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Vajra (literally-flash of
lightning), is an artists’
condominium, a transit
home for many, providing
a base during months of
hibernation and creative
inspiration. Its isolation,
graphic splendour and
peaceful ambience, make
an ideal retreat from the
clock of pressure.
Ketaki Sheth
Inside Outside.
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| stayed a week at the
Vajra, by which time [ had
become so fond of it that I

stayed another.
John Collee
The London Observer.

HOTEL wAJHRA

Vajra, a serene assembly

of brick buildings, grassy

courtyards, ivycovered
walls and Hindu

statuary is a calm oasis

over looking, chaotic
Kathmandu,

|

Time.

in Kathmandu,
the Vajra

Swayambhu, Dallu Bijyaswori, PO Box 1084, Kathmandu
Phone: 977 1272719 Fax: 977 1 271695 E-mail: vajra@mos.com.np
URL.: http//www. hotelvajra.com
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SQUTH ASIA

SAARC SANS
TERRORISM

AFTER MANY a hiccup, the SAARC summit
scheduled for 4-6 January will finally
happen at a difficult time in the entire
region’s history. There is an epic war going
on in the Hindu Kush, and within each of
our borders there are bitter insurgencies and
separatist struggles. George W. Bush has
set the agenda for the whole world by letting
the cat out of the bag to catch the terrorist -
but it would be a mistake for the SAARC
summit to get carried away on terrorism.
There is a serious worry that the SAARC
agenda will be hijacked by heads of govern-
ment suddenly finding the one area where
they can agree - and thereby squelching the
aspirations of minorities and oppositional
political groups in each of the seven coun-
tries of the region.

The American need to find the per-
petrators of the terror acts of 11 September
and bring them to book is valid, and South
Asia too is duty-bound to help tind those
who helped execute the plan to kill thou-
sands of innocents at one go. But it is
another thing to try and take advantage of
the American war against terrorism to
ease one’s own burden by accessing a
political cover to do what you could not do
otherwise,

Look out over the political landscape of
South Asia, and you find governments all-
too-willing to try and finish the ‘terrorist’
problem once and for call. In Nepal the
government has finally declared the Maoists
a terrorist group and the army has been
directed out of the barracks on a search and
destroy mission. Sher Bahadur Deuba’s

government has passed the Terror-

(Prevention and Control)

ist and Disruptive Activities

Ordinance (TADO). In India, the BJP-led
government is keen to pass the Preven-
tion of Terrorism Ordinance (POTQ), as
successor to the infamous Terrorist and
Disruptive Activities {(Prevention) Act
{TADA), which was a much abused anti-
liberties legistation. The BJI’ has declared
that those who oppose POTO are anti-
national.

In Sri Lanka, where it has long been the
attitude of the establishment that the “terro-
rism’ in the north and east be contained
by the strongest measures, the Peoples
Alliance PA government of Chandrika
Kumaratunga is now breathing fire in the
runup to the parliamentary elections of 5
December. Known for its commitment to
pluralism and resolution of the Sinhala-
Tamil ethnic conflict through negotiation,
the agenda of the PA is now, in the words of
a well-known Colombo analyst, “to define
itself in a discourse of anti-terrorism as well
as Sinhalese patriotism.” Bhutan feels
cornered between the Indian army and the
Bodo militants who are hiding in its
southern jungles. Bangladesh has just come
through its most violent general elections
ever, and the bomb blasts and mass killings
that marked the electoral campaign are of
the kind that will steel any middle class to
‘hard action’. InT"akistan, the seething inter-
ethnic and sectarian divides seem to be on
the back-burner for the moment only
because of the Afghanistan matter, and
General Pervez Musharraf will likely
find that once the Americans leave he
will have massive problems
of militancy on hand,
which he will likely try
to suppress with a heavy
military hand, not hav-
ing a political card to
play.

It would thus seem that
the summit of SAARC will SAARC

bring to Kathmandu prime ministers and
presidents, each for his or her own
reasons, more than willing to agree on the
need to tackle terrorism with military
determination, and more likely than not
their role model will be George W. Bush. It
is our belief that this would be a waste of
time, and extremely inappropriate. While
the irrationally violent must always be
tackled with a firm hand, the governments
should not misuse SAARC for this purpose.
Each government already is more than
powerful with the tools of governance and
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war to tackle the insurgencies within each
country without having to coordinate their
activities at a regional level. By the looks of
it, South Asia’s weak ‘civil society” must
step up its decibel level to convince all
‘POTO-inclined’ governments that the social,
economic and identity-based sources of
militancy will have to be addressed before
“terrorisim’ will disappear.

We know it will not happen at this
SAARC summit, but we look forward to such
a gathering of leaders in the future when
the individual polities are sufficiently
mature to allow their leaderships to discuss
the ground-level issues of representation,
democracy, pluralism, identity, and social
and economic exploitation. Only when the
SAARC leaders are ready to discuss these,
should they (and the organisation) be
considered mature enough to discuss
terrorism. b

INDIA e PAKISTAN

SHAKE HANDS

THE LAST SAARC summit was cancelled
at India’s behest because Prime Minister
Atal Behari Vajpayee did not want to shake
hands with General Pervez Musharraf, who
had just staged a coup. It had to do with the
bad blood of Kargil.

India and Pakistan are jockeying for
advantage in the continuing fallout of the
Second Afghan War, and seem unable to
see this crisis without the blinkers of their
own bilateral lack-of-relations. Still,
the events of 9/11 have transformed the
region’s geopolitics, and it must be eerie for
the leaders of India and Pakistan to find
themselves on the same side in the mother
of all battles titled /54 vs. Osama.

