 
elected official of Uttar Pradesh, 
said shortly before that state’s Un-
lawful Religious Conversion Ordi-
nance was passed.

Four other states ruled by the BJP 
have either passed or introduced 
similar legislation.

In Kashmir, where Bali and Bhat 
lived, members of the Sikh commu-
nity have disputed the legitimacy of 
the marriage, calling it “love jihad”. 
They are pushing for similar anti-
conversion rules.

While proponents of such laws say 
they are meant to protect vulnerable 
women from predatory men, ex-
perts say they strip women of their 
agency. Across the country, vigilante 
groups have created a vast network 
of local informers, who tip off the 

police to planned interfaith mar-
riages. One of the largest is Bajrang 
Dal, or the Brigade of Hanuman, the 
Hindu monkey god. The group has 
filed dozens of police complaints 
against Muslim suitors or grooms, 
according to Rakesh Verma, a mem-
ber in Lucknow.

A Pew Research Centre study 
found that most Indians are opposed 
to anyone, but particularly women, 
marrying outside their religion. The 
majority of Indian marriages — 4 
out of 5 — are still arranged.

The backlash against interfaith 
marriages is so widespread that in 
2018, India’s Supreme Court or-
dered state authorities to provide 
security and safe houses to those 
who wed against the will of their 
communities.

In its ruling, the court said out-
siders “cannot create a situation 
whereby such couples are placed in 
a hostile environment.”

The country’s constitutional right 
to privacy has also been interpreted 
to protect couples from pressure, 
harassment and violence from fami-
lies and religious communities.

In Bhopal, the capital of Madhya 
Pradesh state, the BJP-led govern-
ment passed a bill in March mod-
elled after the Uttar Pradesh law, 
stiffening penalties for religious 
conversion through marriage and 
making annulments easier to obtain.

The government is not “averse to 
love,” said the state’s home minister, 
Narottam Mishra, “but is against ji-
had.”

Members of Kashmir’s Sikh com-
munity are using Bali and Bhat’s 
case to press for a similar law in 
Jammu and Kashmir.

“We immediately need a law ban-
ning interfaith marriage here,” said 
Jagmohan Singh Raina, a Sikh ac-
tivist based in Srinagar. “It will help 
save our daughters, both Muslims 
and Sikhs.” At a mosque in north-
ern Kashmir in early June, Bali, 19, 
and Bhat, 29, performed Nikah, a 
commitment to follow Islamic law 
during their marriage, according to 
their notarized marriage agreement.

Afterward, Bali returned to her 
parents’ home, where she said she 
was repeatedly beaten over the rela-
tionship.

“Now my family is torturing me. 
If anything happens to me or to my 
husband, I will kill myself,” she said 
in a video posted to social media.

The day after she recorded the vid-
eo, Bali left home and reunited with 

Bhat. Even though a religious cer-
emony between people of the same 
faith — as Bhat and Bali were after 
her conversion — are recognized as 
legally valid, the couple had a civil 
ceremony and got a marriage licence 
to bolster their legal protections. 
The marriage agreement noted that 
the union “has been contracted by 
the parties against the wish, will and 
consent of their respective parents.

“Like thousands of other couples 
who don’t share same the religious 
belief but respect each other’s faith, 
we thought we will create a small 
world of our own where love will 
triumph over everything else,” Bhat 
said. “But that very religion became 
the reason of our separation.”

Bali’s father filed a police com-
plaint against Bhat, accusing him of 
kidnapping his daughter and forcing 
her to convert.

On June 24, the couple turned 
themselves into the police in Srina-
gar, where both were detained.

At the court, Bali recorded her 
testimony before a judicial magis-
trate, attesting that it was her will 
to convert to Islam and marry Bhat, 
according to her statement. Outside, 
her parents and dozens of Sikh pro-
testers protested, demanding that 
she be returned to them. It is unclear 
how the court ruled. The judicial 
magistrate declined requests for a 
transcript or an interview. Her par-
ents declined an interview request.

The day after the hearing, Man-
jinder Singh Sirsa, the head of the 
largest Sikh gurdwara in New Delhi, 
flew to Srinagar. He picked up Bali, 
with her parents, and helped organ-
ize her marriage to another man, a 
Sikh. Following the ceremony, Sirsa 
flew with the couple to Delhi.

“It would be wrong to say that I 
convinced her,” Sirsa said. “If any-
thing adverse was happening, she 
should have said.”

A written request for an interview 
with Bali was sent via Sirsa. He said 
she did not want to talk.

Bhat was released from police 
custody four days after Bali left for 
Delhi. At his home in Srinagar, he 
is fighting the kidnapping charges. 
He said he was preparing a legal 
battle to win her back, but he feared 
the Sikh community’s disapproval 
would make their separation perma-
nent.

“If she comes back and tells a 
judge she is happy with that man, I 
will accept my fate,” he said.

-New York Times

On a stormy night in June, Rose-
mary lay in the darkness of her home 
in a deserted village in Myanmar’s 
Mindat township, gripped by labour 
contractions as Mai Nightingale, a 
25-year-old midwife, tried to stifle 
her cries.

“Only the two of us were left alone 
in the village. We closed all the doors 
and windows of the house and stayed 
quietly inside,” said Mai Nightingale. 
“When she felt pain, I put a blanket 
in her mouth because we feared that 
soldiers might hear her.” Like others 
interviewed for this article, Al Ja-
zeera has used pseudonyms for Mai 
Nightingale and Rosemary for their 
safety.

Rosemary’s contractions had be-
gun the previous night, but with 

soldiers approaching her village in 
southern Chin State, she and the 
other villagers fled into the forest. 
But there was no proper shelter from 
the unrelenting rain, so Rosemary 
and Mai Nightingale decided to take 
the risk of encountering soldiers and 
return the next morning.

“The situation didn’t favour deliv-
ering a baby,” said Mai Nightingale. 
“We saw Burmese soldiers walking 
towards our village but we couldn’t 
turn back because [Rosemary] was 
already exhausted.”

Rosemary’s husband did not dare 
accompany her for fear that, if seen, 
soldiers would mistake him for a 
member of a local armed group. 
Since a February 1 military coup, ci-
vilian defence forces, armed largely 

with hunting rifles and homemade 
weapons, have sprung up across the 
country to fight against the regime, 
and Mindat has been a hotspot of re-
sistance since May.

In line with tactics the military has 
used for decades to quash an armed 
rebellion and terrorise the people, 
soldiers launched disproportionate 
attacks on Mindat including firing 
artillery, rocket-propelled grenades 
and machineguns into residential 
areas while imposing martial law, 
causing the town to empty, accord-
ing to local media reports. Young 
men are particularly likely to be tar-
geted.

Rosemary delivered her baby 
shortly after the sound of soldiers 
had faded, and Mai Nightingale cut 

and tied the umbilical cord with a 
razor blade and some thread which, 
lacking other means of sterilization, 
she boiled in water. Although Rose-
mary and her baby are healthy and 
unharmed, the circumstances of the 
birth highlight the increasing risks 
mothers and new-borns face amid 
an escalating humanitarian crisis.

Mai Nightingale and two other 
nurses interviewed by Al Jazeera, 
who are providing maternal and 
new-born healthcare to those dis-
placed by armed conflict, say they 
are severely limited in their ability to 
safely deliver babies, and that physi-
cal insecurity further imperils preg-
nant women and new-borns amid 
the continuing violence.

-Al Jazeera

By Sameer Yasir, Emily Schmall and Iqbal Kirmani

By Emily Fishbein and Nu Nu Lusan

TERHRAN - Iran is struggling with a fifth wave of the 
coronavirus pandemic, an economy strained by Ameri-
can sanctions and stalled talks on rescuing a nuclear 
agreement that was once seen as an economic salva-
tion.

Now the country is contending with a different but 
easily foreseen crisis: a severe water shortage.

A prolonged drought and rising temperatures from 
climate change, combined with decades of government 
mismanagement of natural resources and lack of plan-
ning, have turned the water crisis into a volatile incuba-
tor of protests and violent unrest.

For the past week, demonstrators have surged into 
the streets of parched Khuzestan province in the south-
west, the epicentre of the protests. They have been met 
by security forces whose crackdowns have sometimes 
turned deadly — fuelling more anger that is spreading 
elsewhere.

Khuzestan is home to an ethnic Arab population that 
has historically faced discrimination and that includes 
a restive separatist movement. But the protesters have 
insisted their grievance is not tied to separatism.

“We kept shouting, ‘We want water, just water, we 
don’t have water,’” Mohammad, 29, an ethnic Arab 
street vendor, said in a phone interview with The New 
York Times from Ahvaz, Khuzestan’s provincial capital. 
“They answered us with violence and bullets.”

Large crowds in Khuzestan shouting, “I am thirsty!” 
— captured in amateur videos and shared via social 
media — have demanded immediate relief and the res-
ignations of local officials. Some protesters have gone 
further, denouncing top officials in Tehran including 
Ayatollah Ali Khamenei, the supreme leader.

This new challenge to the authorities, although long 
in the making, comes just a few weeks before an ultra-
conservative new president and Khamenei disciple, 
Ebrahim Raisi, is to take office, providing an early test 
of how he will respond. Known for ruthlessness toward 
political dissent, Raisi, the country’s former judiciary 
head, faces a more delicate task in dealing with ordi-
nary Iranians whose basic grievance is a water short-
age.

The protesters have allies among Iran’s lawmakers, 
who like Raisi are all ardent defenders of the hierarchy 
that has ruled Iran since the Islamic Revolution more 
than four decades ago.

“Rescue Khuzestan and its oppressed people! Give 
back to it what it deserves!” shouted Mojtaba Mahfou-
zi, the Parliament member for Abadan, an oil-rich city 
in Khuzestan, in a speech Monday (19) on the floor of 
Parliament.

It is not as if government officials can feign surprise. 
The consequences of an intensifying drought have 
been looming. The energy minister warned in May that 
Iran was facing the driest summer in 50 years and that 
temperatures approaching 50 degrees Celsius — 122 
degrees Fahrenheit — would lead to cuts in electricity 
power and shortages of water. Iran’s meteorological or-
ganization warned in June that southern and western 
areas had suffered a 50 to 85% reduction in precipita-
tion and a temperature increase of two to three degrees 
Celsius.

Khuzestan sits on 80% of Iran’s oil and 60% of its 
gas reserves, and is a critical economic pillar. Its once-
lush farmlands grew sugar cane, wheat and barley. But 
with water scarce, crops shrivelling and cattle dying of 
thirst, the government is facing one of its most seri-
ous conundrums. Its response so far has fit a familiar 
pattern: heavy-handed suppression of protests even as 
officials say they recognize the protesters’ complaints 
over water as legitimate.

Security forces and anti-riot police officers were de-
ployed to crush the initial unrest in Khuzestan. They 
beat the crowds with batons, scattered them with tear 
gas, tracked them with drones and fired gunshots, ac-
cording to witnesses and videos shared on social media.

Three young men were shot and killed by security 
forces, according to rights organizations. Local of-
ficials, in a typical narrative of protest casualties said 
tribal gunmen were responsible for at least two of the 
deaths. State media reported one police officer had 
been killed.

