
NEW DELHI: Russian President Vladimir 
Putin lauded India as “a great power” yes-
terday as he arrived in New Delhi to bol-
ster military and energy ties with a tradi-
tional ally being courted by Washington. It 
is only the Russian leader’s second trip 
abroad since the coronavirus pandemic 
began-he skipped both the G20 and 
COP26 summits this year-after a June 
summit with US President Joe Biden 
in Geneva. 

“We perceive India as a great 
power, a friendly nation and a time-
tested friend,” Putin said in the 
Indian capital alongside Prime 
Minister Narendra Modi. In its 
efforts to address a rising China, 
Washington has set up the QUAD 
security dialogue with India, Japan, 
and Australia, raising concerns in 
both Beijing and Moscow. India was 
close to the Soviet Union during the Cold 
War, a relationship that has endured, with 
both calling it a “special privileged strate-
gic partnership”. 

Putin’s visit was “hugely symbolic”, said 
Nandan Unnikrishnan from the New 
Delhi-based Observer Research 
Foundation think tank. “There has been a 
lot of speculation about the nature of the 
India-Russia relationship and whether it is 
fraying because of Russia’s closeness with 
China and India’s with the US, but this visit 

puts all that to rest.” 
Nonetheless Putin has to contend with 

complex regional dynamics, with tensions 
mounting between New Delhi and Beijing, 
traditionally an ally of Moscow, following 
deadly clashes in a disputed Himalayan 
region. “Russia’s influence in the region is 
very limited,” said Tatiana Belousova of OP 

Jindal Global University in Haryana, “most-
ly because of its close ties with China and 
unwillingness to act in dissonance with the 
Chinese regional interests.” 

The Kremlin said last week the talks will 
be dominated by defence and energy 
issues, with the boss of Russian energy 
giant Rosneft, Igor Sechin, also attending 
as a “number of important energy agree-
ments” were on the table. Russia has long 
been a key arms supplier to India, which is 
looking to modernise its armed forces, and 

one of their most high-profile current con-
tracts is for the long-range S-400 ground-
to-air missile defence system. 

The deal, worth over $5 billion, was 
signed in 2018 and deliveries have report-
edly begun, but it threatens to upend the 
burgeoning relationship between New 
Delhi and Washington. The United States 

has threatened sanctions under the 
Countering America’s Adversaries 
Through Sanctions Act (CAATSA), 
which is aimed at reining in Russia, and 
the state department said last week 
that no decisions had been made on 
any waivers for India. 

“Our Indian friends clearly 
explained that they are a sovereign 
country and that they will decide 
whose weapons to buy and who will 
be India’s partner,” Kremlin 
spokesman Dmitry Peskov told 

reporters yesterday. New Delhi has long 
sought to diversify its military imports but 
analysts believe it could take some time 
before it moves away from Russia. 
Military equipment was “paramount” to 
India given “unabated” tensions with 
Pakistan, according to Unnikrishnan. 
“You’re going to try and nurture whatever 
is required to ensure that.” 

India is also keen to increase domestic 
production and has launched a joint ven-
ture with Russia to manufacture AK-203 

assault rifles. India and Russia normally 
hold annual summits, but the leaders’ last 
in-person meeting was on the sidelines of 
the 2019 BRICS Summit in Brazil. 

“The leaders will review the state and 
prospects of bilateral relations and discuss 
ways to further strengthen the strategic 
partnership between the two countries,” 
India’s ministry of external affairs said in a 
statement last month. The two countries’ 

foreign and defence ministers held talks 
Monday ahead of Putin’s arrival. 

A number of agreements and contracts 
were signed on small arms and military co-
operation, India’s defence minister Rajnath 
Singh tweeted. Moscow and New Delhi 
hold “identical or near-identical positions 
on the most important global and security 
issues”, said Russian foreign minister 
Sergei Lavrov. — AFP
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Putin lauds India with eye on military ties 
‘We perceive India as a great power and a time-tested friend’
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NEW DELHI: India’s Prime Minister Narendra Modi (R) greets Russian President 
Vladimir Putin before a meeting at Hyderabad House in New Delhi yesterday.  — AFP

YANGON: Myanmar’s junta chief 
reduced the prison sentence of ousted 
leader Aung San Suu Kyi to two years 
yesterday, after she was jailed for four 
years for incitement against the mili-
tary and breaching COVID rules. 