Regardless of an Afghan denouement of
one kind or another, the bottomline goal is
still the same as far as the rest of South Asia
is concerned: the de-Talibanisation of
Pakistani politics and an India willing to
countenance Kashmiri self-government.
Obviously, the first is a short-term objective,
and the second more of a medium term one.
The general is Islamabad needs to put the
lid on the bottle from which the ISI genie
escaped, and India must find a way to help
him out. For New Delhi to see this as a point
of weakness and drive the dagger in would

be a foolish and costly mistake that will only
bring the Afghan war drifting eastwards.

Here from our Himalayan perch, we
often wonder whether the stewards of
policy in Islamabad and New Delhi realise
how narrow-minded and self-serving their
bilateral bickering appears. Do they not
know that the rest of the neighbourhood,
the world, and the ‘lesser’ regions within
their own borders are laughing at them?
Two impoverished neighbours, the twins
of partition, locked in a fierce embrace.
Spending billions on a cold, semi-covert war
that neither can afford.

What will it take to unlock India and
Pakistan? The Afghan debacle provides an
excuse, and the imperative: the need to
ensure that Pakistan becomes a Malaysia,
and not another Afghanistan. The Kath-
mandu Summit may be the perfect oppor-
tunity to work towards making this ha-
ppen. There is little doubt that the summit
is going to be a photo-op, a formality with
pomp without substance. But symbolism
counts in these trying times, and it would
be good if we did not have Indian and
Pakistani officials behaving like teenagers
having a tiff and refusing to talk to each
other in the hotel lift.

Let us have some open back-slapping,
not secret back-stabbing. Let them break into
Hindustani and Urdu, and not glare at each
other stonily at the banquets. The smaller
neighbours, for once, would not mind if this
summit was hijacked by the India-Pakistan
bilaterals, and if it got all the media
attention. This time, they will not complain.
Just promise to patch up. A

BANGLADESH

HINDUS AND THE
STATE

WITHIN WEEKS of coming to power, the
Bangladesh Nationlist Party (BNF)-led
government in Dhaka finds itself mired in a
crisis of its own making. The ham-handed
manner in which the government has
handled the post-election attacks on mem-
bers of the Hindu community of Bangladesh
suggests that it knows virtually nothing
about managing social tensions that simmer
just beneath the surface of Bangladeshi
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society. Indeed, the apparent insensitivity
could light the flames of permanent com-
munal strife.

1t would appear that after five years of
trying to dislodge the preceding Awami
League (AL) government through means fair
and foul - hartals and parliamentary
boycotts included — the BNP and its allies
seem to have got accustomed to the strong-
arm tactics of muscle politics practised by
all previous governments. This can only be
to the detriment of responsible adminis-
tration, given that the parties concerned are
now in power. The largest-ever cabinet in
Bangladesh’s history increasingly resem-
bles a motley collection of political novices
willing to take decisions that invite public
ridicule. Clearly, the BNP under Begum
Khaleda Zia has forgotten the rudiments of
governance it had garnered when it was in
power between 1991 and 1996. This is what
we learn from the Hindu exodus.

Itis public knowledge that many Hindus
of Bangladesh fled across the border into
India as a consequence of the fear psychosis
that gripped the community after there were
incidents of assault and rape against them.
While the refugees may number no more
than a few hundred, the Dhaka government
found itself completely unable to manage
the fallout. Rather than identify the problem,
accept that there had been an exodus, and
assure a remedy, it immediately took
recourse to denial. This added fuel to the
fire, providing ample opportunity for
ridicule among the Bangladeshi media and
intelligentsia as well as raising hackles
across the border in India.

Hindu political groups in India staged
demonstrations demanding that the New
Delhi government act to stop the attacks in
Bangladesh. In West Bengal, the Left Front
government of Buddhadev Bhattacharya
issued a strong statement condemning the
targeting of Hindus. Other political parties
in West Bengal were also not found lacking
in capitalising on the events in Bangladesh;
some of them have even opened gruel
kitchens to feed the refugees.

In Bangladesh, the opposition Awami
League is using the issue to salvage its
political standing, denouncing the govern-
ment’s handling of the episode at every
opportunity. To add to the BNP's discom-
fiture, the press has been united in its
censure of the government, and the criticism
has been sustained. Besides a “no Hindu
bashing” position displayed by both the
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Bangla and English media, this uprightness
may well have had to do with the official
response to the incidents of Hindu bashing,
which questioned the veracity of the press
reports and the competence of the journa-
lists involved.

The scathing criticism from all around
eventually forced the government of Kha-
leda Zia to take some action. In mechanical
fashion, it set up a committee of secretary-
level officials to investigate the matter, but
the group’s report did little to improve
the government’s position. The officials
assigned to the case concluded that only
two of the nine reported incidents were true,
an assertion greeted with widespread
scepticism. To compound matters, the
committee went on to assert that Hindus
had not fled across the border to India. To
prove the point, M. Morshed Khan, the
foreign minister, who is also a leading
businessman, informed the press that he
had received no official report on the matter
from India.

Bangladesh already has a Hindu migra-
tion problem. Once nearly 30 percent of
the population, the number of Hindus is
down to about 10-12 percent, which 1s
around 10-12 million. The middle class
has mostly left in a never-ending
trickle. While the number of incidents
after the recent elections may have
been few, if they serve to lead to yet
another exodus of Hindus then it
would do irreparable harm to
Bangladesh’s self image as
a tolerant society where the
Hindus in an overwhelmingly
homogeneous society are not in
danger. The government’s ill-
advised response to the reports
of anti-Hindu action thetefore
not only lacks sensitivity
but would serve to instill a fear
psychosis in the dominant mino-
rity community which is not needed.
The small band of Christians and
Buddhists are much better off and
are relatively more apolitical with
a focus on economics, the pro-
fessions, etc. But the Hindus are
active and in general support the AL,
the party which has spoken about
their rights. It has been a traditionally
anti-communal party but the AL is
accused of using them as a vote bank.