Any hint that the protests were tied to the secession-
ist movement would almost certainly be used by the 
government to justify an even harsher response. But 
the protesters in the streets and online have made clear 
their grievances are about one main issue: the water 
shortage. And separatist groups have not seized on the 
protests to advance their cause.

Still, the crackdown has further inflamed the un-
rest and tapped into pent-up frustrations targeting the 
leadership of the Islamic Republic. And protests have 
spread to at least two major cities outside the province, 
Tehran and Mashhad, where crowds showed solidarity 
with Khuzestan. In the Khuzestan town of Izeh, march-
ers clapped and chanted, “Death to Khamenei” and 
“We don’t want an Islamic Republic,” according to vid-
eos on social media. In a subway station in Tehran, the 
videos showed riders chanting, “Death to the Islamic 
Republic,” as they waited for trains.

A group of prominent dissidents, including Narges 
Mohammadi, a rights activist, were beaten and de-
tained for a day after they had gathered outside the In-
terior Ministry in Tehran in what they described as an 
act of solidarity with the people of Khuzestan, Moham-
madi’s husband said. The government sent a delegation 
to Khuzestan to investigate the water crisis, and Iran’s 
outgoing president, Hassan Rouhani, pledged relief 
and compensation to the province’s residents. Two for-
mer presidents, Mohammad Khatami and Mahmoud 
Ahmadinejad, also expressed support for the protest-
ers and condemned violence against them.

But environmental and water experts said short-
term measures such as trucking in tankers of water 
would do little to address the underlying problem. 
Opening dams and reservoirs would offer a temporary 
remedy in Khuzestan, but would cause water shortages 
in places like the central city of Isfahan and the sur-
rounding province.

-New York Times

TOKYO — Alone in a mostly bare 
room, my passport and press creden-
tials confiscated, it seemed prudent to 
let my colleagues know where I was. 
Immediately.

“I am being detained by the authori-
ties,” read the brief text I tapped out on 
my phone from deep inside one of To-
kyo’s international airports late Mon-
day (19) night.

Was my trip to the Tokyo Olympics, 
years in the planning and still only a 
few hours old, over before it had begun?

For most of this year, rising coro-
navirus infection rates in Japan have 
caused grave concern and significant 
debate among citizens here about the 
wisdom — and the public health risks 
— of allowing hordes of athletes, offi-
cials and news media members into the 
country.

To assuage those concerns, Japan 
has thrown up numerous safeguards 
and hurdles to ensure that only a few, 
or preferably zero, COVID-positive 
people enter the country during the 
Games. Before even boarding a plane 
for Tokyo, for example, news media 
members, athletes and visiting officials 
had to produce two negative virus tests, 
download health-tracking apps onto 
their phones and agree to use them, fill 
out a slew of forms and print a stack of 
documents.

The strategy has not been foolproof 
— two athletes joined the list of Olym-
pic positives Tuesday (20) — but it is 
thorough, which helps explain why I 
had been asked to surrender my pass-
port and media credential and left to sit, 
alone, wondering whether I was about 
to be sent home on the next flight.

The pre-departure requirements had 
only been the start. Upon arrival at the 
airport in Japan, a 10-stage process 
began. At most of the steps a cheerful 
worker asked for one, two or maybe 
three documents to inspect. At anoth-
er, a roomful of news media members 
from around the world spit into tubes 
for a third COVID test.

At one station, a bright yellow sheet 
reading OCHA — the name of a track-
ing app — was handed to each visitor. 
Two stations later, we were ushered to 
an attendant whose main job seemed to 
be to scrutinize the yellow sheet we had 
all just received.

I had spent the better part of a week 
gathering documents and test results 
and preparing for the process, and 
things seemed to be going smoothly un-
til Step 8. There, a worker inspected my 
already heavily-scrutinized documents 
and abruptly ushered me out of line. 
“Your name on your passport and your 
credential don’t match,” she explained.

On one document I was Victor 
Mather, on the other Victor Mather III.

The “III” seemed to befuddle several 
inspectors, and my explanation about 
being named for both my father and my 
great-grandfather made little impact. 
I was taken to the bare room to wait, 
while my guide — and, more worrying-
ly, my documents — disappeared.

Relief came after a somewhat anx-
ious 30 minutes: The always polite and 
friendly attendant returned, handed 
back my documents, and put me back 
in line. I’m still not exactly sure what 
sealed my reprieve, but I finally got 
out of the airport three hours after my 
plane touched down. I had made it to 
the Olympics.

You can’t blame Japan for being 
deeply concerned about an onslaught of 
people from all over the world during 
a pandemic. The rigorous process will 
no doubt do a good job in keeping out 
many of those who might spread coro-
navirus. And perhaps a few Jrs., III’s 
and IV’s.

-New York Times

By Farnaz FassihiBy Victor Mather

‘I am thirsty!’ Detained and alone: 
Welcome to Tokyo 

Myanmar women give birth in jungle as military lies in wait
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Shahid Nazir Bhat, a Muslim, displays a photograph of Manmeet Kour Bali, a Sikh by birth 
who converted to Islam to marry him, in Srinagar, India, July 8, 2021. A spate of new laws 
across India, in states ruled by Prime Minister Narendra Modi’s Bharatiya Janata Party, or 
BJP, are seeking to ban all interfaith marriages
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Prompting GOP boycott

GOP blocks infrastructure debate 
in Senate, raising doubts about 
emerging deal 
WASHINGTON — Republicans 
blocked the Senate on Wednesday 
(21) from taking up an emerging 
bipartisan infrastructure plan, 
raising doubts about the fate of 
a major piece of President Joe 
Biden’s agenda even as negotia-
tors continued to seek a compro-
mise.

The failed vote underscored the 
intense mistrust between the two 
parties, which has complicated 
the effort to complete a deal. Both 
Republicans and Democrats in 
the group seeking a deal say they 
are still making progress toward 
agreement on a package with 
nearly $600 billion in new funds 
for roads, bridges, rail, transit 
and other infrastructure, which 
could be the first major infusion 
of federal public works spending 
since the 2009 stimulus law.

Sen. Chuck Schumer, D-NY 
and the Senate majority leader, 
forced the vote in a bid to inten-
sify pressure for a swift resolution 
to the talks, acting over the pleas 
of centrist Republicans who said 
they needed more time to solidify 
their deal with Democrats. With 
many Democrats harboring con-
cerns that Republicans will drag 
out the process only to withhold 
support from a final bill, he ar-
gued that there was still time to 
iron out final details.

“This vote is not a deadline to 
have every final detail worked 
out; it is not an attempt to jam 
anyone,” Schumer said before 
the vote, adding that negotiators 
would have “many opportunities” 
to add their plan to the bill “even 
if they need a few more days to fi-
nalize the language.”

But Republicans said they were 
not ready to commit to consid-
ering an infrastructure measure 
and warned that putting the mat-
ter to a vote risked scuttling a po-
tential bipartisan breakthrough. 
On Wednesday, as they shuttled 
between meetings and votes, Re-
publican negotiators said a final 
deal could emerge in the coming 
days, about a month after they 
first triumphantly announced 
agreement on a framework.

“We’re optimistic that once we 
get past this vote today we’re go-
ing to continue our work and that 
we will be ready in the coming 
days,” said Sen. Susan Collins, R-
Maine and a key negotiator. She 
said members of the group “think 
that we will be largely ready on 
Monday (26).”

With all 50 Republicans in the 
Senate opposed, Democrats fell 
short of the 60 votes that would 
have been needed to move for-
ward with an infrastructure 
debate. All 50 members of the 
Democratic caucus initially voted 
to proceed, but Schumer switched 
his vote to enable him under Sen-
ate rules to bring up the measure 
again.

It was an inauspicious begin-
ning to what Democrats had 
hoped would be a period of in-
tense activity on Capitol Hill, 
with action on a bipartisan infra-
structure measure and a far more 
ambitious, $3.5 trillion partisan 
budget blueprint that would in-
clude money to address climate 
change, expand health care and 
education and broaden child care 
and paid leave.

Instead, senators spent 
Wednesday voicing frustration 
over their failure to begin de-
bating the infrastructure plan 
and privately meeting to work 
through the details of how to 
structure and finance the pack-
age. In a joint statement after the 
vote, 22 senators involved in and 
briefed on the bipartisan efforts 
professed optimism that they 
could finish the deal and vowed 
to keep working over the coming 
days.

At a town-hall discussion in 
Cincinnati on Wednesday, Biden 
predicted that Republicans would 
need “till Monday” to get the deal 
done, but that it would come to-
gether.

“I come from a tradition in the 
Senate, you shake your hand, 
that’s it. You keep your word. 
And I’ve found Rob Portman does 
that,” Biden said, referring to an 
Ohio senator who is one of the 
Republicans leading the negotia-

tions. He added, “I think it’s go-
ing to get done.”

Republicans, including the five 
negotiators who have been in-
volved in discussions on a com-
promise, argued that Democrats 
had threatened their progress 
by rushing a vote on the pack-
age before the deal was ready. 
Democrats questioned why Re-
publicans, many of whom have 
said they want a bipartisan infra-
structure compromise, would be 
unwilling to simply allow a debate 
to move forward while the nego-
tiations proceed.

Underlying the finger-pointing 
were long-standing worries by 
both parties about the political 
ramifications of a deal. Demo-
crats, particularly progressives, 
have long been concerned that 
Republicans would drag out ne-
gotiations to force concessions 
and then ultimately withhold 
their support.

Republicans are wary of get-
ting prematurely locked into an 
agreement with Biden that mem-
bers of their own party — many of 
whom deeply oppose costly fed-
eral spending packages — might 
reject.

Still, even as they voted unani-
mously against the manoeuvre, 
several Senate Republicans said 
they would support a rescheduled 
vote as early as Monday if a deal 
could be reached by then. At least 
11 Republicans — enough to over-
come a filibuster if every Demo-
crat and independent agreed 
— readied a letter to Schumer 
making that commitment, though 
it was unclear Wednesday wheth-
er he had received it.

For Republicans who have been 
negotiating the infrastructure 
deal with Democrats, voting no 
Wednesday was a calculated gam-
ble that they could swiftly finish 
the text and it could be brought 
up for another vote. Should they 
complete the deal in the coming 
days, they would still have to per-
suade enough of their colleagues 
to support the measure for it clear 
the 60-vote filibuster threshold.

-New York Times

WASHINGTON - New federal data 
draws one of the starkest illustrations 
to date of how the coronavirus pan-
demic has disproportionately affected 
Hispanic and Black Americans, show-
ing that they suffered a far steeper 
drop in life expectancy in 2020 than 
white Americans.

Overall, life expectancy in the Unit-
ed States fell by a year and a half, a 
federal report said Wednesday (21), 
a decline largely attributed to the 
pandemic that has killed more than 
600,000 Americans.

It was the steepest decline in the 
United States since World War II.

From 2019 to 2020, Hispanic peo-
ple experienced the greatest drop in 

life expectancy — three years — and 
Black Americans saw a decrease of 
2.9 years. White people experienced 
the smallest decline, of 1.2 years.

