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NEW DELHI: Efforts by India’s Congress party to
block the publication of a “dramatized” biography of
its president Sonia Gandhi only stoked interest in
the book, said author Javier Moro. “The Red Sari”, the
English translation of the 2008 Spanish-language “El
sari rojo”, hit bookstands in India last week, seven
months after the party was ousted after a decade in
power.

“I’m thankful, because they gave me a fabulous
free publicity campaign,” said Moro, speaking in
Spanish about the protests against the book at an
event in India’s capital on Tuesday. “The Red Sari”
was ranked second among new releases on the
Amazon India website’s bestseller list yesterday.

The Italian-born Gandhi, 68, has played a reduced
public role since Prime Minister Narendra Modi and

his right-wing Bharatiya Janata Party snatched pow-
er from the Congress in May. Moro said he was sur-
prised there were no books available on the media-
shy politician, who rose from obscurity after her
marriage into India’s Gandhi dynasty and was thrust
into the limelight as the widow of an assassinated
former premier.

Gandhi took over the reins of a floundering
Congress party in 1998 and was the architect of its
unexpected triumph in national elections six years
later. In what was seen as a masterstroke in the wake
of protests over her Italian birth, she declined to
become prime minister, preferring to wield power
from behind the scenes.

Moro wrote his book on Gandhi without her con-
sent, calling it the “dramatized” biography of a public

figure considered one of the world’s most powerful
women. Any writer would be lucky to get his hands
on material such as Sonia’s life, he said. Congress
party leaders had opposed the publication of the
book in 2010 and threatened to take legal action.
Moro, an Indophile writer like his uncle Dominique
Lapierre, said he stayed away from the country after
his effigies were burned.

Among parts of the book that riled the Congress
was the assertion that Gandhi had considered leav-
ing India after her husband was killed in 1991. Moro
said he did not know if Gandhi had read the book,
adding that at their only meeting, she told him that
the Gandhis never read what’s written about them.

Yesterday, a Congress leader said the party had
never been comfortable with the idea of proscribing

books. “There may be exigencies at times, but we
need to find more subtle ways of dealing with it,”
Manish Tewari told Reuters in a text message.
Despite the “incomprehensible” delay to publish a
book he says contains nothing offensive, Moro’s
faith in the freedom of expression in India has not
been shaken.

“There is a free press, there is free expression,” he
said, warning that in any democracy, vigilance was
needed to protect free speech. 

The 59-year-old writer, who won Spain’s highest
literary award in 2011, said he would never again
write about a living person as it was too much trou-
ble. “I’ll write about people who have been dead for
a long time,” Moro said. “And whose lawyers are also
totally dead.” — Reuters 

Attempts to block book on Sonia Gandhi only fueled interest 

AMRITSAR: An Indian kite-maker poses with kites adorned with images of US President Barack Obama (left) and Indian Prime Minister
Narendra Modi (right) yesterday. — AFP

NEW DELHI: When Sri Lanka unexpectedly turfed
out President Mahinda Rajapaksa in an election
this month, it was the biggest setback in decades
for China’s expansion into South Asia - and a
remarkable diplomatic victory for India. Despite
New Delhi’s protestations, diplomats and politi-
cians in the region say India played a role in
organizing the opposition against pro-China
Rajapaksa. His successor, President Maithripala
Sirisena, has said India is the “first, main concern”
of his foreign policy and that he will review all
projects awarded to Chinese firms, including a
sea reclamation development in Colombo that
would give Beijing a strategic toehold on India’s
doorstep.