YAHYHIVHIYE NI

Khaleda Zia: A crisis of the BNP's own doing







During this election, in places where
minority candi-dates contested and the
votes were split, Hindus had to face the AL's
wrath as well. But Hindus still certainly feel
safer under the AL.

As if its lack of proper reaction to the
anti-Hindu incidents were not enough, a
related phenomenon guaranteed that the
chapter was not over for the government.
This involved Shariar Kabir, a pro-AL
personality with a long’ history in journa-
lism, literature and film, and also president
of the people’s committee formed to bring
the 1971 collaborators with the Pakijstan
army to book. Kabir wrote extensively in the
Bangla papers condemning the attacks on
Hindus. Subsequently, he had gone to West
Bengal to gather more information on the
Bangladeshi Hindus who had crossed over,
for a film that he was making. While in
Calcutta, Kabir had addressed meetings
vociferously condemning the Bangladesh
attacks, and discussed the issue in the
Indian and international media - enough
to rile any ‘ultra-nationalist’ Bangladeshi.
It was no surprise therefore that the police
arrested Kabir when he deplaned at Dhaka
airport on 24 November.

While Kabir was doubtlessly trying to
make life uncomfortabile for the BNP and to
turn the anti-Hindu attacks to the AL's
advantage, there is no denying that in the
process he also created an unprecedented
level of public awareness on the issue. His
arrest raised another furcre, almost as great
as the one which greeted the attacks on
Hindus, and added the issue of freedom of
expression and press. Many pro-BNP
intellectuals are also unhappy and Ena-
vetullah Khan, the highly influential editor
of the pro-BNP Holiday, has argued agamst
the arrest and in Bangladesh there will be

few takers for the action against Kabir. |

The governument is trying to justify his arrest
but it is not selling like hot jalebi in
Ramadan.

Shariar Kabir has been charged with
involvement in anti-state activities, the
usual catch-all phrase used against people
when strong evidence against them is
lacking. In a press note, the government
claimed that Kabir had been trying to fuel
hatred and contempt for it outside the
country and also indulging in anti-state
activities by holding meetings. At the timne
of writing, Kabir remains in detention by
virtue of the Special Powers Act, but the
government is in a no-win situation. If Kabir
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is freed, he wins. If he is convicted, he wins
even more.

It is important, however, to bring the
focus back on the original issue and not be
dragged down by the BNP vs Shariar Kabir
case. Fortunately, the larger issue has
picked up a life of its own, and the level of
introspection this brings about can only be
to the benefit of the national bedy politic.
How effective the media (and the press in
particular) can be when it catches on to a
good issue is clearly evident from this case.

To begin with, the media as a whole is
relatively more free under the BNP today than
it was under the earlier Awami League
dispensation. And it (the media) is not
pulling its punches. The BBC radio’s Bangla
service is presently broadcasting a series on
the recent Hindu migration out of Bangla-
desh and the programme has a multi-
million listenership in Bangla-speaking
South Asia, most significantiy in Bangla-
desh. Tn the meantime, various Bangla
newspapers in Dhaka have been publishing
the transcript of the programme, sensitising
the mass public to the subject like never
before. And while Shariar Kabir is a parti-
san, no such charge can be brought against
the outstanding BBC journalist Moazem
Hussain, who travelled to India then
returned to Bangladesh, tracked the families
to the homes they had fled, and then did the
radio series. All in all, the reaction of the
press has clearly been sobering to the BNP
govern-ment, a splash of cold water as it
begins to grapple with the reins of power.
Hopefully, the Bangladeshi public is now
better informed about the Hindu communify

_that is also part of it, and this may prevent

future attacks, or at least blunt their edge.
In the meantime, the big issue of the days
to come in Bangladesh will, of course, be
gas. Natural gas, which Jies within the
deltaic country in a massive volume,
attracted Bill Clinton all the way to Dhaka
a couple of years ago. While outside of
power, the BNP was a steadfast opponent of
all attempts to make Bangladesh cohabit
with American multinationals keen to
exploit the gas to sell to the only market there
is ~ India. This time, the BNP has promised
to come to a decision within a month, and
the Americans have descended on Dhaka,
will the Bangladesh media cover the gas
story with as much transparency and
commitment as it did the story of the Hindu

exodus?
— Afsan Chowdhury
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NEPAL

SHANGRI LA NO
MORE, SHANGRI
LA, STILL

NEPAL IS little understood by outsiders
because it was not colonised ~ the reason why
there was not enough written about it till the
mid-20th century. The country is also a bit
mysterious because there is so much variety
within it — demographic, geographic, climatic -
to be fathomed easily . The feudal era, which
lasted ali the way till the 1950s, did not help in
the understanding of history either. Finally,
Nepali scholarship has itself been weak, and
what is written with on-the-ground sincerity
is mostly available in the Nepali language.

The world therefore understood Nepal first
as a Shangri La, and that representation
endured for decades after the tourists disco-
vered Nepal in the 1960s. That two-dimen-
sional image of the country was inade up of
key markers which included: Himalayan
Buddhism, the snow massifs (himals), the
Tibetan societies of the Hiinalayan rimland,
and the Kathmandu Valley culture. The highly
populated midhill region - which actually
provides Nepal its own self-image — and the
Tarai were largely excluded from the mind's
picture of Nepal.