The coronavirus “uncovered the 
deep racial and ethnic inequities in 
access to health, and I don’t think that 
we’ve ever overcome them,” said Dr. 
Mary T. Bassett, a former New York 
City health commissioner and pro-
fessor of health and human rights at 
Harvard University, who character-
ized the findings as devastating but 
unsurprising. “To think that we’ll just 
bounce back from them seems a bit 
wishful thinking.”

Life expectancy numbers provide 
only a snapshot in time of the general 

health of a population: If American 
children born today spent their entire 
lives under the conditions of 2020, 
they would live an average of 77.3 
years, down from 78.8 in 2019.

The last time life expectancy was so 
low was in 2003, according to the Na-
tional Centre for Health Statistics, the 
agency that released the figures and a 
part of the Centres for Disease Con-
trol and Prevention.

The precipitous drop in 2020, 
caused largely by COVID-19, is not 
likely to be permanent. In 1918, the 
flu pandemic wiped 11.8 years from 
Americans’ life expectancy, and the 
number fully rebounded the follow-
ing year. 

But Elizabeth Arias, one of the re-
searchers who produced the report, 
said life expectancy was not likely to 
bounce back to pre-pandemic levels 
anytime soon.

Returning the life expectancy num-
bers to those of 2019 would require 
having “no more excess death because 
of COVID, and that’s already not pos-
sible in 2021,” Arias said.

Beyond that, she said, the effects of 
the pandemic on life expectancy, es-
pecially for Black and Latino people, 
could linger for years.

“We may be seeing the indirect ef-
fects of the pandemic for some time to 
come,” she said.

-New York Times

By Emily Cochrane

By Julie Bosman, Sophie Kasakove and Daniel Victor

I wasn’t planning on reading any of the new batch 
of Donald Trump books. His vampiric hold on the 
nation’s attention for five years was nightmarish 
enough; one of the small joys of the post-Trump 
era is that it’s become possible to ignore him for 
days at a time.

But after reading an article adapted from 
‘Frankly, We Did Win This Election: The Inside 
Story of How Trump Lost’ by Michael C. Bend-
er, a Wall Street Journal reporter, I changed my 
mind and picked it up. What caught my attention 
wasn’t his reporting on White House disarray 
and Trump’s terrifying impulses — some details 
are new, but that story is familiar. Rather, I was 
fascinated by Bender’s account of the people who 
followed Trump from rally to rally like authoritar-
ian Deadheads.

Bender’s description of these Trump super 
fans, who called themselves the ‘front-row Joes’, 
is sympathetic but not sentimental. Above all, he 
captures their pre-Trump loneliness.

“Many were recently retired and had time on 
their hands and little to tie them to home,” writes 
Bender. “A handful never had children. Others 
were estranged from their families.” Throwing 
themselves into Trump’s movement, they found 
a community and a sense of purpose. “Saundra’s 
life had become bigger with Trump,” he says of a 
Michigan woman who did odd jobs on the road to 
fund her obsession.

There are many causes for the overlapping 
dysfunctions that make contemporary American 
life feel so dystopian, but loneliness is a big one. 
Even before COVID-19, Americans were becom-
ing more isolated. And as Damon Linker pointed 
out recently in The Week, citing Hannah Arendt, 
lonely people are drawn to totalitarian ideolo-
gies. “The chief characteristic of the mass man is 
not brutality and backwardness, but his isolation 
and lack of normal social relationships,” Arendt 
concluded in ‘The Origins of Totalitarianism’, 
describing those who gave themselves over to all-
encompassing mass movements.

A socially healthy society would probably never 
have elected Trump in the first place. As Daniel 
Cox, a senior fellow in polling and public opinion 
at the conservative American Enterprise Insti-
tute, wrote in FiveThirtyEight shortly after the 
2020 election, the “share of Americans who are 
more socially disconnected from society is on the 
rise. And these voters disproportionately support 
Trump”.

Polling data from AEI’s Survey Centre on 
American Life found that 17% of Americans said 
they had not a single person in their “core social 
network.” These “socially disconnected voters 
were far more likely to view Trump positively and 
support his re-election than those with more ro-
bust personal networks,” wrote Cox.

It’s not just Trumpism that feeds on isolation. 
Consider QAnon, which has morphed from an in-
ternet message board hoax into a quasi-religion. 
In his book ‘The Storm Is Upon Us: How QAnon 
Became a Movement, Cult, and Conspiracy The-
ory of Everything’, journalist Mike Rothschild 
shows how central a sense of digital community 
is to QAnon’s appeal. “It’s one of the reasons why 
baby boomers have fallen in with Q to such a 
surprising degree — many are empty nesters, on 
their own, or retired,” he writes.

It’s also likely a reason that QAnon started ex-
panding in tandem with COVID-19 lockdowns, 
finding new life among Instagram influencers, 
yoga practitioners and suburban moms. Sudden-
ly people all over America had their social lives 
obliterated, and many mothers found themselves 
trapped in domestic isolation beyond anything 
imagined by Betty Friedan. Stuck at home, they 
had more time to get sucked into internet rabbit 
holes. QAnon, which came to merge with COVID-
trutherism, gave them an explanation for their 
misery and villains to blame.

A cruel paradox of COVID-19 is that the so-
cial distancing required to control it nurtured 
pathologies that are now prolonging it. Isolat-
ed, atomized people turned to movements that 
turned them against vaccines. Here, too, Arendt 
was prescient. She described people shaken loose 
from any definite place in the world as being at 
once deeply selfish and indifferent to their own 
well-being: “Self-centeredness, therefore, went 
hand in hand with a decisive weakening of the in-
stinct for self-preservation.”

One of the most vivid characters in Bender’s 
book is Randal Thom, a 60-year-old Marine vet-
eran whose wife and children left him because of 
his drug problem, and who spent time in prison. 
“The rallies became the organizing principle in 
his life, and Trump fans loved him for it,” writes 
Bender. “Like Trump himself, all of Randal’s past 
mistakes didn’t matter to them.” When he got sick 
with what he believed was COVID-19, he refused 
to go to the hospital, lest he “potentially increase 
the caseload on Trump’s watch.” (He survived but 
died in a car crash on his way home from a Trump 
boat parade in October.)

Toward the end of Bender’s book, Saundra re-
appears. She’d just been at the Capitol for the Jan. 
6 insurrection and seemed ready for more. “Tell 
us where we need to be, and we just drop every-
thing and we go,” she says. “Nobody cares about if 
they have to work. Nobody cares about anything.”

If you give people’s life meaning, they’ll give 
you everything.

-New York Times

WASHINGTON — House Speaker Nancy 
Pelosi moved Wednesday (21) to bar two of for-
mer President Donald Trump’s most vociferous 
Republican defenders in Congress from joining a 
select committee to investigate the Jan. 6 riot at 
the Capitol, saying their conduct suggested they 
could not be trusted to participate.

In an unusual move, Pelosi announced that 
she was rejecting Reps. Jim Banks of Indiana 
and Jim Jordan of Ohio, both of whom ampli-
fied Trump’s false claims of election fraud, joined 
their party’s efforts on Jan. 6 to challenge Presi-
dent Joe Biden’s victory and have opposed efforts 
to investigate the assault on the Capitol by Trump 
supporters. She agreed to seat the other three Re-
publicans who had been chosen for the panel.

But Pelosi said she could not allow the pair to 
take part, based on their actions around the riot 
and comments they had made undercutting the 
investigation. Banks, who has equated the deadly 
attack to unrest during the racial justice protests 
last summer, said the Jan. 6 inquiry was created 
to “malign conservatives and to justify the left’s 
authoritarian agenda.” Jordan, one of the big-
gest cheerleaders of Trump’s attempt to under-
mine the legitimacy of the 2020 election, pressed 
Trump’s false claims of election fraud on the 
House floor as protesters breached the Capitol, 
and has called the select committee “impeach-
ment Round 3.”

The speaker’s decision drew an angry response 
from Rep. Kevin McCarthy, R-Calif., the minority 
leader, who announced that Republicans would 
boycott the panel altogether. He seized on Pelo-
si’s intervention as confirmation of his charge 
that the investigation was nothing more than a 
political exercise to hurt the GOP.

The partisan brawl, unfolding even before the 
select committee has begun its work, under-
scored the difficult task it faces in scrutinizing an 
attack on the lawmakers now charged with dis-
secting it. It was also the latest evidence of how 
poisonous relations have become between the 
two parties, especially in the House, in the af-
termath of Trump’s defeat and the violent bid to 
block certification of the outcome.

Many Democrats no longer wish to work with 
or hear from Republicans who helped spread 
Trump’s lie of a stolen election, especially those 
who led the effort and have sought to downplay 
the severity and significance of the assault that 
it inspired. Some said allowing two of the most 
prominent defenders to serve on a panel examin-
ing the attack was akin to allowing criminals to 
investigate their own crimes.

In a statement, Pelosi said she had rejected 
Banks and Jordan “with respect for the integrity 
of the investigation, with an insistence on the 
truth and with concern about statements made 
and actions taken by these members.”

“The unprecedented nature of Jan. 6 demands 
this unprecedented decision,” she added.

A visibly agitated McCarthy hastily called a 
news conference to condemn Pelosi’s move and 
accuse her of excessive partisanship. He pledged 
to carry out a Republican-only investigation into 
the events of Jan. 6, focused on how Pelosi should 
have done more to protect the Capitol from a mob 
of Trump loyalists.

“Why was the Capitol so ill-prepared for that 
day, when they knew on Dec. 14 that they had 
a problem?” McCarthy said, referring to Demo-
crats. “Pelosi has created a sham process.”

In a television studio on Capitol Hill, McCarthy, 
Banks and Jordan — appearing with the three 
other Republicans chosen to sit on the panel — 
sought to divert blame for the riot from Trump 
and their own political supporters who carried it 
out, instead faulting Democrats whom they said 
had not adequately planned for the onslaught.

Rep. Bennie Thompson, D-Miss., chair of the 
select committee, said he would “not be distract-
ed by sideshows” and pledged to move forward 
with the panel’s work, including its first public 
hearing next week where Capitol and District of 
Columbia police officers are set to testify about 
how they fought off the mob.

-New York Times

By Michelle GoldbergBy Luke Broadwater and 
Nicholas Fandos Loneliness is breaking 
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US life expectancy plunged in 2020, widening a racial gap
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Sen. Lindsey Graham (R-SC), addresses a news conference at the Capitol in Washington on 
Wednesday (21)
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Gotabaya Rajapaksa’s next eight years

Vistas of dictatorship and discontent

By Sandeep Tissaaratchy

By Kassapa

How it is all going horribly wrong
Despite the extravagant promises, policies 
and plans contained in its campaign docu-
ment ‘Vistas of Prosperity and Splendour’, 
President Gotabaya Rajapaksa and the Sri 
Lanka Podujana Peramuna (SLPP) govern-
ment have failed miserably to deliver on prac-
tically all fronts, according to a report by the 
Centre for Policy Alternatives (CPA).

