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HAMBANTOTA, Sri Lanka: China signed
a deal with Sri Lanka late last year to fur-
ther develop the strategic port of
Hambantota and build a huge industrial
zone nearby, a key part of Beijing’s ambi-
tions to create a modern-day “Silk Road”
across Asia. The agreement was welcome
relief for the island nation of 20 million
people. As they try to reduce the country’s
debts, officials in Colombo see China’s
plans to include Sri Lanka on its “One Belt,
One Road” initiative as an economic life-
line. China has spent almost $2 billion so
far on Hambantota and a new airport and
wants to spend much more.

But Beijing now faces a new and unpre-
dictable challenge to its presence in Sri
Lanka and broader Silk Road project.
Hundreds of Sri Lankans clashed with police
at the opening last month of the industrial
zone in the south, saying they would not be
moved from their land. It was the first time
opposition to Chinese investments in Sri
Lanka turned violent. Leading the campaign
against the latest deal, which he says is too

generous to China, is former President
Mahinda Rajapaksa, an influential opposi-
tion politician who first allowed Chinese
investment in Sri Lanka when he was leader
from 2005-15. The clashes, in which
demonstrators threw stones and police
used tear gas and water cannon, under-
lined the depth of resentment at China’s
expansion felt by some local people, who
feared they would be forced from their
homes. The Chinese foreign ministry said
Beijing was doing what was best for both
countries. The Chinese embassy in
Colombo did not respond to a request for
comment on investments in Sri Lanka.

The Sri Lankan protests are not the first
sign of opposition to China’s One Belt plans
to build land corridors across Southeast Asia,
Pakistan and Central Asia and maritime
routes opening up trade with the Middle
East and Europe. Rail links from China
through Laos and Thailand have hit the
buffers over resistance to what they say are
Beijing’s excessive demands and unfavor-
able financing.

Impinges on sovereignty
Under the original deal negotiated by

Rajapaksa during his tenure, the container
terminal at Hambantota was to be operat-
ed by a joint venture between China
Harbor Engineering Co. and state-run
China Merchants Port Holdings for 40
years. The Port Authority of Sri Lanka would
retain control of all other terminals in the
harbor, as well as a 6,000 acre industrial
zone. But last month, the administration of
Rajapaksa’s successor President Maithripala
Sirisena, who came to office threatening to
cancel high-value Chinese contracts on the
grounds they were unfair, approved a deal
to lease 80 percent of the port to China
Merchants Port Holdings for $1.12 billion. 

The company also got the lease for 99
years. Officials said Sirisena’s hand was
forced by the country’shigh debt burden
and the fact that inflows from countries
including India and the United States were
less than expected, despite a $1.5 billion,
three-year IMF loan program agreed last
year. “A 99-year lease impinges on Sri

Lanka’s sovereign rights, because a foreign
company will enjoy the rights of the land-
lord over the free port and the main har-
bor,” said Rajapaksa. “This is not an issue
with China or with foreign investors.  It is
about getting the best deal for Sri Lanka,”
he told Reuters in an interview.

The government also announced the
lease of much bigger 15,000 acres of land
around the port for an industrial zone con-
trolled by China Merchants Port Holdings,
which has become a lightning rod for
protests. The demonstrators said they
feared eviction from their land to make
way for the site, a concern that China put
down to a misunderstanding. “Chinese
companies have from the very start
upheld the holding of talks and consulta-
tions with Sri Lanka on the basis of one’s
own free will, equality and mutual respect
according to market principles,” said
Chinese foreign ministry spokeswoman
Hua Chunying. China Merchants Port
Holdings declined to comment on the
protests. —Reuters

Protests erupt against Chinese projects in Sri Lanka

GURDASPUR, India: Opium addict Rajendar
usually has to beg, steal or borrow to get his fix
but at election season in India’s Punjab
province, a packet is delivered to his home in a
bid to win his vote. “Like all addicts, I love elec-
tions and wish we had them every month,” the
38-year-old says with a twinkle in his eye. “It’s
the easiest time to get hold of what you need
and everyone gets what they want. Normally
we have to go out and find a dealer but at elec-
tion time it gets delivered to your home for
free.” Rajendar, a farm laborer who is married
with two children, is one of tens of thousands
of addicts in Punjab who have earned the
northern state an unwelcome reputation as
India’s drugs capital.

While inducing voters with household
appliances, alcohol or cash is widespread in
some parts; electoral officials say candidates in
Punjab try to woo addicts with free drugs.
Punjab is one of five states holding elections in
the next few weeks, with the first round begin-
ning on Feb 4. Prime Minister Narendra Modi
and opposition leader Rahul Gandhi have
addressed rallies in major towns and cities
across the state, trying to sway voters with
their oratory. But, as a former chief election
commissioner explained, the appeal to voters
in rural villages is often at a baser level.