The Shangri La image took its first beating
when the promoters of the 'Himalayan degra-
dation theory' claimed that the Nepali pea-
santry was wreaking havoc on its forests, which
was leading to landslides, reduced agricultural
vield, and enhanced floods in Bangladesh. It
turned out not to be so bad, in hindsight, but
the damnage had been done, with even the locals
convinced by this developiment propaganda.

Then democracy arrived in 1990, after which
several factors aided the steady decline of

Nepal’s exobic-forbidden-kingdom image. The
fact that democracy had unfettered long-held
societal angst meant that ethnic and religious
assertion came to the fore and suddenly the
country seemed to be {and was) in turmoil. The
politicians did no scrvice by becoming quickly
corrupt, and the fact that Nepali democracy
could not deliver fast enough on its promise
led to the birth of a violent Maoist insurgency,
which gave the lie to the belief that Nepal, the
birthplace of the Buddha, is a peaceful land.

{n the latest segment of this unfolding story,
the royal palace massacre of 1 June 2001
battered the kingdom's image further, then the
Maoists feigned as if to parley and then in the
second half of November decided to violently
dare the state and establishment. The Nepali
Government of Sher Bahadur Deuba reacted
by: a) declaring the first-ever state of emergency
in Nepal; b} approving an anti-terrorism
ordinance; and, ¢) ordering the army out to
pursue the Maobaadi.

For a country that relies on tourism, possibly
nothing could have been worse than this
continuous self-inflicted assault on its persona.
But to look at the positive side of things - and
indeed there is such a side even in these
despondent times — the country has been going
through a period of telescoped learning whose
end result is a polity that will be better able to
manage itself and rid itself of contradictions.

The world is shocked to see where Nepal
has ended up. But Nepalis are equally sur-
prised to see that they still have a country. Even
in the most excruciating moments of national
crisis, such as when an entire royal clan was
massacred and an unknown void stared the
people in the face, all the institutions of state
remained in place and functioning. Nepal,
indeed, is a country that seems to be able to
take constant pummeling and yet remain
standing. But this resilience is not useful if, at
the end of it, there is not a trace of social and
economic advance for the people.

The waijt for such advance, hopefully, will
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not be long. In the meantime, the world needs
to know that Nepal is no longer a Shangri La,
but that it is Shangri La, yet. Meaning that all
that is written in the tourism brochures is true
~ isolated exotic communities, Hindu-Buddhist
comity, great mountain peaks, forbidden
kingdom. And it is also true that Nepal is a
country of 23 million going through disiocating
change aided by market penetration and
satellite television, amidst a messy exercise in
parliamentary democracy. In the latter sense,
Nepal is like any other developing country m
the world and to have thought otherwise was
to have made the initial mistake. And this non-
exotic image of Nepal actually makes Nepal
more real, more a country of living human
beings than a fantastical space inhabited only
by gods, temples, and monasteries. Like
everywhere, it is the people who make the
difference, and Nepal's multiple identities are
its saving grace and it is this diversity that has
to be saved in this globalised age. The very
hetereogenity of Nepal makes for a unique
homogeneity, which is what makes the country
different from so many regions in the neigh-
bourhood. This is what makes Nepal truly
exotic — an exoticism worth preserving even as

the kingdom strives to ‘develop’ economically.

So, to look at the brighter side: even the
Maoist insurgency has it. At the very least, it
professes to be fighting for a classless society,
which is different from the fight for identity
which marks the 29 insurgencies that pepper

the Himalayan landscape all the way eastward

from Nepal to Burma. On the ground level,
thanks to a democracy, Nepalis are today more
questioning of authority than ever before, and
if that is not the foundation stone of democracy
then nothing is. Then there is ethnic assertion,
gender activism, dalit activism, and tarai
achivism —not always effective, but nevertheless
there. The press is free, the only problem being
that it does not use its freedom to the hilt.
Nepal is experimenting with democracy in
fast-forward, and the Emergency put in place
by Prime Minister Sher Bahadur Deuba should
be only a brief aberration. The country needs
to go swiftly back to democracy as usual. Except
that it should not be democracy ‘as usual’, but
one that begins to deliver economic and social
benefits to 23 million people.
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insurgency demonstrate the depths to which a
misguided and frustrated identity movement can sink
in the absence of a guiding political ideology and firm
and recognisable leadership.

In the Northeast, where militancies with various
levels of commitment to violence as means to an end
proliferate, the Tripura insurgents manage to shock and
chill for the nonchalance with which they commit
crimes against the innocent and unarmed. Nowhere in
the entire region, from Assam to Nagaland, is there such
a thin line which separates the insurgent from the crim-
inal. And what makes the Tripura rebels far more dan-
gerous is their access to sophisticated arms, fed by a
cross-border gun-running network. Besides, they enjoy
the patronage of the local political parties,
which have developed a stake in the
insurgency. Unlike lay criminals, the
violence practiced by these militants
is more indiscriminate
and cold-blooded, and it is this
raw brutality that makes
Tripura's experience stand
apart from the other Northeast
insurgencies. For all
practical purposes, it can
be said that the insur-gents
of Tripura have decla-red a
war on the people - an
unequal war in which
no man, woman or child,
whether ‘tribal” or Bengali, is
spared.

The fighting has by now
affected nearly the entire rural
hinterland of the tiny state, where
some 30 odd militancies are
active. However, two outfits carry
out most of the attacks, abductions
and killings. The National
Liberation Front of Tripura (NLFT), a tribal group,
controls virtually all of the Tripura Tribal Autonomous
District Council (TTADC) area, which covers almost two-
thirds of the state’s territory. Its rival, the All Tripura
Tiger Force (ATTE), has undisputed writ over a smaller
patch in the state’s northeast area contiguous with
Bangladesh. Several retaliatory rag-tag armies, such as
the United Bengali Liberation Force (UBLF) and the
Amra Bangali, had also managed to keep the levels of
violence high, but they have by now petered out after
much-hyped beginnings. However, other less organised
but more criminal groups also operate in the state, some-
times kidnapping victims in order to ‘sell” them to the
more political outfits. There is a Left Front government
in place in Tripura, of course, but its presence is felt
only in the capital, Agartala. No one with a political
identity or balance in the bank is keen to move out of
Agartala for fear of being abducted or killed.