The report, Sri Lanka’s ‘Vistas of Prosperity 
and Splendour: A Critique of Promises Made 
and Present Trends’, provides an insight into 
the grave issues that are going largely unno-
ticed as a result of the global pandemic that is 
taking up public attention such as the Raja-
paksa regime’s authoritarian governance and 
the slow movement from democracy to a mili-
tarized state, coupled with social inequalities 
that are causing widespread discontent and 
street protests throughout the country.

The interrelation of efficiency with disci-
pline and a no-nonsense attitude was how the 
Rajapaksas ran their Presidential and Parlia-
mentary campaigns; they were undoubtedly 
successful, securing both the presidency and a 
government with an almost two thirds major-
ity in Parliament. President Rajapaksa prom-
ised the public what it wanted to hear after 
the Easter Sunday bombings in 2019, which 
was a country based on efficiency, prosperity 
and stability with a technocratic and military 
style of governance, spun as the best mode for 
achieving the proposed goals.

The report explains the dangers and impli-
cations of the process of a militarized state 
and increased authoritarian governance, as 
its weaknesses and failures began to show 
when the first wave of COVID-19 hit the 
country in 2020.

Despite promises that efficiency and secu-
rity would be maximized, the government’s 
plans faltered due to its failure to live up to 
its own expectations. Initial successes in 
mitigating the spread of COVID-19 opened a 
door furthering the militarized government 
strategy. However, the extra-legal measures, 
heightened militarization and executive over-
reach that were adopted were, in hindsight, 
unnecessary and unrelated to the pandemic.

The rule by executive fiat with no function-
ing Parliament for over five months, together 
with the increasing reliance on powerful task 
forces were frightening, as it proved that the 
government’s respect for democracy and le-
gal processes was non-existent, the report 
contends.

The hyper presidential model supported by 
a loyal group of professionals and the military 
gained traction and popularity as the govern-
ment celebrated its victory over COVID-19. 
Its strength and confidence after passing the 
20th Amendment to the Constitution proved 
too early for celebration, however. The report 
states that multiple incidents of mismanage-
ment in the subsequent months, together 
with corruption, and overall incompetence 
in a range of governance areas, exposed the 
failures of the technocratic and militarized 
governance model.

Moreover, the health and economic conse-
quences involved with side-lining the advice 
and leadership of health workers in order to 
give prominence to the task force formed to 
fight the pandemic not only resulted in a seri-
ous threat to democracy but also had tangible 
economic and health costs that are still haunt-

ing the nation. The government’s reliance on 
the outdated Quarantine and Prevention of 
Diseases Ordinance dating back to 1897 cre-
ated confusion because proper leadership 
and control was not established and secured.

The government’s sudden lockdown policy 
drastically affected day labourers and minor-
ity groups who experienced discriminatory 
policies. Free Trade Zone workers and plan-
tation workers who were forced to work long 
hours with no health standards during the 
pandemic were symbolic of groups of peo-
ple who were ignored. The forced cremation 
policy legitimized the regime’s hold over its 
supporters even when the World Health Or-
ganisation underscored the impractical and 
offensive nature of the policy.

Moving on, the International Covenant on 
Civil and Political Rights (ICCPR) Act and the 
Prevention of Terrorism Act (PTA) are the 
two pieces of legislature the report highlights 
as being enforced to marginalize minority 
groups. The Muslim community was targeted 
through the Cabinet’s approval of a proposed 
bill on the banning of face covering including 
the niqab and burqa, which was an effort to 
stigmatize women and condemn them as ex-
tremists in the public eye.

The report goes on to stress the lack of 
prioritization given to the health sector even 
during the pandemic; evident through the 
government budget that allocated the major-
ity of its funds to the defence sector even after 
12 years of peace. Disinformation regarding 
unapproved cures and practices were sup-
ported by leading politicians in an attempt 
to cover up the chaotic struggle of a govern-
ment that was unable to properly coordinate 
the vaccination drives, resulting in the hard-
hitting third wave of COVID-19.

Financial accountability was called into 
question in the report in connection to the 
Itukama Fund – established to receive funds 
to counter the pandemic. Media reports indi-
cated that only 23% of the Rs 1.7 billion has 
been used, reflecting a lack of transparency in 
regards to disbursement of funds.

The CPA report further brings to light gov-
ernment policies that worsened several other 
issues such as the X-Press Pearl shipwreck, 
the country’s biggest environmental disaster. 
The catastrophe was exacerbated by the fail-
ure of the new and improved governance style 
that did not live up to expectations.

The targeting and detention of investiga-
tors, lawyers and others who in their profes-
sional capacity worked on cases of wrongdo-
ing under the past regime, is addressed in the 
report. Also pointed out are the continuous 
delays in identifying those responsible for the 
Easter Sunday bombings.

The report discusses various mechanisms 
by which the government legitimizes and in-
volves the military in day-to-day governance. 
By painting the current process of democracy 
as dysfunctional and presenting the military 
as an institution authentic to the people, the 
government enforces and projects an unnec-
essary power on the institution. The report 
concedes that there is public trust in the mili-
tary that does positively impact the nation, 
but adds that its image of being responsible is 
contradictory to the mismanagement seen in 
its response to the pandemic. Land occupa-
tion by the security forces, which is continu-

ing displacement and intensifying poverty, is 
another issue brought up by the report. Mili-
tary run farms and tourism projects are being 
used as income generating ventures while the 
legal owners of the land aren’t able to share 
in the profits. Even more worrying is the es-
tablishment of new camps under the guise of 
national security and deradicalization.

In the Northern and Eastern provinces, the 
forces still continue to occupy large amounts 
of land while the owners are forced to witness 
the destruction of their homes and religious 
sites with no comprehensive effort to provide 
any form of compensation. While all commu-
nities have been impacted by military occupa-
tion, the Muslim and Tamil people have been 
disproportionately affected. The absence of 
genuine efforts to repatriate minority groups 
into communities continues to foster frustra-
tion and anger, creating communal tension 
among the residents who are left vulnerable 
and without their properties.

There is no question that the government’s 
mandate is to reassert Sinhala Buddhist 
dominance, the report states, as seen with 
proposed laws, task forces and other devel-
opments; real fears of policy and legislative 
initiatives that perpetuate Sinhala Buddhist 
majoritarianism.

The report goes on to highlight the govern-
ment’s aggression against the rights of minor-
ities; through for example, in preventing the 
Tamil community from memorialising their 
war dead, and through violation of the official 
language policy.

The report also holds the opposition party 
responsible for its inaction and inability to 
call out the government, allowing the regime 
to avoid accountability and justice for its ac-
tions. The report acknowledges efforts of op-
position groups who have joined together to 
stand against the government, although even 
in such instances, there is a lack of unity.

Ambitious projects to boost the economy 
and introduce new job opportunities, a major 
factor in the government’s campaign prom-
ises, have led to heated discussions about the 
viability and sustainability of the projects. 
The Colombo Port City Economic Commis-
sion Act is considered a serious threat to 
Sri Lanka’s sovereignty and freedom; where 
many individuals and organisations have in-
tervened to challenge aspects of the bill. The 
report goes on to discuss the dangerous geo 
political games Sri Lanka is participating in 
because of the nation’s strong allegiance to 
China and implications surrounding such al-
liances.

The reports concludes that Sri Lanka’s 
“new and improved” government has far 
more flaws than it would like to admit, and 
it is essential that the public recognises and 
holds the government accountable for its ac-
tions. It is only through the reestablishment 
of democracy, together with proper legal pro-
cesses and a coherent justice system, can Sri 
Lanka move into true peace and proper de-
velopment.

-Sandeep Tissaaratchy is associated 
with the CPC Paper ‘Sri Lanka’s Vistas of 

Prosperity and Splendour: A critique of 
promises made and present trends’ which 

can be accessed on cpalanka.org. 
This article was originally featured on 

groundviews.org

Deliberately or inadvertently, President Gotabaya Ra-
japaksa has let the cat out of the bag.

At a discussion with heads of media institutions this 
week, he is reported to have said he has not just three but 
eight years to implement his policies and complete his 
program of work.

None of the media institutions reported this them-
selves- possibly because they were worried they would 
be taken to task for taking an off the cuff remark too 
seriously- but the President’s new found Media Spokes-
man, Kingsley Rathnayake of Sirasa fame then tweeted 
the remark. Rathnayake has been with President Raja-
paksa only a few months and has already gained noto-
riety saying that the World Health Organization (WHO) 
approved a vaccine after President Rajapaksa telephoned 
them- only for the WHO to promptly deny it.

One would then presume that Rathnayake got the story 
correct this time around and would have checked it with 
his boss before tweeting it- unless he is an absolutely 
reckless man. It is also worth noting that the State media 
went to town on it the next day, with banner headlines 
in State-owned newspapers. That then was confirmation.  
Once the remark was made, the story was meant to be 
told and also meant to be heard, loud and clear.

There are several messages in this seemingly throwa-
way comment- and they do not augur well for Sri Lanka, 
its democratic traditions and even for those in the ruling 
Sri Lanka Podujana Peramuna (SLPP).

Firstly, President Rajapaksa has now made it clear he 
wants to run for a second term of office. He is, of course, 
entitled to that privilege and we shouldn’t begrudge him 
that. There is also another very good reason for Gotabaya 
to say he wants to be in office for a second term.

Come 2024, when the next presidential election will be 
held, Chamal Rajapaksa will be nearly eighty-two years 
old- that is, if one sees him as a presidential contender 
at all. Mahinda Rajapaksa will be seventy-eight years of 
age and still be disqualified from running because he has 
already held office twice. The youngest of the brothers 
in politics, the recently re-incarnated Basil will be seven-
ty-two by then. He has zealously guarded his American 
citizenship. If push comes to shove he could forego that, 
just as brother Gotabaya did, but Basil does cherish his 
American passport, so he could flee when the going gets 
tough for him.

This means, despite the extensive family network 
in politics, none of the Rajapaksa brothers are ideally 
placed to run for the office of president. What about the 
‘other’ Rajapaksa, young Namal, you might ask?

Namal Rajapaksa is thirty-five years of age and has 
only just become a minister. In three years, he will be 
just thirty-eight. That itself might not be a disqualifica-
tion, but up until now he has done nothing spectacular 
to distinguish himself from a motley crowd of mediocre 
politicians. His handling of the cricket crisis, with all the 
right connections at his disposal, leaves much to be de-
sired. So, he is not the ideal candidate in 2024 either.

This then is why Gotabaya Rajapaksa wants to be re-
elected. He wants to keep it in the family and for the reins 
to pass on to a younger Rajapaksa, most likely Namal, in 
eight years. Besides, by then, Namal would have spent 
twenty years in Parliament and would very likely have 
been promoted to a key portfolio in the next Rajapaksa 
government. This will no doubt be of concern to those 
ambitious politicians who serve in the SLPP. They must 
now realize they will never scale the heights of power. 
The most they can aspire for is to be a minister who will 
be at the beck and call of the Rajapaksas. Usually, this 
would cause a revolt, but those presently in the ‘pohot-
tuwa’ party have shown nothing but a slavish mentality, 
falling over each to oblige the first family whenever they 
can, the only notable exception being Wijeyadasa Ra-
japaksa. Even if all of the above comes to pass, none of 
that is illegal or irregular. If the Sri Lankan voters are 
happy to elect the same family over and over again, so be 
it. It happens even in so-called ‘developed’ countries. The 
Americans elected two gentlemen from the Bush family, 
and closer to home, Singaporeans want Lee Kuan Yew’s 
family to continue leading them.