India has pushed back against China else-
where in the region since Prime Minister
Narendra Modi took office in May, improving ties
with Japan and Vietnam, both locked in territorial
disputes with Beijing, and contesting a port proj-
ect in Bangladesh that could otherwise have
been a cakewalk for China. The new robust diplo-
macy, which Modi calls “Act East”, has delighted
Washington, which has been nudging India for
years to dovetail with the US strategic pivot
toward the region. When President Barack Obama
makes a landmark visit to India starting Sunday,
he will be the chief guest at New Delhi’s show-
piece Republic Day military parade, and rarely for
a presidential trip, is not scheduled to visit any
other country before returning to Washington.
“What is appealing to me and my colleagues is
the fact that Prime Minister Modi has undertaken
to build from what has been a ‘Look East’ policy to
an ‘Act East’ policy,” US Assistant Secretary of State
for East Asia and the Pacific Daniel Russel said in
Washington last month. “He has shown in word
and deed his interest in involving India in the
thinking and the affairs of the broader region.
That’s very much to be welcomed.”

‘Last straw’
Washington made no bones about its distaste

for Rajapaksa, who critics accuse of war crimes,
corruption and nepotism. But until last year India
was indecisive, perhaps afraid of pushing the
hero of the war against Tamil separatists even
closer to China. That changed in September,
when Rajapaksa allowed a Chinese submarine to
dock in Colombo, without informing India, as it
was bound to under an existing agreement. “That
was the last straw,” a senior Indian diplomat told
Reuters. “He told Modi: “the next time I will keep
you informed,”“ the diplomat said, a promise that
was broken when the submarine visited again in
November.

In the build up to the Jan 8 election, India
played a role in uniting Sri Lanka’s usually frac-
tious opposition, for which the station chief of
India’s spy agency was expelled, diplomatic and
political sources say. 

“At least that was the perception of Mahinda
Rajapkasa,” said MA Sumanthiran, a prominent
member of the Tamil National Alliance, a coalition
of parties close to India. “He managed to get one
of their top diplomats recalled.” The Indian gov-
ernment denies any of its officers was expelled.
But Sumanthiran said Modi had in a meeting
encouraged the Tamil alliance to join forces with
others in politics. “The Indians realized that you
can’t do business with this man and they were
hoping for a change,” he said.

‘Family matter’
On Friday, Sri Lanka said it would review a $1.5

billion deal with China Communication
Construction Co Ltd to build a 233 hectare patch
of real estate on redeveloped land overlooking
Colombo’s South Port. 

In return, China was to get land on a freehold
basis in the development. This is of particular con-

cern for India, the destination for the majority of
the trans shipment cargo through Colombo.

“The message is clear, that you do not ignore
Indian security concerns,” said the Indian diplo-
matic source. Modi is looking for similar good
news elsewhere in South Asia. He has already vis-
ited Nepal twice, becoming the first Indian prime
minister to travel to the Himalayan buffer state
with China in 17 years, and signing long delayed
power projects. India has muscled into an $8 bil-
lion deep water port project that Bangladesh
wants to develop in Sonadia in the Bay of Bengal,
with the Adani Group, a company close to Modi,
submitting a proposal in October. China Harbor
Engineering Company, an early bidder, was previ-
ously the front-runner.

“Modi is willing to engage on long-term issues
that stretch beyond India’s border, including mar-
itime security in the South China Sea, as well as
North Korea and Islamic State militants in Iraq and
Syria,” said Richard Rossow at policy think tank
CSIS. “That’s when we start to think about India as
a regional global provider - or as a global provider
of security.”

However, the bonhomie has limits - India and
the United States do not see eye-to-eye on
Pakistan, New Delhi’s traditional foe that enjoys
substantial funding from Washington. Tricky con-
flicts over trade and intellectual property hold
back business, and India has limits to its ability to
project force outside its immediate neighbor-
hood. But Modi’s policies mark a departure from
India’s traditional non-aligned approach to for-
eign power blocs.