Ostensibly, the ATTF's main political demand is the
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deportation of all non-tribals settled in Tripura since
1951, while the NLFT's is a “free holy land of Tripura”,
which is to be achieved after secession from India. On
the ground, however, the two groups are locked in a
schizophrenic contest involving money, political pa-
tronage and control over territory. While the NLFT and
ATTF would thus seem to have complementary goals,
however, it is fighting between these two groups that is
one of the main reasons for the inordinantly high
casualties in the war in Tripura. Innocents, as well as
combatants, get caught in the crossfire.

A totat of 1718 civilians and members of the securi-
ty forces (not counting insurgents) died in militancy-
related violence between April 1993 and February 2001.
During the same period,
1961 persons were kid-
napped. Chief Minister
Manik Sarkar told the State
Assembly that, of the total
kidnapping cases, more than
47 were untraced. Actually,
the number of abduc-tions is
thought to be much larger, for
most cases go unreported,
with the families reluctant to
approach the police. Thus,

even the number of reported
abduc-tions does not indicate the true
level of violence in the state.
According to the latest official figures, the
nine months from January to September 2000 saw
422 persons kidnapped in Tripura by various
armed insurgent groups. Ten of those abducted
were killed in rebel custody and 199 released on
payment of huge ransoms. The remaining kidnapping
victims are still missing. During the same period, 159
civilians were killed by insurgents and there were
another 359 ‘extremist-related’ incidents. In addition,
22 militants and 15 security personnel were killed in
61 encounters. Altogether 466 villagers were taken into
custody for interrogation by the security forces and 637
people thought to be rebel collaborators were arrested.

Educational establishments have suffered much of
the violence. There have been many school closures fol-
lowing the abducting and killing of staff. The last cou-
ple of years alone saw the slaying of 20 teachers in the
state, and the abduction of 58 staff members of schools.
According to reliable media and political party sourc-
es, 80 percent of the 1284 schools in the Autonomous
District Council have remained closed for the past five
years. All this in a state that already has one of the
highest school dropout rates in all of India.

There has also been a dramatic drop in develop-
ment work in Tripura, with bureaucrats and other gov-
ernment officials unable to visit the interior areas for
fear of being kidnapped for ransom and whisked away
to hideouts in Bangladesh. Meanwhile, there is a huge
population displacement in progress as non-tribals
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YEAR . TRIPURA POP.  TRIBAL POP.  TRIBAL %
1901 173,325 91,679
1921 304,437 191,610
1941 513,010 256,991
1951 645,707 237,953
1961 1,142,005 360,070
1971 1,556,342 450,544
1961 2,053,058 583,920
1991 2,757,205 853,345

from the hills descend to the plains, and as tribals from
the plains move up to the interior highland. Sharp
ethnic polarisation is now a tragic reality in Tripura,
accompanied with total collapse of the authority of the
state government in Agartala. The rule of the gun is
almost uncontested.

The people of Tripura are no strangers to political
violence or to popular grassroofs protest movements,
having experienced their first organised insurgency
back in the late 1940s. Organised by a leftist leader-
ship, that movement was promoted as an “armed strug-
gle against class enemies”, meaning the Indian ruling
class. What is noteworthy of the current situation, how-
ever, is the aimlessness of the insurgency. Tripura’s
insurgents have evolved into nothing more than gun-
toting criminals targeting their own people, while en-
joying immunity because of highly placed patrons and
sympathisers. When the going gets tough, they are able
to quietly evacuate across the porous border.

For these failed revolutionaries of Tripura, the shift
from ethnic insurgency to criminality was fast, easy
and lucrative. The money has rolled in, particularly
from ransom demands, and this has assured lavish lif-
estyles for the leaders and a steady supply of arms from
Southeast Asia for the cadres. Ironically, it is the Tripura
Tribal Autonomous District Council (TTADC) area where
most of Tripura’s tribal fhumiya (shifting cultivation)
population lives, that is worst hit by militancy, and
which also helps support the criminals masquerading
as militants. Today’s Tripura fighters have nowhere to
g0, no lofty battles to fight, no visions to sell. They live
for the moment, given to things material, with a craving
for the gun and a deep contempt for the rule of law.

The fact that Tripura is not visible in the Indian,
South Asian or global indices of political violence mere-
ly points to media and scholarly neglect, and it is pos-
sible that this oversight itself has fueled the bloodshed.

Way to self-destruction

On the map, Tripura is the stubborn little thumb of ter-
ritory that juts sharply into Bangladesh, nestled uneas-
ily between the Chittagong Hills Tracts to the south,
Comilla to the west and Sylhet to the north. A princely
state that acceded to the Indian Union on 15 October
1949, Tripura became a Union Territory in November

!

1956 and a full-fledged state in January 1972
The reason Tripura entered its violent societal

52.81 tailspin, S0
56.37  dramatic even against the backdrop of the
50.91 generally insurgency-ridden Northeast, is its
36.85 particular mix of history, demography and
' modern-day political evolution.
31.53 The origins of ethnic insurgency can be
28.95 traced to the influx of Bengali settlers from East
28.45 Pakistan immediately following Partition in
30.95 1947. The 1901 census of Tripura recorded trib-

als constituting 43 percent of the population,
and by 1947 they constituted the majority. The
census of 1951, however, indicated a major shift in the
demographic balance, with the tribal population
having fallen dramatically to 37 percent {from 51 per-
cent a decade previously). With the continuing inflow
of Bengali migrants over the years, and with an addi-
tional surge recorded after the 1971 Bangladesh war,
the tribal population of the state is now down to less
than 30 percent.