What is more concerning though is the second message 
contained in Gotabaya Rajapaksa’s words. Although the 
media headlines made it sound as if President Rajapaksa 
would contest for a second term that is not exactly what 
he said. What he did say was that he had eight years, not 
three, to complete his program of work.

What this implies is, in his mind at least, Rajapaksa 
has already won re-election and this is a fait accompli. 
That is chilling indeed. Does this mean his vision in-
cludes winning the next presidential election by hook or 
by crook?

Gotabaya Rajapaksa, in his short period in office, has 
demonstrated he will use the military for almost any-
thing. He is using military men to manage the health sec-
tor, the coronavirus pandemic, the Ports Authority and 
the Customs Department, to name just a few. It doesn’t 
take a great stretch of imagination to surmise the military 
will be at the forefront of the next presidential elections.

Then, we have already seen indications that concepts 
such as justice, rule of law, morals and ethics mean noth-
ing to this government and its leadership. If there was 
even a semblance of doubt about that, it disappeared 
with the pardoning of Duminda Silva. That single act 
demonstrated that this regime will stoop to any level to 
ensure those who are loyal to the regime are rewarded, 
even when they know that the public backlash from such 
actions will be considerable.

That is what democratically minded Sri Lankans 
should be worried about, instead of speculating as to 
which Rajapaksa will sit on the presidential chair.

This article was originally featured on 
counterpoint.lk

Why democratically 
minded Sri Lankans 
should be worried

- 
D

in
e

th
 C

h
a

m
a

lk
a

/E
N

C
L

A female is manhandled by  police officers, during a protest in the outskirts of Colombo on July 8, which the authorities deemed was  
in violation of quarantine laws
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The Pegasus project

Data leak raises new questions over 
capture of Dubai’s Princess Latifa 
For a few days Princess Latifa had dared to think she 
could relax. An extraordinary plan to escape from a 
father she said had once ordered her “constant tor-
ture” was looking as if it might work, as she sat on a 
30-metre yacht on the Indian Ocean, her home city 
of Dubai further and further away.

Yet the daughter of Sheikh Mohammed bin Rashid 
al-Maktoum, the ruler of the glittering Emirati city, 
still wanted to connect with home, to tell family and 
friends something of her new-found freedom, send-
ing emails, WhatsApp messages and posting on In-
stagram from what she thought were two secure, 
brand new “burner” pay-as-you-go mobile phones.

It was a decision that may have had fateful conse-
quences, according to analysis by the Pegasus pro-
ject.

At the height of the escape drama, it can now be 
revealed, the mobile numbers for Latifa and some of 
her friends back home appeared on a database at the 
heart of the investigation.

It raises the possibility that a government client of 
the NSO Group was drawing up possible candidates 
for some sort of surveillance.

It was late February 2018, and Princess Latifa, 
then 32, had been desperate to flee her father’s 
emirate for many years. She had made a “very, very 
naive” first attempt in 2002, arranging to be driven 
across the border to neighbouring Oman, but was 
easily recaptured. This time she hoped it was differ-
ent, but had prepared for the worst.

When planning her second escape, Latifa had pre-
pared a video to be released online if the latest effort 
was foiled, explaining why she wanted to quit home. 
In it, Latifa described how she was beaten and tor-
tured between 2002 and 2005, during which time 
she was also forcibly injected with sedatives, and 
once told by her captors: “Your father told us to beat 
you until we kill you.”

They were extraordinary claims of abuse that were 
accepted as truthful in a fact-finding judgment from 
an English judge, part of a custody battle between 
Sheikh Mohammed and his sixth and former wife, 
Princess Haya, over their two young children. Part 
of that continuing case turns on how Dubai’s ruler 
treated some of his other children, although after 
the fact-finding ruling, Sheikh Mohammed insisted 
it had only told “one side of the story”.

Alongside Latifa on the Nostromo was her best 
friend and confidant, a Finn with a taste for adven-
ture, Tiina Jauhiainen. She had first met the prin-
cess at the end of 2010, when she was asked to be-
come her fitness instructor, and had become so close 
that the princess asked for her help to get out of the 
country, in an elaborate scheme worthy of a film.

Also on board was Hervé Jaubert, a former French 
spy, who was captaining the vessel. It was Jaubert 
who had devised the yacht end of the escape plan 
after Latifa recruited him – Jauhiainen later told a 
London court he was paid €350,000 – after she had 
come across a book he had written about escaping 
from Dubai, after a business deal he was involved in 
ran into trouble nearly a decade before.

Latifa and Jauhiainen believed their communica-
tions, via the yacht’s satellite uplink, were secure.

They had taken some precautions: Jaubert had 
turned the ship’s tracking device off and their 
phones were new, with brand new SIM cards.

Latifa and Jauhiainen began their escape at 7:00 
a.m. on February 24, from downtown Dubai. The 
princess’s driver had dropped her off to meet her 
friend for breakfast, then Latifa changed clothes in 
the cafe’s bathroom, where she ditched her normal 
mobile phone, leaving it on silent in the bathroom 
and went on the run.

Likening themselves to the ill-fated Thelma and 
Louise, the duo drove six hours to Muscat in neigh-
bouring Oman. There with the help of Christian 
Elombo, a former French soldier and a friend of both 
women, they made a difficult journey by dinghy and 
jetski, 13 miles out into the ocean to international 
waters, where Jaubert and the Nostromo were wait-
ing.

Meanwhile, back in Dubai the hunt for the miss-
ing princess had started. A day later, on February 25, 
Latifa’s phone appeared in the leaked data list, by 
Dubai’s doing, it is thought, although not much may 
have been gleaned, given that it had been left behind 
in the cafe.

Elombo and his girlfriend, who were supposed to 
leave Oman, were picked up a day later and ques-
tioned by the authorities on behalf of the neighbour-
ing state. Realizing contact with Elombo had been 
lost, and becoming a little more nervous, Latifa and 
Jauhiainen revised their plan. They had intended to 
go to Sri Lanka, from where Latifa would fly to the 
US to claim asylum, but instead they opted to land 
in India.

Yet, it did not appear to matter much, because for 
the first four days at sea, until February 28, there 
was nobody on their tail. Latifa and Jauhiainen were 
thrilled to have made it, although conditions were 
not luxurious: there was an ever-expanding number 
of cockroaches onboard and, apart from watching a 
few bad movies, there was not much to do. Inevita-
bly they ended up spending time on their phones.

On the same day, February 28, the numbers of 
some of her friends began appearing on the list that 
is determined to have come from Dubai.

At home, one of Latifa’s few freedoms had been 
skydiving; she had jumped frequently with Jauhi-
ainen among others. But it was other members of 
the daredevil club whose numbers were being added 
to the list in the days that followed, including Juan 
Mayer, a photographer who regularly took pictures 
of the princess mid-air, which formed the basis of a 
short magazine feature.

The data indicates other numbers began to appear 
too: those of Lynda Bouchiki, an events manager, 
and, more significantly, Sioned Taylor, a Briton who 
lived in Dubai, working as a maths teacher in a girls’ 
school. Taylor, too had been a member of the skydiv-
ing club. Both Bouchiki and Taylor had known Latifa 
from acting as chaperones prior to her flight. After 
she had been released from prison, the princess was 
never allowed out of home unsupervised; friends of 
the princess say that Taylor, in particular, had also 
become a close friend.

On the Nostromo, Jauhiainen, who spoke to the 
Guardian in April, remembers Latifa messaging both 
Taylor and Bouchiki. The latter did not reply, but she 
clearly remembers that the princess was chatting 
with Taylor while they were onboard. At one point 
Latifa even became suspicious, saying: “I’m not sure 
this is Sioned,” but the communications continued.

What that signified precisely is unclear, but what 
the database shows is that Taylor’s mobile phone 
was listed repeatedly – on March 1 and 2 and again 
on the day Latifa was to be captured, March 4. Bou-
chiki’s number appeared again, on March 2.

Without forensic examination of phones, it is not 
possible to say whether any attempt was made to 
infect the devices, or whether any infection attempt 
was successful.

But at sea, the situation had changed, ominously. 
Jaubert says it was on March 1, a day after Latifa’s 
friends and family were first targeted that he first 
noticed the first ship following the Nostromo, cu-
riously taking the same route and following at the 
same speed. Spotter planes followed soon after that.

It was clear they had been picked up by the Indian 
coastguard. The captain became increasingly nerv-
ous, also emailing a campaign group, Detained in 
Dubai, worrying that he might run out of fuel as he 
chose to head towards the Indian port city of Goa, 
and seeking their help. But they were never to arrive.

After 10:00 p.m. on March 4, about 30 miles 
offshore, in an operation authorized by the prime 
minister, Narendra Modi, at the request of Dubai, 
around 15 Indian commandos in “full military gear” 
stormed the yacht, firing stun grenades to incapaci-
tate those onboard.

Latifa and Jauhiainen panicked, running below 
deck and locking themselves in the bathroom in a 
desperate attempt not to be seized. Latifa frantically 

rang Radha Stirling from Detained in Dubai, who 
said the princess was “frightened, hiding, that there 
were men outside and that she heard gunfire” on the 
emergency call.

But the two women had to give themselves up, as 
smoke poured in through the bathroom vents. They 
were captured and dragged to the deck, and accord-
ing to Jauhiainen, Latifa was screaming, in English: 
“Shoot me here, don’t take me back” as she was 
dragged off, handed over to waiting Emirati forces, 
tranquillized and returned to Dubai.

Dubai did not respond to a request for comment. 
Sheikh Mohammed did not respond, although it is 
understood he denies having attempted to hack the 
phones of Latifa or her friends or associates, or or-
dering others to do so. He has also previously said he 
feared Latifa was a victim of a kidnapping and that 
he had conducted “a rescue mission”.

NSO denies the leaked list of numbers is that of 
“Pegasus targets or potential targets” and says the 
numbers are not related to the company in any way. 
Claiming that a name on the list is “is necessarily 
related to a Pegasus target or potential target is er-
roneous and false”.

Jauhiainen and Jaubert were released after a 
short period of detention, with the Finn relocat-
ing to London. Latifa was held under house arrest 
back home, and after a while managed to smuggle 
out fresh videos to Jauhiainen to tell more about her 
plight. “I’m a hostage. I am not free. I’m enslaved in 
this jail,” she angrily said.

But in the past three months there has been a 
notable change, involving two of the women Latifa 
tried to message from the boat. In May, Taylor post-
ed a picture on Instagram of Latifa, sitting in a Dubai 
shopping mall, with her and Bouchiki, to show she 
was enjoying a degree of freedom at home.

Then, in June a picture followed of Latifa inside 
Madrid’s main airport, indicating she had been able 
to travel abroad. “I hope now that I can live my life in 
peace without further media scrutiny,” the princess 
said in a statement released by her lawyers, suggest-
ing after the years of conflict some sort of accommo-
dation with her father had been reached. With the 
passage of time, it may never be possible to establish 
definitively how Latifa was recaptured at gunpoint.

