
COLOMBO: Armed men stabbed and injured a
writer in Sri Lanka yesteday, a week after he
published a book criticizing the main opposi-
tion candidate at Saturday’s presidential polls,
police said. The attackers stormed the home of
Lasantha Wijeratne, who released his book
“Wasteful Development and Corruption” last
week and gave a copy to ruling party candidate
Sajith Premadasa.

“Four men broke into the house and stabbed
him in the arm after holding a pistol to his wife’s
head,” Wijeratne’s lawyer Tharaka
Nanayakkara told AFP by telephone. “They
smashed furniture before escaping.”
Nanayakkara said the attackers accused Wijer-
atne of harming the campaign of Gotabaya Ra-
japaksa who is believed to be in a close race
with Premadasa for the top job. Gotabaya is the
brother of former president Mahinda Ra-
japaksa, during whose decade in power until
2015 at least 14 journalists were killed accord-
ing to Reporters Without Borders (RSF).

Police said they launched an investigation
into the incident in the south of the island nation,
but were yet to arrest any suspects. It came even
as Election Commission chairman Mahinda De-
shapriya said the campaign had been relatively
peaceful compared to previous polls. However,
he said the behaviour of both private and state-
controlled television networks had been highly
biased and he hoped to prosecute offenders
after the election.

Media campaign ‘worst ever’ 
No media organisation has been prosecuted

for violating election laws, but last week De-
shapriya banned a state TV network from
broadcasting any political content after accusing
it of partisan coverage. However, the Commis-

sion reversed the move the next day following
protests that it was not being even-handed with
all media outlets violating campaign rules gov-
erning broadcasts.

“The run-up to the election was relatively
peaceful, but the campaign in the media is the
worst we have ever seen,” Deshapriya said.
Campaign rallies ended Wednesday night leav-
ing two days of cooling period before Saturday’s
poll at which 15.99 million people are eligible to
elect a leader from a record 35 candidates — in-
cluding two Buddhist monks and just one
woman. Frontrunners Premadasa and Rajapaksa
wrapped up their final rallies amid tight security
involving hundreds of elite police and paramili-
tary units.

Premadasa, 52, is the son of assassinated
president Ranasinghe Premadasa who was tar-
geted by a suicide bomber during a rally in
Colombo in 1993. Gotabaya Rajapaksa narrowly
escaped a suicide bomb attack in 2006 blamed
on Tamil Tiger separatist rebels. While ethnic
tensions have eased, this year the country was
rocked by coordinated Islamist extremist bomb-
ings on Easter Sunday that killed at least 269
people. The European Union on Wednesday
despatched 30 additional election observers
around the country, joining 50 who have been in
Sri Lanka for a month following the campaign.

Prisoners pardoned 
In other news, more than 250 Sri Lankan

convicts aged over 65 have been given amnesty
just days after the president sparked outrage by
pardoning the well-connected killer of a
Swedish teen, officials said yesterday. Jude
Jayamaha, the scion of a wealthy Sri Lankan
family and convicted in 2005 of murdering
Yvonne Jonsson, walked free from death row on

Saturday after Maithripala Sirisena’s pardon.
His release prompted outrage from the vic-

tim’s family, rights groups, and people on social
media — and also initiated a mini-rebellion from
inmates at the country’s main high-security
prison, who demanded similar treatment. In an
apparent bid to calm the situation, Sirisena —
due to step down after elections on Saturday —
issued a pardon for some 267 prisoners aged
over 65. “We have now got orders from the pres-
ident and the prisoners will walk free today and
tomorrow,” a justice ministry official told AFP.

Officials said all those granted pardons were

serving time for offences other than rape or
murder. Jayamaha was initially sentenced to 12
years in jail for the brutal murder of Jonsson,
who was 19. His trial heard her skull had been
fractured into 64 pieces. An appeal court up-
graded the sentence to the death penalty, a de-
cision reaffirmed by the Supreme Court in 2014.
Ruling party presidential candidate Sajith Pre-
madasa said earlier this week he would consider
every legal option to overturn the pardon if
elected. There are around 375 people on death
row in Sri Lanka, but the country has had a
moratorium on executions since 1976. — AFP 
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Sri Lanka political author 
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KABUL: A Taleban spokesman said yesterday
the insurgents were still holding two Western
hostages, as officials stayed tight-lipped over
the outcome of an apparent prisoner swap
announced by Afghan President Ashraf Ghani
earlier this week. Ghani announced on Tues-
day that his government would “conditionally”
release three high-ranking Taleban insur-
gents, including Anas Haqqani, brother to the
leader of the eponymous Haqqani Network,
one of the Taleban’s deadliest and most feared
factions. 

He did not specify the fate of the Western
hostages — an Australian and an American
— but noted that their health had been de-
teriorating, and that their release would help
pave the way for peace negotiations. Two
days later, Taleban spokesman Zabihullah
Mujahid confirmed to AFP that no swap had
yet taken place.

“The three people have not been handed

over to us, and we have not freed our prison-
ers yet,” he said.  The reasons for the delay
were not clear. Afghan officials remained
tight-lipped yestrday, and the Australian for-
eign office has said it will not provide a “run-
ning commentary” on the process. The US
ambassador had initially welcomed Ghani’s
statement, but officials have given no further
information since.

Waheed Muzhda, who served as an official
in the Taleban’s 1996-2001 regime, said the
swap still could happen, but suggested the
delay could be an issue of trust. “The concern
is that there will be a tweet by Trump or an-
other American official to say the deal is off,
as it happened in the case of peace talks,” he
told AFP. Earlier this year, the Taleban and the
US were on the verge of a deal that would
have seen Washington begin withdrawing
troops in return for security guarantees from
the insurgents. —AFP 
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COLOMBO: Supporters of the ruling United National Party (UNP) and New Democratic Front (NDF) presidential
candidate Sajith Premadasa attend a final campaign rally under rain.—AFP 

SYDNEY: Australia announced measures to
combat foreign interference at its universities
yesterday, setting new guidelines around the key
areas of research collaboration, cybersecurity,
and international partnerships. There has been
growing concern about China’s clout on cam-
puses following a series of hacks, controversial
donations and incidents of political intimidation
linked to Beijing.

The new guidelines push universities to en-
hance their cybersecurity systems, undertake
due diligence before signing partnerships with
overseas organizations, and train staff to recog-
nize foreign influence attempts. Academics are
urged to be wary of sharing knowledge on sen-
sitive topics and discern how joint research with
international scholars could potentially be mis-
used. Education Minister Dan Tehan said the
guidelines were designed to “ensure universities
understand the risks and know what steps to
take to protect themselves”.

It comes after Australia established a task
force in August to help protect sensitive re-

search, cyber-defenses, and free speech. Schools
and government officials — including spy agen-
cies — have also committed to more intensive
consultation to protect Australia’s national inter-
ests. The changes follow a data breach at the
Australian National University last year that ex-
posed sensitive staff and student data going
back two decades.

The country’s universities have also taken
tens of millions of dollars from Beijing to estab-
lish “Confucius Institute” branches — similar to
Germany’s Goethe-Institut and France’s Al-
liance Francaise — that steer clear of issues
damaging to China’s ruling Communist Party.
Beijing denies interfering in campus life. For-
eign ministry spokesman Geng Shuang said
yesterday that allegations of “Chinese infiltra-
tion” in Australian institutions were “pure non-
sense”. Geng said at a regular press briefing
that China hopes Australia will “uphold the
principles of fairness, transparency and non-
discrimination”, and “avoid politicizing normal
exchange programs”.—AFP 
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