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Dozens arrested in Sri Lanka amid
protests over worsening economy

Colombo, Sri Lanka – Police
in Sri Lanka have lifted an over-
night curfew in the country’s cap-
ital after arresting dozens of peo-
ple and quelling unrest that saw
large crowds attempt to storm
President Gotabaya Rajapaksa’s
private residence amid anger over
a worsening economic crisis.

At least 54 people were de-
tained in Colombo’s Mirihana dis-
trict in the early hours of Friday,
the police said, branding the pro-
testers as “organised extremists”
trying to “create anarchy in the
country”.

Some of them “carried iron
bars, sticks and sharp weapons”
and tried to incite protesters to

storm the president’s residence,
it added.

Earlier on Thursday night, Al
Jazeera witnessed hundreds of
protesters in Mirihana throwing
stones and clashing with police as
they pushed through the first line
of barricades blocking the road to
Rajapaksa’s home.

The police responded with
tear gas and water cannon as the
crowds chanted “Go home Gota,
go home!” and “Gota is a dicta-
tor”.

Videos from the protest site,
posted by the News Wire outlet
on Facebook, later showed a po-
lice bus on fire and protesters tend-
ing to a man with a bloodied face.

Police said two military buses and
a four-wheel drive were set ablaze.

It was not clear if the presi-
dent was at his residence at the
time.

The police disperse demon-
strators near Sri Lankan President
Gotabaya Rajapaksa's residence

The calls for Rajapaksa’s res-
ignation came as Sri Lanka strug-
gles with an economic downturn
sparked by a foreign exchange cri-
sis that has left the government
unable to pay for imports of fuel,
food, medicine and other essen-
tials. The shortages have resulted
in daily rolling blackouts for up
to 13 hours in the island nation of
22 million people, and led to some

state-run hospitals suspending
routine surgeries.

Sri Lanka has turned to the
International Monetary Fund for
a bailout and is also seeking finan-
cial help from China and India.
Beijing and New Delhi are report-
edly each considering offering
$1.5bn in credit facilities, on top
of loans worth billions of dollars
requested by Rajapaksa’s govern-
ment.

The protests on Thursday
were the latest in a series of night-
ly demonstrations in Colombo’s
suburbs over the past week. The
gathering began peacefully, with
hundreds of people rallying a few
streets away from Rajapaksa’s
home.

“We came to protest the un-
bearable cost of living, fuel short-
ages and electricity cuts,” said 26-
year-old Ajith Perera, who spoke
to Al Jazeera before the police
cracked down. “The decision to
come to the president’s house was
spontaneous. We want the presi-
dent, who has caused so much
destruction, to go home.”

Mohamed Asri, a 21-year-old
protester, told Al Jazeera he trav-
elled to Mirihana from another
Colombo district after seeing cov-
erage of the protest on local tele-
vision channels.

“The economy is so bad that
we can hardly eat two meals a
day,” he said.

“Things were never this bad
in my lifetime. Gota has to go.”

Aljazeera

Gul Ghundi Aryoub Zazi, Paktia

Mine accident in Serbia kills
at least eight, injures 20

An accident in a mine in cen-
tral Serbia killed at least eight peo-
ple and wounded 20 Friday, state
Serbian television RTS reported.

The accident in the Soko coal
mine happened around 5:00 a.m.
(0300 GMT). The RTS report
says part of the mine pit collapsed

trapping the miners inside.
The head of the medical cen-

ter in nearby Aleksinac, Rodoljub
Zivadinovic, said that 18 people
have been hospitalized there,
mostly with light injuries.

The TV report said that 49
miners were inside when the acci-

dent happened. No more details
were immediately available.

The Soko mine, about 200 ki-
lometers (125 miles) southeast of
Belgrade, has been operating since
the early 1900s. An accident in
the mine in 1998 killed 29 miners.
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Shanghai residents frustrated
by food shortages, prolonged

COVID-19 lockdowns
Shanghai residents voiced

growing frustration on Friday at
confusion over a week of snap
COVID-19 lockdowns, taking to
social media to complain about
food shortages and bewildering
stay-at-home orders.

After initially vowing they
would avoid a city-wide lock-
down, officials changed tack this
week and announced a phased
shutdown which divided China’s
financial center in two so author-
ities can test its 25 million resi-
dents.

A four-day lockdown of the
Pudong area began on Monday,
followed by stay-at-home orders
for the densely populated Puxi
zone which was meant to start on
Friday.

But many Puxi neighborhoods
were suddenly ordered inside ear-
ly on Thursday, while much of
Pudong was still closed on Fri-
day, angering residents on both

sides.
“This is de facto city-wide

lockdown,” one Weibo user said.
“Many Pudong streets and com-
pounds are still in lockdown, few
are lifted.”

Authorities late Thursday
published a bewildering “grid
management” plan for reopening,
which would keep all residential
compounds where a positive test
is found closed, as well as the
“cells” next to them.