NSO said that the fact that a number appeared 
on the list was in no way indicative of whether that 
number was selected for surveillance using Pegasus.

NSO also insists the database has “no relevance” 
to the company. The company said it may be part of 
a larger list of numbers that might have been used by 
NSO Group customers “for other purposes”.

However, two people familiar with the operations 
of NSO who spoke respectively to the Guardian and 
Washington Post, both on the condition of anonym-
ity, said the company had terminated its contract 
with Dubai within the last year. The decision was at 
least in part the result of an investigation into claims 
Dubai had used NSO technology to monitor mem-
bers of Sheikh Mohammed’s family.

As the latest revelations show, new information 
keeps emerging. A recent report from USA Today 
said that Dubai may have prevailed on the FBI to 
demand that US satellite provider KVH hand over 
location data on an emergency basis.

Dubai and the FBI have declined to comment on 
the report, while KVH said it cooperated with law 
enforcement “when compelled or permitted under 
existing laws”. Jauhiainen and others who were 
campaigning for Latifa to be released have previ-
ously wondered whether the satellite uplink on the 
Nostromo was as secure as they thought – and it has 
already proved possible for the BBC to recover the 
course of the yacht from examining the headers of 
emails sent from the boat.

But the disclosure that Latifa’s friends and family 
are on the Pegasus project database could also prove 
significant in finding out how she was recaptured on 
the high seas.

-This article was originally featured on 
theguardian.com

By Dan Sabbagh

JERUSALEM - Reports that Israel-made 
Pegasus spyware has been used to monitor activ-
ists, journalists and politicians around the world 
highlight the diplomatic risks of nurturing and 
exporting “oppressive technology”, experts have 
warned.

Private Israeli firm NSO Group has denied 
media reports its Pegasus software is linked to 
the mass surveillance of journalists and rights 
defenders, and insisted that all sales of its tech-
nology are approved by Israel’s defence ministry.

Founded in 2010 and based in Herzliya, north 
of Tel Aviv, NSO says it develops tools that al-
low governments to pursue criminals who might 
evade authorities through encrypted communi-
cations. 

But the Washington Post, the Guardian, Le 
Monde and other news outlets that collaborated 
on an investigation reported on a leaked list of 
up to 50,000 phone numbers believed to have 
been identified as people of interest by clients of 
NSO since 2016, not all of whom were hacked. 

NSO spokesman Oded Hershkovitz told Is-
rael’s Army Radio the list of phone numbers was 
“not connected” to NSO, but rather to other com-
panies and open-source software. 

“We didn’t receive until today a bit of evidence 
that on this list someone indeed was attacked by 
the Pegasus system,” Hershkovitz said.

The software enables phones to be infiltrated 
and tracked, with the microphone and camera 
activated remotely to monitor the user.

Israeli experts recalled the country’s long his-
tory of using the export of cutting edge weaponry 
to foster diplomatic relations, but warned that 
burgeoning sales of advanced surveillance sys-
tems could cause more harm than benefit. 

“Israeli weapons exports helped the country 
forge all kind of ties,” said Yoel Guzansky from 
the Institute for National Security Studies in Tel 
Aviv.

He cited quiet ties in the Middle East, Africa 
and Asia built through the weapons trade.

“Sometimes the damage is bigger than the 
benefit,” Guzansky told AFP. “Israel might be 
seen as someone who helps autocratic regimes 
suppress civil society.”

Jonathan Klinger, an Israeli cyber law attor-
ney and privacy specialist, agreed, charging that 
“Israel is an incubator for oppressive technol-
ogy”.

But he said “a big problem” is that NSO’s re-
ported exports do not amount to a crime under 
Israeli law.

Klinger criticised what he called an “unfortu-
nate business model,” helped by Israel’s readi-
ness to test new surveillance systems on Pal-
estinians in the occupied West Bank, Gaza and 
annexed east Jerusalem. 

But the market is substantial, he added, be-
cause “there’s a limited number of liberal de-
mocracies, and there’s more dictatorships world-
wide.”

NSO’s Hershkovitz told Army Radio the firm 
is a “Zionist company that operates only from 
Israel”, and only with approval from the defence 
ministry.

Last month, NSO said it considers the “past 
human rights performance and governance 
standards” of its clients.

Contracts require customers to “respect hu-
man rights”, including “rights to privacy and 
freedom of expression,” NSO said.

As a result, NSO had blacklisted 55 countries 
and rejected more than $300 million in potential 
“opportunities”.

In 12 complaints it considered about the use of 
its product last year, NSO said one had resulted 
in termination of a contract.

The leaked list of potential hacking targets was 
obtained by rights group Amnesty International 
and Forbidden Stories, a Paris-based media non-
profit organisation.

Israel’s defence ministry said it did not have 
access to information gathered by NSO’s clients.

Israel “approves the export of cyber products 
exclusively to governmental entities, for lawful 
use, and only for the purpose of preventing and 
investigating crime and counter terrorism,” it 
said.

NSO does not reveal which governments buy 
its products. 

But the reported list of targeted phone num-
bers were clustered in 10 countries including 
Azerbaijan, Bahrain, Morocco, Saudi Arabia and 
the United Arab Emirates.

Israel reached historic normalisation agree-
ments with Bahrain, Morocco, Sudan and the 
UAE last year.

Guzansky said access to surveillance software 
was not the only reason for the deepening ties 
with Arab nations. “But of course, it helps,” he 
said.

Israeli concerns about NSO technology are not 
new.  In 2019, then-head of the Israel Innovation 
Authority Aharon Aharon said he believed the 
firm was part of “the dark side” of technological 
advancement.

Israeli cyber security expert May Brooks-Kem-
pler said that despite the outcry over NSO’s tools 
being used to possibly abuse rights, she did not 
think the company faced an existential threat.

“The customers of a company like that are gov-
ernment agencies,” she said.

“It may mean a bit more scrutiny by the [Israe-
li] ministry of defence, but at the end of the day, 
tyrants don’t care about global news outlets.”

-Agence France-Presse

By Daniella Cheslow and Guillaume Lavallee

Pegasus scandal 
shows risk of Israel’s 
spy-tech diplomacy
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Princess Latifa was recaptured at sea and taken back to Dubai
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Andy Warhol – 1928 -1987

Sir Christopher Ondaatje concludes his two-part series on the life, art and eccentricities of one of 

America’s most prolific and famous artists, deemed a Pop Iconoclast, who from Coca-Cola bottles to 

Campbell’s soup cans, and Brillo boxes to celebrity face, managed to change the culture he pictured 

and continues to influence it in a limitless way through a variety of media

Part II
“We live in an age when the traditional great 

subjects – the human form, the landscape, even 
newer traditional subjects such as abstract expres-
sionism – are daily devalued by commercial art.”

-Andy Warhol

In the early 1960s pop art was an experimental 
art form that several artists adopted: Roy Lichten-
stein, followed by abstract expressionists William 
de Kooning, Jasper Johns, James Rosenquist and 
Robert Rauschenberg. Andy Warhol was known 
as the ‘Pope of Pop’ and his first paintings were 
displayed in April 1961 as the backdrop for Bonwit 
Teller’s window display in New York.  The gallerist 
Muriel Latow first came up with the idea of soup 
cans for Warhol. He wrote a cheque for $50 for the 
idea.  A 1964 Large Campbell’s Soup Can was sold 
at Sothebys in 2007 to a South American collector 
for $7.4 million.

As his fame grew, Warhol hired several assis-
tants to produce his silk-screen adaptations.  He 
was fascinated by celebrities, painted them, and 
gradually developed his style, slowly eliminating 
the basic projection of his subjects on his final 
platform.  He directed his assistants to make dif-
ferent versions and variations.

“Isn’t life a series of images that change as they 
repeat themselves?”

-Andy Warhol

Warhol produced both comic and serious works 
– a soup can or an electric chair.  He used the same 
techniques whether he painted celebrities, every-
day objects, or images of suicide or car crashes, as 
in the 1962 – 1967 Death and Disaster series.  One 
of these paintings, the diptych Silver Car Crash 
became his highest priced work when it sold at So-
thebys on November 13, 2013 for $105.4 million.

Warhol refused to explain his work.

“All you need to know about the work is already 
there on the surface.”

-Andy Warhol

A self portrait by Andy Warhol, done in 1963 – 
1964, sold in New York at the May Post-War and 
Contemporary evening sale in Christies for $38.4 
million.  On May 9, 2012, his painting Double Elvis 
(Ferus Type) sold at a Sothebys auction in New 
York for $33 million.  The painting (silkscreen and 
spray paint on canvas) shows Elvis in a gunslinger 
pose.  It was first exhibited in 1963 at the Ferus 
Gallery in Los Angeles.  Warhol went on to make 
twenty-two versions of Double Elvis, nine of which 
are held in museums.  In November 2014 Triple 
Elvis sold for $81.9 million at an auction in New 
York.

*     *     *

Between 1963 and 1968 Warhol made sixty 
films, as well as another five hundred short black-
and-white ‘screen-test’ portraits of Factory visi-
tors.  He attended the 1962 premiere of the Statiz 
composition by Le Monte Young called Trio for 
Strings, following which he created his famous se-
ries of static films.  Filmmaker Jonas Mekas, who 
accompanied Warhol to the Trio premiere, claims 
Warhol’s static films were directly inspired by the 
performance.  One of his most famous films, Sleep, 
monitors poet John Giorno sleeping for six hours.  
Another film, Empire (1964), consists of eight 
hours of footage of the Empire State Building in 
New York City at dusk.  His film Eat consists of 
a man eating a mushroom for forty-five minutes.  
Batman Dracula is a 1964 film that was produced 

and directed by Andy Warhol, without permission 
of DC Comics. It was only screened at his art ex-
hibitions.

“It’s the movies that have really been running 
things in America ever since they were invented.  
They show you what to do, how to do it, when to 
do it, how to feel about it, and how to look how 
you feel about it.”

-Andy Warhol

Warhol’s 1965 film Vinyl is an adaptation of 
Anthony Burgess’ dystopian novel A Clockwork 
Orange.  He was always looking for new ideas 
and opportunities that he could create.  Another 
of his critically successful films was Chelsea Girls 
(1966).  It was a highly innovative film that con-
sisted of two 16 mm-films being projected simulta-
neously with two different stories shown together.  
The sound would be raised in one film and lowered 
in the other so that it could elucidate the first.  The 
many images seemed to replicate Warhol’s early 
1960 silk-screen creations.

Warhol was a great fan of Radley Metzger’s film 
work, and said that his firm The Lickerish Quartet 
was “an outrageously kinky masterpiece”.  War-
hol’s film Blue Movie (1968) portrayed Warhol 
superstar Viva making love in bed with Louis Wal-
don – another Warhol superstar.  It was his last 
film as a director, and was shown publicly in New 
York in 2005.  The first time in thirty years.  After 
the 1968 shooting at the Factory, a reclusive War-
hol relinquished his involvement in filmmaking.  
His assistant director took over the film-making 
business at the Factory and directed these films 
more towards mainstream cinematography.  Andy 
Warhol’s Dracula and Andy Warhol’s Franken-
stein were two of these films and were much more 
main-stream than anything Warhol would have 
attempted.  After Warhol’s death his films were 
slowly restored by the Whitney Museum and are 
occasionally projected at museums and film festi-
vals.