“Having the US president at the Republic Day
celebration is a good thing, he is blessing Modi,”
said Mohan Guruswamy,  of the Centre for Policy
Alternatives, a think-tank. “And that is a lesson to
the Chinese that you have to mend your fences
with us.” — Reuters 
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KABUL: When Afghan journalist Hussain
Sirat’s car disappeared in late December, he
assumed it was simply theft, until a man
called to say that he had the vehicle, and a
gun with which he planned to kill him. In the
weeks since then, Sirat, an editor at
Afghanistan’s biggest daily newspaper 8AM
who also works for Deutsche Welle, has been
attacked in the street and received death
threats in text messages that accuse him of
being an “infidel” - which he assumes is relat-
ed to his work for the German broadcaster. “I
don’t feel safe,” he said. The 33-year-old has
moved to a safe house away from his wife
and five children, who are afraid to go out-
side. Neither the police nor security services
have been able to find the people who
threatened him. “They can’t make me feel any
safer,” he said.  Eight journalists were killed in
Afghanistan in 2014, making it the deadliest
year for the media since 2001, when the US-
led invasion toppled the Taleban, rights
groups say.  A free media had been hailed as
one of Afghanistan’s greatest achievements
since the 2001 invasion, with almost 1,000
news organizations operating, compared to
just 15 under the Taleban’s extremist rule.

But more than 40 journalists have been
killed since then, according to Nai, a media
support organization in Kabul. Many
reporters feel pressured by the government,
insurgents and corrupt warlords to self-cen-
sor to avoid trouble or leave journalism
entirely. “There is no doubt that things are
getting worse,” said Abdul Mujeeb Khalvatgar,
Nai’s executive director. Incidents of violence,
threats and intimidation were up 65 percent
in 2014 compared with 2013, he said. The
killing of journalists more than doubled from
three the previous year.  

New York-based watchdog Human Rights
Watch, which released a report Wednesday
titled “Stop Reporting or We’ll Kill Your Family,”
says perpetrators of violence against journal-
ists are rarely punished, reflecting a “wider
impunity and failure to establish the rule of
law in Afghanistan.” “Afghan journalists face
threats from all sides: government officials
exploiting weak legal protections to intimi-
date reporters and editors to compel them
not to cover controversial topics; the Taleban
and other insurgent groups using threats and
violence to compel reporting they consider
favorable; and police and justice officials let-
ting threats, assaults and even murders go
uninvestigated and unprosecuted,” it says.

Much of the violence and intimidation

takes place outside the capital, Kabul, “away
from the concentrated spotlight of both
domestic and international media,” said
HRW’s researcher on Afghanistan, Patricia
Grossman. President Ashraf Ghani and his
political rival-turned-chief executive Abdullah
Abdullah pledged during campaigning last
year to uphold constitutional protections for
a free media. Abdullah vowed in November
to end impunity for crimes against journalists.
Reporters Without Borders, a nonprofit group,
said over the weekend that the initial months
of Ghani’s administration “have seen signifi-
cant advances for media freedom,” including
improving access to information and the
planned establishment of a media regulatory
body.  But it ranked Afghanistan 128 out of
180 countries on its 2014 press freedom
index.  “The main reason for the continuing
violence (against journalists) and resulting
instability has been the war waged by the
Taleban against the desire for peace and
democracy that the Afghan people demon-
strated in the president election,” said Reza
Moini,  head of the organization’s Iran-
Afghanistan desk.

“But news media and journalists are
increasingly being threatened by local gov-
ernment officials and military personnel. All
of these abuses must be stopped,” he said.
Female Afghan journalists are especially vul-
nerable. “Along with the threats, intimidation
and violence faced by all journalists, female
reporters are impeded by social and cultural
restrictions,” the HRW report said. “The mere
act of appearing on television can be particu-
larly controversial for a woman in
Afghanistan,” it added.  Royeen Rahnosh, 27,
an editor at Khaama Press, was attacked by a
man with a knife as he walked home from his
Kabul office last year. He believes he was tar-
geted because of reports he wrote about
Taleban violence - which has intensified in
the past year as US and NATO troops have
ended their combat role.