The restrictions have led to
panic buying at shops as well as a
dire shortage of delivery drivers
to get food to the millions now
trapped at home.

“Is this continuing lockdown
aiming to starve us?” another
poster on Weibo said, calling gov-
ernment promises so far “window
dressing”.

Residents of some com-
pounds have skirted restrictions
by taking deliveries attached to

ropes lowered to the ground, ac-
cording to AFP reporters.

As patience starts to fray in
Shanghai among a public who
have broadly acquiesced with vi-
rus controls for two years, lead-
ing city official Ma Chunlei on
Thursday made a rare admission
of failure, saying the city was “in-
sufficiently prepared” for the out-
break.

With an infection level of sev-
eral thousand cases a day, Shang-
hai has become the heart of Chi-
na’s worst COVID-19 outbreak
since the virus was first detected
in Wuhan in 2019.

The country reported 7,386
virus cases nationwide on Friday.

While tiny compared with
many countries, the case numbers
are alarming to China’s leadership,
who have tethered the country to
a “zero-Covid” approach to con-
tain the pandemic.

Alarabiya

Russia accuses Ukraine
of attacking oil depot

A
n oil storage depot is
on fire in a Russian
city just north of

Ukraine after what the local gov-
ernor said was an attack by two
Ukrainian helicopters.

However, Ukrainian aircraft
have not struck targets in Russia
previously. Governor Vyacheslav
Gladkov's claim was not con-
firmed by Ukrainian officials.

Belgorod, a city of 370,000,
lies just north of Ukraine's sec-
ond city Kharkiv, which has been
heavily shelled by Russian artil-
lery and remains surrounded by
Russian forces.

Governor Gladkov said in a
Telegram message "there was a
fire at the oil depot because of an
air strike carried out by two Ukrai-
nian army helicopters, which en-
tered Russian territory at low al-
titude". "Nobody was killed," he
added.

He said emergency workers
were trying to contain the fire as
quickly as possible and that there
was "no threat" to residents. The

emergencies ministry posted vid-
eo of the blaze on Telegram.

Interfax news agency report-
ed that residents nearby were evac-
uated and two people were injured
at the depot. It said eight fuel
tanks were on fire and nearly 200
firefighters were on the scene. The
depot is run by Russian state oil
firm Rosneft.

On 29 March several explo-
sions were reported at an ammu-
nition depot near Belgorod.

2px presentational grey line
Ukraine is yet to claim respon-

sibility for this attack, but if it
were confirmed it would be the
first time that Ukrainian aircraft
have flown into Russian airspace
to hit a target. bringing the war
home to Russia.

Ukrainian helicopter pilots
have plenty of experience of fly-
ing low and fast to avoid being
detected by military radar and air
defence systems. They've been
doing exactly that in the Donbas
region in eastern Ukraine for
years. I experienced and witnessed

the extraordinary skills of the
Ukrainian military pilots in 2018
- flying barely metres above the
tree line and telegraph poles.

But if these unconfirmed re-
ports are correct - flying at night,
well into Russian territory, to
launch an attack on an enemy fuel
depot would have required ex-
traordinary bravery - as well as
finely-honed flying skills.

Low-flying helicopters are
still vulnerable to short-range air
defence systems.

Flying at night would have
lessened that risk, but heightened
the danger of hitting an object near
the ground. The Mi-24, or Hind
helicopter, is known as the "fly-
ing tank". Its rockets would have
been the weapon deployed to tar-
get the oil depot in Belgorod, Rus-
sia.  This alleged attack alone will
not dramatically alter the battle.
But it could show Ukraine has
managed to keep its air force func-
tioning, and give a huge boost to
the morale of Ukraine's military.
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Assam:
'Mysterious'
giant stone

jars found in
India

Researchers have uncovered
giant "mysterious" jars in India
that may have been used for an-
cient human burial practices.

The 65 sandstone jars were
found scattered over four sites in
the north-eastern state of Assam.

They vary in shape and size.
Some of the jars are tall and cylin-
drical, while the others are partly
or fully buried in the ground.

Similar stone vessels have
previously been found in Laos and
Indonesia.

The details of the discovery -
which involved researchers from
three universities in India and
Australia - were published in the
Journal of Asian Archaeology jour-
nal this week. The research was
led by Tilok Thakuria from
North-Eastern Hill University
and Uttam Bathari from Gauhati
University.

"We still don't know who
made the giant jars or where they
lived. It's all a bit of a mystery",
said Nicholas Skopal, a research-
er at the Australian National Uni-
versity who was part of the re-
search team.

Although it is still not clear
what the giant jars were used for,
the researchers believe they were
"likely associated with mortuary
practices".

"There are stories from the
Naga people (an ethnic group in
north-eastern India) of finding the
Assam jars filled with cremated
remains, beads and other material
artefacts," Mr Skopal said.

Dr Thakuria told the BBC
that "presently the jars are emp-
ty", and they were once possibly
covered with lids.
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