“My fascination with letting images repeat and 
repeat – or in film’s case ‘run on’ – manifest my 
belief that we spend much of our lives seeing with-
out observing.”

-Andy Warhol

*     *     *

Warhol produced music too.  He adopted the 
band Velvet Underground and made them a crucial 
element of the Exploding Plastic Inevitable mul-
timedia performance art show. Warhol, together 
with Paul Morrissey who acted as the band’s man-
ager, dressed the band all in black and made them 
perform, sometimes with Nico, in front of the mov-
ies that he was presenting.  He produced their first 
album The Velvet Underground and Nico and de-
signed their record album.  Warhol’s involvement 
simply paid for the band’s studio time.  Warhol 
and the band leader disagreed with the direction 
the band should take and the relationship ended.  
After Warhol’s death Lou Reed and John Cale re-
united to release Songs for Drella – a tribute to 
Warhol.

Warhol designed many record album covers 
starting with This is John Walllowitch!!! (1964); 
The Rolling Stones album Sticky Fingers (1971) 
and Love you Live (1977); the two John Cale al-
bums The Academy in Peril (1972) and Honi Soit 
(1981).  One of Warhol’s last covers was a portrait 
of Aretha Franklin for her 1986 gold album Aretha.

Warhol influenced the punk rock band Devo, as 
well as David Bowie, who recorded a song ‘Andy 

Warhol’ for his 1971 album Hunky Dory.  Lou 
Reed, the band leader of The Velvet Underground, 
wrote the song ‘Andy’s Chest’ about Valerie Sola-
nas, who shot Andy Warhol in 1968.  He recorded 
it with The Velvet Underground and it was re-
leased in 1985.  Bowie later actually played Warhol 
in the 1996 movie Basquiat.

“I met him a couple of times, but we seldom 
shared more than platitudes.  The first time we 
saw each other an awkward silence fell till he re-
marked on my bright yellow shoes and started 
talking enthusiastically.  He wanted to be very 
superficial.  And seemingly emotionless, indiffer-
ent, just like a dead fish.”

-David Bowie

The band Triumph also wrote a song about Andy 
Warhol, ‘Stranger In a Strange Land’ in their 1984 
album Thunder Seven.

*     *     *

Warhol produced several unbound portfolios of 
his work.  The first of several bound self-published 
books by Warhol was 25 Cats Named Sam and 
One Blue Pussy printed in 1954.  The original issue 
was limited to one hundred and ninety.  An origi-
nal was auctioned in May 2006 for US$ 35,000 
by Doyle New York.  Other self-published books 
by Warhol include: A Gold Book, Wild Raspber-
ries, and Holy Cats.  His book A La Recherche du 
Shoe Perdu was published in 1955 and marked 
his transition from commercial to gallery artist.  
After gaining fame he wrote several books that 
were published commercially: a, A Novel (1968); 
The Philosophy of Andy Warhol (from A to B and 
Back Again) (1975); Popism: The Warhol Sixties 
(1980); and The Andy Warhol Diaries (1989).

Warhol created the fashion magazine Interview 
in 1969 that is still published today.

To produce his original silkscreens Warhol made 
photographs, or had them made, by his friends 
and assistants.  These pictures were mostly taken 
with a specific model of Polaroid camera, The Big 
Shot, that Polaroid kept in production especially 
for Warhol.  This photographic approach to paint-
ing had an enormous effect on artistic photogra-
phy.  Warhol was a very gifted photographer.  It 
was his incredible eye and judgement that created 
a whole incredibly successful artistic wave.

“The silver moon has long since set, the spoon 
recycled in the blue bin.  The foil has tarnished, 
the ‘new’ Factory dining room, scene of lunches ... 
has closed its high double doors.  Art has become 
an essential, not a caprice, all too often a trivial-
ised version of Andy’s originality ...”

-Nicky Haslam
The Impatient Pen

Warhol’s Will stipulated that his entire estate, 
except for a few modest family legacies, would go 
to create a foundation dedicated to the advance-
ment of visual arts.

-End

Akash Kapur and Auralice Graft are married now, but 
they first met in 1975 when they were just toddlers, rac-
ing around on wooden scooters, in a hut in utopia.

Well, kind of. They were living in an “aspiring uto-
pia,” as Kapur describes it in his new book, ‘Better to 
Have Gone’, which Scribner published Tuesday (20). 
The community was called Auroville, located on the 
eastern edge of India’s southern tip, and it had been 
founded in the late ’60s by Mirra Alfassa, an elderly 
Frenchwoman known to everyone there as the Mother.

Inspired by the philosophy and yoga of a sage named 
Sri Aurobindo, the Mother intended for Auroville to 
be a place where people could live freely and “money 
would no longer be the sovereign lord” — the same kind 
of philosophy undergirding the peace-and-love hippie 
movements that were blossoming around the world in 
that era. People who were unmoored were drawn to the 
community’s ideals of anti-consumerism, equality and 
unity, and they were undeterred by the lack of clean 
water and other modern comforts. They were powered 
by hope and determination.

The community began to come apart after the Moth-
er died in 1973, but it was the 1986 deaths of two of its 
first inhabitants — Diane Maes, a woman from a small 
town in Belgium, and John Walker, a wealthy Manhat-
tanite — that are central, along with Auroville’s unu-
sual history, to Kapur’s book. Maes and Walker were 
also Graft’s mother and stepfather, leaving her alone 
when she was just 14.

Although Kapur, 46, wrote ‘Better to Have Gone’, the 
research was a collaboration with his wife. They dis-
cussed interviews in advance and went through them 
together afterward, excavating stories Graft was too 
young to remember and piecing together the mystery 
of her mother and stepfather. “The process has been 
very healing,” said Graft, 49.

“There are a lot of dark corners in my story,” she 
added, “and this process has shone a light into those 
corners.”

The book comes almost a decade after Kapur’s first, 
‘India Becoming’, which took a broad look at the pain 
and promise of the subcontinent’s modernization. In 
‘Better to Have Gone’, he turns his gaze inward, re-ex-
amining everything he and his wife thought they knew 
about the place where Graft was born and Kapur lived 
since before he was a year old.

One of the Mother’s and Sri Aurobindo’s beliefs was 
that human beings could evolve to have a heightened 
consciousness, enabling them to transcend physical 
constraints. There were whispers that the Mother, who 
had been working on her yoga for years, might achieve 
immortality.

That kind of thinking persisted after her death, with 
other members of the community, including Walker 
and Maes, developing an aversion to Western medi-
cine in favour of yoga, Ayurvedic medicine and focus. 
Walker died of an illness that was never diagnosed, but 
those around him suspect it was a kidney infection or 
intestinal worms, both easily curable. Maes died from 
poison that she ingested, refusing treatment.

“One of the core questions of the book is: At what 
point does faith tip over the edge into darkness?” Ka-
pur said. “Utopia and dystopia are very linked.”

After Graft’s mother and stepfather died, Walker’s 
sister brought her to New York, where she experienced 
the perks of modern civilization for the first time: run-
ning hot water, washing machines, refrigerators and 
cars. She also faced culture shock, since the lack of a 
formal, Western education in Auroville left her ill-pre-
pared for New York’s school system.

She remembers being mystified by a test question 
involving a touch-tone phone. “It was a question that 
would be very obvious to many people, but I hadn’t 
grown up with a telephone,” Graft said. She adapted, 
eventually attending the University of Southern Cali-
fornia and then graduate school at Columbia Univer-
sity.

Kapur’s parents — his Indian father attended classes 
at Sri Aurobindo’s ashram as a child and his American 
mother grew up on a farm in Minnesota — held more 
moderate beliefs. At one point in Auroville’s history, 
the community went through its own version of an an-
ti-establishment revolution in which zealousness was 
prized, books were burned and schools were closed. So 
Kapur’s parents moved to nearby Pondicherry to en-
sure that his education was never disrupted, he said, 
and at 16, he transferred to boarding school in the 
United States, then went to Harvard.

All this time, Kapur and Graft remained friends. It 
would be somewhat awkward for them to date other 
people in America who could never understand their 
background — “What could we talk about? Our favour-
ite sports team?” Kapur said — and it is their overlap-
ping journeys that eventually brought them together.

Kapur and Graft moved back to Auroville in 2004, 
partly from homesickness but also to understand what 
exactly happened to Graft’s parents.

Now they’ve planted roots there, raising their two 
sons amid the lush forest that has sprung up where 
there was once only parched earth. Early Aurovillians, 
out of necessity, learned to grow and create new life 
on eroded, unfertile soil, laying the groundwork to turn 
the town into one on a shrinking list of places in India 
today where the air isn’t choked with smog.

Auroville’s roughly 2,800 residents receive a month-
ly food stipend. No one can own private property, al-
though the houses now have running water and are 
built from brick and cement, not mud as they once 
were. Taxes are voluntary for those who can afford to 
pay. And, unlike when Graft and Kapur were growing 
up, there are now high-quality schools providing free 
education. “We have a small, beaten-down car, and 
my kids are ashamed if we drop them off at school, not 
because our car is beaten down, but because we have, 
like, one of the only cars there,” Kapur said.

“So the values of the community are still relatively 
anti-materialistic and anti-consumerist,” he added. 
“It’s noble and beautiful.”

-New York Times

It was all art to him

 Andy Warhol in 1983 at his studio, the Factory, with paintings from his Endangered Species series Elizabeth Taylor

The  pope  of pop art with a Polaroid
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By Alisha Haridasani Gupta

When utopia met 
dystopia, they 
were there
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Who are the real heroes for Sri Lanka: 
Olympians or Paralympians?

Who will light the Olympic cauldron

‘No interest’

COLOMBO - It may come as a strange coinci-
dence. Sri Lanka will field a nine-member team 
at the XXXII Olympiad, which begins in Tokyo on 
Friday (23) and at the 2020 Summer Paralympic 
Games to be held next month. But the compari-
sons end there.

Sri Lanka doesn’t stand a ghost of a chance of 
winning medal of any colour in the Games to be 
held from July 23 to August 8, whereas the coun-
try’s differently-abled athletes will be going for 
gold at the Paralympics to be held in Tokyo from 
August 24 to September 5.

It is a bitter pill for the country’s apex sports au-
thority, the National Olympic Committee (NOC), 
to swallow, as they live in a fool’s paradise and 
try to hoodwink the gullible public and their cor-
porate partner with a glitzy marketing campaign 
to project the participants as heroes even before 
they step on to the playing arena.

To become an Olympian is the ultimate dream 
of any athlete, but the scramble to confirm Sri 
Lanka’s entries to Tokyo, either by direct qualifi-
cation or ‘wildcards’ as Tripartite Invitation Plac-
es and Universality Places are generally known, 
became a game of speculation in the months and 
weeks leading up to the Games.