Tripura’s indigenous population, divided among
19 distinct tribes, forms a socially and economically
deprived community which has traditionally depend-
ed on jhum (shifting) cultivation in the forest tracts. Fol-
lowing Partition, most hill-based tribes found them-
selves rapidly marginalised as a result of the home-
steading by the culturally dominant Bengali-speakers.
The indigenous people lost their unquestioned tradi-
tional entitlement to land as aggressive settlers moved
in. With the locals unable to make guick adjustments
in lifestyle or adapt to the evolving institutional
circumstances, the latter were also quick to take advan-
tage of modern-day occupations in civil service and
commerce. The ‘establishment” in Agartala thus rapid-
ly became Bengali-ised, including the state administra-
tion, academia, and business, all of this fueling a deep
feeling of alienation among the tribal population. In
fact, the leaders of the Assam Movement of 1979-85 used
the example of the marginalisation of the indigenous
people of Tripura to justify their own campaign against
Bengali ‘outsiders’.

Recognising this process of marginalisation, the trib-
al leadership began to apply pressure on the Indian
state through the Tripura Upajati Juba Samity (TUJS), a
committee formed in fune 1967. The charter of the TUJS,
set out in the face of strident protests by the Bengalis,
sought tribal autonomy through a series of demands
which included an autonomous district counci] for the
tribal people; restoration of alienated tribal lands;
extension of the “Inner Line” regulations to Tripura
to discourage access to all and sundry from the Indian
‘mainland’; and introeduction of Kokborok, the indi-
genous language, with the use of Roman script as the
medium of instruction for tribal students.

Feeling that their demands were going unfilled, and
with the continuing arrival of settlers, in the late 1970s
the tribal groups began to engage in violent guerilla
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(ONGC) because the areas containing potentially rich
natural gas reserves are those where the insurgents are
most likely to strike.

Prize catch

There is no business quite like the kidnapping busi-
ness in Tripura, where fabulous returns are almost guar-
anteed amidst the statewide anarchy. The official fig-
ures bear this out: between January 1997 and Decem-
ber 2000, there were some 1394 abductions reported, 96
hostages confirmed dead, and 444 hostages missing to
this day. The ransom amounts usually range from INR
20, 000 to INR 50, 000, but can run to lakhs if the victim
is thought to be affluent encugh. However, given the
non-ideological nature of the insurgency, the payment
of ransom does not necessarily mean freedom, and there
are many cases of death in captivity.

Yugabrata Chakrabarty was a prominent tea
planter who was abducted by the ATTF in 1996.
Thirty takh rupees were paid for his release, but
earlier this year after the payment of ransom
the group announced that he had died of
renal failure. Chakravarty’s
family members have said  »
that the ATTF demanded &
additional lakhs of ru- ¥
pees for returning the
body. In another in-
stance, the son of
businessman Mrinal
Chowdhury was shot
dead by ATTF gunmen
while trying to resist
his father’s abduction.
Chowdhury himself was
later killed and his body
thrown into a remote well.
The NLFT, fighting for the
“free holy land of Tripura”,
was responsible for abduct-
ing two boys aged three and
four in South Tripura on 15
November, 2000. Both were later
shot dead, even though their parents had paid a ran-
som of INR 25,000 for their release.

Tea production is the only commercial activity that
has achieved any kind of scale in the state, but the in-
dustry has been grievously wounded by the kidnap-
pings and killings. Many of Tripura’s 57 tea gardens
are located along the length of the border with Bang-
ladesh, and the high and mid-level tea-executive is a
prized catch for the abductors. The tea industry is
thought to be able to afford hefty ransom demands, and
it is relatively easy to whisk off victims from isolated
tea gardens to rebel hideouts in Bangladesh.

As a result of the surge in abductions of tea execu-
tives in recent years, a large number of tea gardens lie
abandoned while others function at half-steam in the
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absence of planters. In many of the 20-odd tea gardens
of South Tripura, which too have fallen victim to
extremist violence, the bushes remain unattended and
the crop unplucked as the proprietors themselves stay
away. Even though the owners are desperate for a truce
with the militants, they have been unable to establish
any trust between themselves and the fractured groups
that roam the countryside. This is in sharp contrast to
the relationship developed by tea gardens in Assam
and elsewhere in the Northeast with the various rebel
groups, perhaps due to the unified command of the
better organised insurgents elsewhere.

While the abduction of tea planters make news, the
larger impact on Tripura society is in the numerous
cases of kidnappings, random killings and extortion
targeted at those less privileged. Almost every other
person walking the streets of Agartala has been a direct
or indirect participant in a violent drama, and there

are few families that have been spared the
horror of one violent action or another.