“I no longer write specifically about the
Taleban, I refer to them now as ‘armed anti-
government forces,’” he said. “I  haven’t
changed my own views, and my reporting
doesn’t hide the reality, but the use of lan-
guage has changed.” “A free media is a huge
achievement for this country made by the
people and journalists, not the government. If
this situation doesn’t change, the small inde-
pendent news organizations like Khaama will
disappear because they cannot function
without protection,” he said. — AP
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KABUL: In this file photo, an Afghan soldier inspects a damaged bus at the site of a
suicide attack by the Taleban. — AP 

KATHMANDU: Nepal’s Maoist chief apologized
yesterday for his party’s role in a parliament
brawl that injured four security officers in the
tense run-up to a deadline for a post-war con-
stitution.  Maoist lawmakers hurled chairs and
scuffled with security staff early Tuesday as rul-
ing party politicians tried to push proposals for
a new charter through parliament before
today’s deadline. “The confrontation in the con-
stituent assembly meeting on Tuesday morn-
ing was a mistake,” said Maoist leader Pushpa
Kamal Dahal, known better as Prachanda.  “We
had no intention of starting a fight but the situ-
ation got out of control,” Prachanda told a press
conference. He said the party had instructed
lawmakers to disrupt proceedings by chanting
slogans, but matters got out of hand when rul-
ing party politicians attempted to move ahead
with a vote on the terms of the constitution
without all-party agreement.

The former rebels say discussions should
continue until all parties agree even if that
means missing the deadline to approve the
charter and complete a peace process begun in
2006, when they ended their decade-long
insurgency.  The United Nations and diplomats
in Nepal urged politicians to return to the
negotiating table “in a spirit of flexibility and
urgency”.  “The constitution is meant to be a
foundational document... to be implemented

peacefully and offer stability it will require the
widest support,” they said in a statement.

Disagreements persist on crucial issues, with
the opposition calling for new provinces to be
created along lines that could favor historically
marginalized communities such as the Madhesi

and Limbu ethnic minorities. Other parties say
such a move would be divisive and a threat to
national unity. The ruling parties and their allies
have the two-thirds majority in parliament that
they need to approve a constitution without
Maoist support. —AFP
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KATHMANDU: Nepalese campaigners demonstrate yesterday. — AFP

SYDNEY: Australian police have arrested a
Malaysian police officer convicted of killing
and blowing up a Mongolian model linked
with a former associate of Malaysian Prime
Minister Najib Razak, media reported yester-
day. Two police officers, part of Najib’s per-
sonal security detail at the time of the 2006
murder of 28-year-old Altantuya Shaariibuu,
were found guilty in 2009 but were acquitted
in 2013.

That acquittal was overturned by
Malaysia’s Federal Court this month, reviving
public outrage over the model’s grisly death.
Corporal Sirul Azhar Umar was taken into
custody by immigration officials in Brisbane
earlier this week, The Star newspaper quoted
Malaysia’s Inspector-General of Police Tan Sri
Khalid Abu Bakar as saying.

Sirul did not show up to hear the verdict,
at which point the court issued an arrest war-
rant. He faces the death penalty in Malaysia.
The Australian Broadcasting Corporation
reported that Sirul had arrived in Australia in
October.  “ The department detained an
unlawful non-citizen yesterday in Brisbane,” a
spokeswoman for Australia’s Department of
Immigration and Border Protection Services
told Reuters yesterday.

“ The department is aware of the

Malaysian authorities’ interest in this individ-
ual, however due to privacy reasons cannot
comment further.” Australia does not have
the death penalty, nor does it extradite peo-
ple to countries in which they may face exe-
cution for their crimes, a point which may
have factored into Sirul’s choice of Australia
as a destination.

The Australian Attorney General ’s
Department does not comment publicly on
extradition matters, and would not confirm
whether it had received a request for extradi-
tion in line with longstanding practice.
“Australia’s extradition legislation does not
allow a person to be surrendered to another
country for an offence punishable by death
unless the country has given Australia an
undertaking that the death penalty will not
be carried out on the person,” a spokes-
woman said in a statement.

Civil  society groups have alleged
Shaariibuu’s murder was linked to her role as
an interpreter and associate of Razak
Baginda, a former associate of Najib, in
Malaysia’s purchase of two Scorpene-class
submarines from French shipbuilding giant
DCNS in 2002. Najib had previously denied
allegations of links to Shaariibuu or corrup-
tion in the purchase. — Reuters 
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