NOC launched a publicity blitz to officially an-
nounce that Team Sri Lanka was gearing up to 
#defybarriers in Tokyo amid a pandemic and to 
extend their gratitude to a host of sponsors sup-
porting the travelling contingent. With more than 
a dozen media personnel joining the bandwagon, 
it was a public relations exercise to show to the 

corporate world that Sri Lanka would put their 
best foot forward in Tokyo.     

Two of the nation’s apparel giants, Hirdar-
amani and Brandix, joined hands to prop up the 
official Sri Lanka travelling contingent that com-
prises 17 officials, developing a range of sports 
gear the Lankan athletes could wear during the 
Games. NOC president Suresh Subramaniam 
expressing his gratitude to the sponsors stated: 
“With the past year and a half being challenging 
for everyone, we are immensely proud of the at-
titude and commitment demonstrated by every 
Team Sri Lanka athlete and everyone involved in 
the process. I am especially humbled by the sup-
port shown by valued partners like Hirdaramani 
and Brandix, who defied all barriers to join hands 
with the NOC Sri Lanka and support the team all 
the way to the Tokyo 2020 Olympics.”

NOC Secretary-General Maxwell de Silva, com-
menting on the forthcoming challenges said: “For 
the Sri Lankans this is a good learning curve be-
cause we are well on our way to map out a track so 
that they would be future medal hopefuls. That is 
why we have launched the Crysbro Project, which 
especially targets the athletes of tomorrow.”

The NOC’s top guns unabashedly gave a pat 
on their own backs and even complimented each 
other in a show of solidarity for a job well done 
during challenging times, enjoying the luxury of 
even turning down sponsors who were running 
after them.  

“Yes, we are all aware that the COVID-19 pan-
demic slowed down the entire sports on the globe 

and especially the Olympic Games. Yet, we can-
not let circumstances overcome your progress in 
whatever activity,” said de Silva.

“The past year after all has been among the 
most testing for athletes and officials alike. The 
pandemic has been life altering to say the least, 
but more so for athletes, for whom it has threat-
ened to derail a lifetime of hard work,” added 
Subramaniam.

Despite their loud boasts prior to the team’s de-
parture, officials are trotting out familiar excuses 
to temper expectations of medal hopes. They are 
even blaming the postponement of the Games be-
cause of the COVID-19 pandemic as an excuse.

“The postponement of the Games was definite-
ly not easy. You know, you have your targets and 
then suddenly it gets shifted,” said Subramaniam 
referring to how it affected leading swimmer Mat-
thew Abeysinghe. “If he’s training alone, without 
a coach, who’s timing him? It’s very difficult for 
an athlete to push themselves in situations like 
that. Most of our athletes are also from outside 
Colombo, so training from home proved difficult 
too,” he added.

However, Subramaniam is brashly optimistic 
that there might be a surprise or two this time 
around. “I may be wrong, but I don’t think any re-
cords are going to be broken. But I’m still hopeful 
that someone from our contingent can come back 
with a medal, the talent is there, and we know the 
desire is definitely there.”

Sri Lanka has never won a gold medal in the 
history of the Summer Olympic Games. In fact 

the only two medals in the Olympics came 52 
years apart when Susanthika Jayasinghe was 
awarded the silver in the 200 metres at the 2000 
Sydney Games after Duncan White won the coun-
try’s first ever medal when he finished second in 
the 400m hurdles at the 1948 Games in London.

So who is NOC’s top honcho trying to fool with 
his unsubstantiated claims, especially after being 
accused of partiality in requesting for ‘wildcards’ 
for disciplines and sports bodies who are at their 
mercy for Tripartite Invitation Places.

In stark contrast, since making their debut at 
the 1996 Paralympics in Atlanta, Sri Lanka’s para 
athletes have made giant strides in the Games, 
winning two bronze medals through athletes 
Pradeep Sanjaya (London 2012) and Priyantha 
Herath (Rio 2016). Javelin thrower Herath, a 
two-time silver medallist in the F46 category in 
the World Para Athletics Championship in Lon-
don (2017) and Dubai (2019) is determined to go 
for gold in Tokyo. That is a realistic gold going by 
his record since taking up the sport after suffering 
from disability in his left hand caused by gunfire 
during the war against terror in 2008. He is just a 
few centimetres from improving on the world re-
cord and bringing glory to Sri Lanka in the sport-
ing arena just as he did in the battle front. Even 
if he falls short, the country should salute heroes 
like him who embark on mission impossible with-
out the glitz and glamour of corporate sponsors 
and silently carry out their task. It is time for the 
nation to pay gratitude to the real heroes.

 -ENCL

TOKYO — Lighting the Olympic 
cauldron, even at a Games somewhat 
deflated by the coronavirus pandem-
ic, is one of the highest honours in 
sport. Names as big as Wayne Gretz-
ky and Muhammad Ali have done it, 
but so have an obscure archer and a 
12-year-old schoolgirl.

So predicting who will do it at 
this year’s opening ceremony Friday 
(23) must be a near impossible task, 
right? Well consider that The New 
York Times correctly predicted in 
2016 that Vanderlei de Lima, a mara-
thon bronze medallist, would get the 
honour. In 2012, a group of unknown 
teenagers were chosen to light the 
cauldron, but our pick of rower Ste-
ven Redgrave was the last prominent 
athlete to hold the torch, so we are 
taking partial credit.

Can we make it three for three? 
Here are the leading candidates — all 
of them Japanese, naturally — to take 
the most prominent role in Friday’s 
opening ceremony.

10. Sadaharu Oh: He is the most 
revered athlete in Japan, holder of 
the world record for home runs at 
868. His arrival would electrify fans 
and perhaps transcend the sombre 
feeling of an empty stadium because 
of pandemic restrictions. But he nev-
er participated in an Olympics, and 
that would seem to be disqualifying.

9. Hideki Matsuyama: This year’s 
Masters winner is actually doing 
some low-key campaigning for the 

job. “What an honour that would 
be,” he said. An active athlete is not 
normally chosen, but Cathy Freeman 
of Australia did light the cauldron in 
Sydney in 2000, then went on to win 
the 400 meters a week later.

8. Naoko Takahashi and Mizuki 
Noguchi: Takahashi and Noguchi 
won Japan’s first women’s mara-
thon gold’s back to back in 2000 and 
2004, memorable feats in a country 
where long-distance running is very 
popular. One, or in what would be a 
nice touch, both, could light the caul-
dron.

7. Naomi Osaka: One of the biggest 
names in Japanese sports right now, 
Osaka plans to participate in the ten-
nis competition and would add star 
power to the opening ceremony. 
Once again, though, as an active ath-
lete she has tradition against her.

6. The 2008 softball team: This 
squad shocked the favoured United 
States in the last Olympic softball 
tournament until this year. There is 
precedence for an entire team to light 
the cauldron: The 1980 U.S. hockey 
team did so in Salt Lake City in 2002. 
If you want to pick just one player 
from that team, the blazing fast pitch-
er Yukiko Ueno, who is still pitching 
at age 39, would be a likely candidate.

5. Tadahiro Nomura: Judo has 
earned Japan 39 gold medals, the 
most of any sport. But only one ju-
doka from anywhere in the world has 
won three gold medals: Nomura, who 

won extra lightweight gold in 1996, 
2000 and 2004.

4. Kosuke Kitajima: Kitajima is of-
ten called the best breaststroker of all 
time, the winner of both breaststroke 
events in 2004 and 2008, a double-
double that is unmatched by a man 
or woman.

3. A veteran gymnast: Japan has 
won 31 golds in gymnastics, all by 
men. Any one of Sawao Kato (eight 
golds), Akinori Nakayama (six), Mit-
suo Tsukahara (five), Takashi Ono 
(five), or all of them, could win the 
honor, depending on their health (all 
are in their 70s or 80s).

2. Shun Fujimoto: Fujimoto won 
just one gymnastics gold medal, but 
he did so in legendary fashion. He had 
injured his knee in the floor exercise, 
but despite great pain, he continued 
to compete to help his team win the 
gold medal. His often replayed pain-
ful dismount from the rings aggra-
vated the injury even further, but he 
nonetheless stuck the landing.

1. Kaori Icho: Only five athletes 
have ever won the same event four 
times in any Olympic sport. Icho is 
the only woman to do so. She was 
unbeatable in wrestling from 2004 to 
2016, and added 10 world champion-
ships as well. For her achievements, 
she has received numerous honors 
in her native country. The biggest 
of them all could be coming Friday 
night.

-New York Times

TOKYO - The athletes are in the Vil-
lage and the world's media has ar-
rived, but for many in Japan, there's 
little festive cheer just a day before 
the Olympics open in Tokyo.

There are no cheering foreign fans 
roaming the streets, and athletes are 
ferried from Village to venue in a bub-
ble meant to keep them and the Japa-
nese public safe from coronavirus.

Local spectators are barred from 
almost all Games venues, with only 
around 900 people expected to at-
tend the opening ceremony at Tokyo's 
Olympic Stadium on Friday (23) - just 
around 150 of them Japanese.

Little surprise then that many in 
Japan are struggling to detect much 
Olympic spirit in the final countdown 
to a Games that are finally taking 
place a year after becoming the first 
in modern history to be postponed.

"It's completely different from the 
last Games (in 1964) when the whole 
city was filled with festive mood," said 
80-year-old Michiko Fukui, as she 

strolled around the upscale Ginza dis-
trict on Thursday (22).

The city has been adorned with To-
kyo 2020 flags and advertising, and 
futuristic Olympic and Paralympic 
mascots are plastered on buses and 
buildings.

But there is little else to give away 
the fact that some of the world's top 
athletes have descended on Tokyo 
from around the globe.

Rising virus cases in the city mean 
all public viewing events have been 
scrapped. And a state of emergency 
means restaurants and bars must 
close by 8:00 p.m. - when the open-
ing ceremony begins - and they are 
banned from serving alcohol.

Seira Onuma was one of thousands 
of Japanese who competed to snag 
tickets in a lottery before the Games 
were postponed, but now she's not 
even sure she'll watch on TV.

"I won tickets for the finals of the 
athletics at the Olympic Stadium," the 
29-year-old housewife told AFP.

"I was so disappointed by the no-
fan decision and now I'm losing in-
terest altogether," she said in Tokyo's 
Koto area, not far from the village 
where thousands of competitors and 
officials are staying.

"I feel like I can't really whole-
heartedly welcome the Olympics and 
I just don't really feel any joy in it." 

Satoshi Hori, a resident of the Koto 
neighbourhood, said he wondered 
whether his two young daughters 
would even remember the Games 
in coming years, given the low-key 
mood.

"I live in Koto where a lot of the 
venues are, but I don't feel any enthu-
siasm among my neighbours," said 
the 39-year-old, who plans to watch 
judo and baseball on TV.

"I hope my daughters will still re-
member the Tokyo Olympics years 
from now and that the Games was ac-
tually held in our city. That's about all 
I can expect."

-AFP

By The Line Judge

By Victor Mather

COUNTER PUNCH

You read it here first (maybe)

Little cheer in Tokyo day before Olympics open
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