ASSAM

Gun-running banditry
All of the Indian Northeast is marked
by identity-related insurgencies, tar-
geted against the ‘Centre’ in New
Delhi, or the state government, or
against neighbouring or cohabiting
communities with whom there is ei-
ther historical or newfound ire. With
only Mizoram today serving as a
newfound haven of peace in a progressively
violent Northeast, it would have been surpris-
ing if Tripura had not been dragged into this
cauldron of violence. And so it has been, the
only difference being that the state’s
peculiar situation has made it easy for the in-
surgents to convert themselves quickly into
bandits.
Besides the obvious dissatisfactions with-
in the states of the region, insurgency finds
fertile ground in the Northeast of India be-
cause of the long, winding and porous fron-
tiers, the presence of elements hostile to the
Central Government across these frontiers, an inhospi-
table and forested terrain, and the region’s proximity to
Southeast Asia. The fact that neighbouring Burma it-
self has a number of powerful insurgent groups only
helps sustain those of the Indian Northeast. Most of the
contraband weapons that flow into the Northeast orig-
inate in Cambodia, with its surplus of small arms. The
underground route to South Asia is said to begin in the
Rangong Islands off the Thai coast from where the arms
are shipped through the Andaman Sea to Cox's Bazaar
along the Bangladesh coast. From here, the weapons
are carried in smaller consignments to various destina-
tions in Burma and the Indian Northeast through
different routes.
It is thought that the bulk of the arms that enter the
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Northeast from Bangladesh do so through
Tripura. According to the state’s Finance
Minister, Badal Chowdhury, the weapon
consignments arrive in the districts of
Dholai, South Tripura and North Tripura,
from where they are transported further
inland. The NLFT and ATTF, with camps and
hidecuts in Bangladesh, clearly play a key
role in this gun-running activity. Agartala’s
authorities claim to have submitted a report
to New Delhi some time ago documenting
21 NLIT and eight ATTF base camps in Bang-
tadesh, most of them located in the Sylhet
and Chittagong districts.

The quantity of weapons confiscated by
the Border Security Force and other units
does not reflect the actual volume of the con- |
traband arms trade, but the seizures do !

'The once ﬁdurfshmg tea gardens of Tripura are now paralysed by insurgency

clearly indicate the nature of weaponry in
the possession of the militants in Tripura and elsewhere.
Most of the arms are Chinese-manufactured pistols,
revolvers, sten-guns, self-loading rifles (SLRs), as well
as assault rifles such as the AK-47, 56 and 58, plus
some .303 rifles. Unlike the smaller groups, the NLFT
and ATTF both possess a formidable arsenal of such
arms.

The power that comes from wielding an assault
rifle keeps Tripura’s under-educated youth in thrall,
which makes recruitment easy. Meanwhile, the weap-
ons horde of the two main insurgent groups gives them
an enormous clout in the pecking order of Northeast
insurgencies. Their firepower also makes them formi-
dable foes of the security forces. Most importantly, how-
ever, the NLFT and ATTF are able to use these guns
against the people of Tripura, which they do, and post-
pone indefinitely the rise of a civil society based on
representational democracy and the rule of law,

The politician’s insurgent

One of the high profile ministers of the ruling Left Front
government in Agartala explained in an interview last
August that the insurgency in his state was not all it
was cracked up to be. The problem was being high-
lighted and exaggerated, he said, “by the Congress Party
just in order to dislodge us from power.” The minister
took great pains to explain the nexus between the NLET
and the State Congress Party and lamented the Con-
gress’ cynical encouragement of insurgency in Tripu-
ra. “We (the Left Front) enjoy a considerable support
trom the tribals in Tripura, and this is nothing but dirty
politics by the Congress,” he said.

The minister’s reference to NLET is significant. For,
while the NLFT is alleged to have close links with the
Congress, the ATTF is said to be aligned with the ruling
Left Front. Tribal militant outfits have been used by the
major political parties in the state either to remain in
power or to dethrone the ruling party. Both the Con-
gress and the Communist Party of India (Marxist)
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CPI(M), which have ruled Tripura alternately since 1978,
stand accused of empioying underground outfits
against each other. Thus, there is little doubt that what
can be called ‘terrorism’ in the state is supported and
sustained by political patronage. This may explain
why Agartala’s authorities are unable to control insur-
gents, said to number, as a senior police officer himself
admitted, ne more than a thousand. So deep is the mil-
itant-politician nexus, it is said that the parties do not
give the security forces a free hand in tackling the
insurgents.

The state has abdicated its responsibility in Tripu-
ra. The democratic constitutional process has been sub-
verted, and electoral outcomes are increasingly decid-
ed by the overt or covert support of the armed elements.
Protected by political immunity and patronage, the in-
surgents enjoy untrammeled freedom to control territo-
ry, extort, loot, kidnap and rape. The politicians, mean-
while, look the other way.

A land-locked and Bangladesh-locked state that is
far from even the Northeastern consciousness of the
rest of India, Tripura and its people have been left to
sort out their own problems. With a flick of a pencil, the
border-demarcating Cyril Radcliffe managed to remove
this region from its economic lifeline and make it the
state that is the remotest from the centre of India. This
might potentially even have been something of an ad-
vantage, but Tripura’s particular history of indigenous-
ness and in-migration, as well as the fractured nature
of its local identities, has nurtured a soil that is fertile
for poiitical violence. Without a strong intelligentsia
and civil society of its own, and neglected by the rest of
the Northeast and India, the political violence soon
degenerated into banditry. And that is what the people
of Tripura suffer today.

Kashmir is more visible. It is here that real terror has
come to roost, practically unremarked. A
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found that the government was ever ready to help. The
military and police officers could hardly suppress their
glee when they found eager volunteers amongst the
Sulfa boys, with their insider’s knowledge, in the fight
against ULFA,

The results started pouring in soon enough. The
combined onslaught of the Sulfa and the security forces
took their toll on an already-weakened ULFA. The battle
on the ground was being won by the Government, but
it was paying a heavy price politically. The Sulfa did
not exactly follow the book in its actions, and the
excesses mounted. In some places, over-enthusiastic
security otficers allowed the Sulfa boys to operate by
themselves, and this added to the mushrooming public
resentment. Another outcome of this self-serving amity
between the authorities and the Sulfa was that the police
began turning a blind eye to the Sulfa boys’ coercive
business practices. It became an unwritten code that to
engage in any business, construction contract, or trade
in Assam, one had to pay a fixed percentage in
commission to the local Sulfa chief. The public was
becoming increasingly uneasy, although few dared to
speak up openly for fear of being branded an active
supporter of ULFA — the consequence could be
incarceration, or even liquidation.

