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Bombings Mar Sri Lanka’s 60th Anniversary of Statehood 

By THE ASSOCIATED PRESS

COLOMBO, Sri Lanka (AP) — Sri Lanka celebrated the 60th anniversary of its independence on Monday with parades, speeches and a security clampdown. But it failed to prevent two bombings that the military said killed 13 people.

In an effort to block such attacks here in the capital, troops sealed off many roads, and a major cellphone operator shut down its text-messaging service throughout the morning as officials and residents gathered for the national ceremony.

President Mahinda Rajapaksa, in a televised speech, spoke angrily about the rebels, the Liberation Tigers of Tamil Eelam, and said that current economic and security difficulties would be over soon. He reiterated the government’s vow to crush the rebels, who seek a separate ethnic Tamil homeland in the northern and eastern parts of the country, after decades of warfare, despite an escalation of the civil war in recent months.

“Terrorism is facing a defeat that it has never before faced,” he said. Top government officials have said they hope to rout the rebels by the end of the year.

Thousands of troops, local dancers and religious leaders paraded along Colombo’s coastal road in the independence celebration.

Hours later, a roadside bomb tore through a civilian bus in the Welioya region, about 150 miles northeast of Colombo, a military spokesman said. The attack killed 12 people and wounded 17 others, he said, blaming the rebels.

A rebel spokesman, Rasiah Ilanthirayan, did not answer calls seeking comment. The Tamil Tigers, listed as a terrorist group by the United States and the European Union, routinely deny responsibility for such attacks.

Another roadside bombing in the southeastern town of Buttala killed one soldier and wounded two others, the military said.

The blasts came amid a wave of bombings focusing on civilians across the country. On Sunday, a suicide bomber blew herself up inside Colombo’s main railway station, killing 11 people and wounding 92 others. A day earlier, a bomb on a bus killed 18 people, mostly Buddhist pilgrims, in the central town of Dambulla.

The United States Embassy advised American citizens to avoid unnecessary travel in the region of the capital during the holiday, warning of possible attacks. The government also closed schools in Colombo for the week because of the security situation, said an Education Ministry official, Nimal Bandara.

The Tamil Tigers have been fighting since 1983 for an independent homeland for minority Tamils after decades of marginalization by Sinhalese-dominated governments. More than 70,000 people have died.

A 2002 cease-fire ushered in several years of calm and fostered hopes that peace would prevail, but the truce broke down as renewed attacks in the past two years killed 5,000 people.

The government ousted the guerrillas from their strongholds in the east last year, and daily fighting rages along the front lines in the jungles of the north, where the rebels still control a de facto state.

The government officially pulled out of the cease-fire last month and forced independent Nordic truce monitors to leave the country.

Many had high hopes for the nation, formerly known as Ceylon, when it achieved independence from Britain in 1948, months after its South Asian neighbors India and Pakistan became independent.

But the civil war undermined the country’s potential to become a regional economic power, said Paikiasothy Saravanamuttu, executive director of the Center for Policy Alternatives, a Colombo-based research group. “The development potential was huge, and it has been totally stymied by this war,” he said.

Post-independence governments lacked the foresight to develop a national identity that would include all ethnic groups, Mr. Saravanamuttu said.
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