Suu Kyi, 76, has been detained 
since the generals staged a coup and 
ousted her government on February 1, 
ending the Southeast Asian country’s 
brief period of democracy. She has 
since been hit with a series of charges, 
including violating the official secrets 
act, illegally importing walkie talkies 
and electoral fraud, and faces decades 
in prison. 

Yesterday Suu Kyi was sentenced 
to two years for incitement against the 
military and another two years for 
breaching a natural disaster law relat-
ing to COVID, junta spokesman Zaw 
Min Tun told AFP by phone. Former 
president Win Myint was also initially 
jailed for four years on the same 
charges, which the US later blasted as 
an “affront” to justice. 

Junta chief Min Aung Hlaing later 
“pardoned” the sentences of both to 
“two years imprisonment”, according 
to a statement read out on state TV. 
They would serve their sentences 
under the house arrest they have been 
kept under in the capital of 
Naypyidaw, the statement said, with-
out giving further details. 

Yesterday evening residents in 

parts of commercial capital Yangon 
banged pots and pans-a practice tra-
ditionally associated with driving out 
evil spirits but which has been used 
since February to show dissent 
against the military. Suu Kyi’s incite-
ment conviction related to statements 
her National League for Democracy 
party published shortly after the coup 
condemning the generals’ takeover. 

The COVID charge is linked to last 
year’s election, which the NLD won in 
a landslide, but the details are not 
clear with the government imposing a 
gag order on the court proceedings. 
Journalists have been barred from 
attending the special court hearings in 
Naypyidaw and Suu Kyi’s lawyers 
were recently banned from speaking 
to the media. 

In recent weeks, other senior mem-
bers of the NLD have received long 
sentences. A former chief minister was 
sentenced to 75 years in jail, while a 
close Suu Kyi aide was jailed for 20. 
Suu Kyi also faces multiple corruption 
charges-each of which carries a pos-
sible sentence of 15 years in prison. 

Yesterday’s verdict was on “the 
soft charges which the regime could 
have spared her, but chose not to,” 
independent analyst Soe Myint Aung, 
told AFP. “The military seems to have 
doubled down on its highly oppres-
sive approach toward the NLD and 
Aung San Suu Kyi herself.”  — AFP
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JOHANNESBURG, South Africa: 
South African President Cyri l 
Ramaphosa yesterday urged citizens 
to get vaccinated as the country 
battles an unprecedented surge in 
cases driven by the new Omicron 
variant. The number of daily infec-
tions rose five-fold in the space of a 
week, from 2,828 on November 26 
to 16,055 last Friday. 

About a quarter of tests for coron-
avirus have been positive, compared 
to just around two percent of those 
tested a fortnight ago. “We are expe-
riencing a rate of infections that we 
have not seen since the pandemic 
started,” Ramaphosa warned in his 
weekly newsletter. Omicron, detected 
by South African scientists 10 days 
ago, “appears to be dominating new 
infections,” he said. 

“I call on all South Africans to go 
out and get vaccinated without delay,” 
he said. Ramaphosa, whose country is 
the worst-hit in Africa for COVID, last 
week hinted at making coronavirus 
vaccines mandatory. Despite the rise 
in infections, fatalities remain relative-
ly low. Just one coronavirus-related 
death was recorded on Sunday, when 

11,125 new infections were diagnosed. 
Scientists are keeping a close eye 

on the new variant to see whether it 
may be more contagious or virulent, 
or can side-step existing vaccines. So 
far 14.8 million people have been fully 
vaccinated in South Africa, translating 
to around a quarter of the country’s 
population. The rate of vaccination is 
higher among adults. 

Children aged from 12 years are 
eligible for vaccines in South Africa. 
With adequate supplies of the 
Johnson & Johnson and Pfizer shots, 
the government has set a target of 
vaccinating 70 percent of the popula-
tion by year’s end. Seeking to over-
come vaccine hesitancy, the authori-
ties at the weekend opened up pop-
up sites offering jabs at shopping 
malls, bus stations, airports, churches 
and recreation centres. 

Highly populated Gauteng 
province, which hosts the capital 
Pretoria and the financial hub, 
Johannesburg, accounts for most 
infections. It is in Gauteng province 
where the first cases of Omicron were 
detected last month following a clus-
ter of cases at a university.— AFP 
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