Indian Lady Diplomat caught spying for Pakistan


Madhuri Gupta (53) was good at her job as second secretary in the Indian high commission in Islamabad. Ambitious too. Thus, it sent shockwaves through the foreign office when she was arrested on charges of spying for Pakistan, passing on secret information to an ISI official—only identified as “Rana’’—and becoming the first woman public servant to be so compromised in independent India. 
Confirming the arrest, MEA spokesperson Vishnu Prakash said in Thimphu that Gupta was “cooperating’’ with Indian authorities. “We have reason to believe that an official in the high commission of India in Islamabad had been passing information to the Pakistani intelligence agencies. The matter is currently under investigation,’’ he said. 

Gupta, who was detained by the special cell of Delhi police, had been in the information section at the mission since September 2007. She suddenly showed unseemly interest in areas beyond her job description, which was mainly translating Urdu newspapers and periodicals for an Indian audience. At some stage she was apparently introduced to a Captain Rana in the Pak army (or military intelligence, it’s not clear). They became close, and soon she was allegedly passing on sensitive stuff. That’s when she was put under surveillance as agencies studied her movements and collected evidence on her activities. Last week, they reeled her in. 

She was asked to come to Delhi on the pretext of working for the Saarc summit and picked up from the airport with two mobile phones and some documents. “We have also found several emails exchanged between Madhuri and her contacts which will act as clinching evidence,’’ said an officer.

Why did she do this? Well, as she apparently told interrogators, she found her work conditions very frustrating. And she vented deep-seated spleen by turning against India and working for Pakistan. This was aided by some well-directed ego-boost by her Pakistani contacts, which may have also been physical in nature, while money may have been the requisite “sugar pill’’. 

During the Cold War, the Stasi (East German secret police) sent ‘Romeo Spies’ to seduce female middle-aged secretaries into handing over secret documents. Over 30 such women were later prosecuted in W Germany 

1962: British civil servant John Vassall was arrested for leaking secrets after KGB agents photographed him in compromising positions with men and blackmailed him 

1983: French diplomat Bernard Boursicot and Chinese opera singer Shi Pei Pu were arrested after a 20-year relationship. Boursicot said he leaked information to protect Shi, the mother of his son. It was later discovered Shi was actually a male. Boursicot had never seen his lover nude and attributed Shi's shyness to ‘her’ oriental upbringing. Their story later became a famous opera, ‘M Butterfly’ 
1985: CIA staffer Sharon Scranage confessed to affair with Ghanaian agent Michael Soussoudis. Scranage's cooperation led to arrest of Soussoudis, who was exchanged for CIA operatives arrested earlier due to Scranage's tip-offs
 
May 2007: A Swedish official posted in Kosovo was accused of leaking secret NATO & UN documents to her Serbian lover, ‘Z’, a spy working as a UN interpreter MEA in shock & embarrassment 
 

Gupta’s frustration apparently was rooted in her situation as an “inferior’’ IFS-B officer, which meant she would never be as good as the “plumy’’ IFS-A, no matter how bright she was. Was that all or is there more to this story than meets the eye? Are there more people involved? The answers are still to come.
MEA is in shock and embarrassment because this level of “compromise’’ has never yet hit the foreign service. Yet through all this, officials are busy going through her work records to detect when she may have been “turned’’ –was it in her previous postings in Malaysia or in New Delhi itself, when she was working at the Indian Council for World Affairs? How deep are her “sympathies’’? Or was it merely “lures’’ like sex and money and an unrequited ambition that helped her turn to spying. Investigators told TOI that Gupta was “very keen’’ to go to Pakistan while she was at the ICWA. 
Officials are even now camping in the Indian mission in Islamabad, going through papers, documents and information that she may have had access to. They are going through rooms and offices with a fine-toothed comb to make sure Gupta hadn’t been compromised enough to be planting bugging devices in the mission on behalf of the Pakistanis. 
While she probably didn’t have access to really sensitive information, she had the run of the mission. It would have been so easy to walk into the room of some official and find some papers strewn on his table, or a file opened on the computer. The rest would be easy. That’s what makes this case dangerous. Gupta was intelligent, she knew what she was doing and what she was looking for. Certainly information has been lost from the mission but nobody’s quite sure how much or how sensitive. 
Officials said they were also questioning the RAW station chief in Islamabad, R K Sharma, to see what he knew and what he had picked up from her, a colleague in the mission said. 

Gupta, single and living alone in her East Delhi apartment, was formally arrested on Sunday, produced before a magistrate within 24 hours and remanded to police custody. On April 26, she was again produced before the court and taken on five days police remand. She has been booked under several sections of the Official Secrets Act. A former spymaster said these cases rarely see any acquittals and convictions are the norm. “We make a fairly waterproof case,’’ said another, “because we only arrest after we’ve received incriminating evidence.’’ 

Former RAW officer and security expert B Raman said, in the 1980s, a naval attache was “turned’’ in Karachi after his indiscretion was caught by Pakistanis who threatened to blackmail him. He was brought back and discharged but not prosecuted. This case is obviously more serious. 

*****