Heroin seizures 
“In 2012, when we conducted the Punjab

state elections, we suspected the use of drugs
during polls... and found drugs were in fact a
very serious issue,” SY Quraishi, chief commis-
sioner from 2010-12, said. “In one month
alone, we recovered around 55 kilograms of
heroin, around 430 kilograms of poppy husk
(the raw ingredient of opium) and found
almost every psychotropic substance in circu-
lation.” The results of a government-commis-
sioned survey in 2015 estimated there could
be as many as 320,000 “opioid dependent
individuals” in the state which has a popula-
tion of 27 million. Heroin was the most com-
monly-used drug, followed by opium which is

legally grown in parts of India under govern-
ment license for medical use. 

In the four weeks since the date of this
year’s polls was announced at the beginning of
Jan, the commission says more than 2.63 tons
of drugs, including heroin and opium, have
been seized. That compares with a figure of
2.03 tons in Uttar Pradesh which has a popula-
tion of around 205 million and is also holding
state elections. Drugs have become a hot but-
ton election issue, with opposition parties
blaming the current state administration-an
ally of Modi’s Bharatiya Janata Party-of looking
the other way at the crisis. Candidates promise
new laws or heavier sentences for drug
offences, their tough-talking pledges warmly
cheered at rallies. 

But Romesh Mahajan, project director of an
addiction rehabilitation centre, says campaign-
ers for parties or independent candidates prey
on villages by offering them the same drugs
they pledge to eradicate. Mahajan said the
problem was particularly acute in the period
before the date was set for the polls which is

when the commission’s monitors start trying to
enforce a code of conduct with flying visits.
Some voters, particularly women, are identified
as wanting money and are subsequently hand-
ed cash. Others however are identified as want-
ing their various addictions fed. “There are peo-
ple who want alcohol and then there are peo-
ple who want opium or heroin or pills,”
Mahajan said at his centre in Gurdaspur district.

Rajendar, who attends Mahajan’s clinic but
asked that his surname not be used, said
addicts were more than happy to promise their
vote to a particular candidate, regardless of
policies. “You never care about who’s going to
win. As long as they give you your fix, you
promise to vote for them. You make the same
promise to whoever comes along,” said
Rajender who is trying to wean himself off opi-
um. “We know that after the elections, we
won’t see them again so you have to enjoy it
while it lasts.” Another addict called Indarjeet,
who is trying to kick a heroin habit, said it was
“very common” to be offered drugs in return
for backing a candidate. —AFP
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Free delivery of drugs during elections

Myanmar Buddhist 
monk muzzled 
after Muslim 

lawyer’s murder
YANGON: A Myanmar Buddhist monk known for
scathing anti-Islam tirades has been barred from speak-
ing at an event after the murder of a top Muslim lawyer, a
killing that has rattled a nation bristling with religious
tension. Ko Ni, a respected legal adviser to the ruling
National League for Democracy, was shot in the head on
Sunday afternoon as he waited outside Yangon airport
while holding his grandson. While assassinations of politi-
cal figures in Yangon are rare, Buddhist-majority
Myanmar has suffered bouts of sectarian violence in
recent years.

The unrest has been partially blamed on anti-Muslim
rhetoric spread by a radical wing of Buddhist monks. An
official from the southern city of Pathein said yesterday
that local authorities cancelled an event due to be held
this week by the movement’s leader Wirathu, a monk
once dubbed the “face of Buddhist terror” for his vitri-
olic anti-Muslim sermons. “The preaching event by U
Wirathu is banned because of security reasons at this
moment,” a regional government official said on the
condition of anonymity.

Director of the Ministry of Religious Affairs and
Culture Aung San Win also said the government was try-
ing to restrict “writing that could incite tension over the
assassination of NLD party legal advisor U Ko Ni.” The
ministry warned of fake news circulating on social
media aimed at “destroying the stability of the state
using harsh words that could lead to religious conflicts.”
Ko Ni was a rare voice for religious pluralism and his
killing has sent shock waves through Myanmar’s already
hard-pressed Muslim community.

The 63-year-old also criticized the military’s lingering
grip on power over the new civilian government led by
Aung San Suu Kyi, which has described his death as a
political assassination. His death comes amid soaring ten-
sions between Buddhists and Muslims, which make up
about five percent of Myanmar’s population, after the
army launched a deadly crackdown on the Muslim
Rohingya minority in northern Rakhine. The military say
they are hunting Rohingya “terrorists” who carried out
raids on police border posts in Oct. But escapees in
Bangladesh, where almost 70,000 have fled, claim the
military is raping, torturing and killing Muslims in a cam-
paign rights groups say could amount to crimes against
humanity.—AFP

INDIA: In this photograph, Indian XX Romesh Mahajan speaks during
an interview at the Red Cross Integrated and Rehabilitation Centre in
Gurdaspur. —AFP