Sulfa syndicate

The people had their revenge in the next general
elections, held in February 1996. A snowballing anti-
incumbency sentiment saw the Congress ousted and
the Asom Gana Parishad (AGP) ushered in as the ruling
party. The AGP government, led by Prafulla Mahanta,
the erstwhile student leader who had been the Chief
Minister of Assam from 1985 to 1990, started off by
distancing the Government from the Sulfa. With the
Sulfa keeping a low profile in the absence of official
patronage, the ULFA reappeared on the scene with a
vengeance. The killings and violence were such that at
times the statewide scene resembled that of a banana
republic after a military coup. With the escalating
violence, and some added arm-twisting by New Delhi,
which threatened to impose central rule citing
administrative breakdown, Mahanta's government was
forced to change its stance regarding the insurgency.

Within six months of the AGP’s coming to power,
the bonhomie between the state government and the
ULFA turned to bitter enmity. The turning point was
reached when the ULFA tried to bomb the car of Chief
Minister Prafulla Mahanta while he was traveling with
his six-year-old daughter. After that, Mahanta started
taking the anti-ULFA operations very seriously and some
senior police officers known more for their shoot-from-
the-hip philosophy than their adherence to the blue
book were brought back into Assam.

As soon as this new counter-insurgency chapter
started, the government re-discovered the virtues of the
Sulfa. The boys were brought back to centre-stage on a
red carpet, and the aftermath was a rehearsal of the
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earlicr episode. The only difference was in the
heightened scale of blood-letting. The second cycle of
fighting between the ULFA on the one side and the
security forces and the Sulfa on the other saw the
emergence of ‘secret killers’, unknown assailants who
would raid the houses of ULFA members and assassinate
themn to exact revenge tor their kin's rebellion. This cvcle
also witnessed a sharp rise in the ‘syndicate’ style
monopoly exercised by some Sulfa groups over nearly
all the high-profit business activities in the state. The
AGP authorities gave the former rebels a free hand to
create monopoly structures as long as they served in
counter-insurgency operations. However, the end result
was that the AGP was practically wiped out during the
next elections in July 2001, when the opposition
Congress made it back to the seat of government.

ULFA facade

Assam is now at the beginning of the third cycle in this
play between the state government, ULFA and Sulfa,
The new government is wary of being perceived as
patronising the Sulfa, and this has meant that the
powerful boys are now on the run. A few top leaders
have left the state, and others are maintaining a very
low profile. The only discernable change this time is in
the strategy being practiced by the ULFA. Whereas, it
behaved like a victorious junta after the 1996 elections
that brought the Prafulla Mahanta-led AGP to power,
in these past months they have been more conspicuous
by their low profile.

However, it could be that the ULFA is on an extensive
extortion drive, as reported in a section of the Guwahati
media. Indeed, the military and the central intelligence
agencies operating in Assam believe that ULFA has
adopted a cunning strategy to exploit the situation —on
the one hand they are giving the Congress government
of Chief Minister Tarun Gogoi hope of coming in for
talks, while on the other they are collecting money,
recruits and resources that had been depleted after the
pericd of hard-hitting counter-insurgency operations
under the previous regime.

In the meantime, this is not a good time to be a Sulfa
cadre. With a seemingly less sympathetic if not
outrightly hostile government in place, the former rebels
are now at the mercy of their dreaded adversary, the
ULFA. The senior leaders of the ULFA have lost quite a
few family members to the bullets of secret killers, who
it believes are none other than some Sulfa boys.
Therefore, once the need for maintaining a facade of
peace is over, the ULFA is sure to hit out at Sulfa. It is not
a question of what will happen, rather one of when it
will happen,

On the larger plane of strategy, however, the Sulfa is
but an irritant for ULFA, whose raison d’etre is fighting
the Indian state. And the tone of the insurgent’s regular
newsletter, titled Freedom, does not indicate that the ULFA
is ready to bury the hatchet with New Delhi. The present
facade of peace in Assam is just that, and we are living
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through a lull before it is ripped away by one more
surge of violence.

[f the ULFA launches any major armed operation
against the security forces, as this writer believes it will,
the state Government would have to initiate tougher
measures. It has happened twice and from all
indications it will happen again that the state
Government and the ULFA will be involved in a bitter
conflict. Tt is more than certain that the security forces
will be needing the services of former rebels to enhance
their performance. The Sulfa does not come cheap. It
will exact its own price for cooperating with the
Government. Syndicates will crop up all over the state
again. Itis indeed a nightmarish scenario for the average
citizen caught between the devil of insurgents and the
deep sea of counter-insurgency forces.

The saner elements amongst the Sulfa have
suggested that since every government has ultimately
felt the need for their services, the unofficial and unholy
system of providing remuneration through ‘syndicates’
should be replaced with an official and transparent
system. Elsewhere in India, ex-rebels have been
absorbed into paramilitary battalions called IRBs
(Indian Reserve Battalions). In Nagaland, Manipur,
Punjab and Kashmir, these IRBs have proved their worth
as effective counter-insurgency forces. However, being
state-sanctioned units, these battalions are bound by
rules and are answerable to codes of conduct as
combatants, Such a transformation of the Sulfa will
make them more responsible and less like vigilantes
and warlords.

This issue was raised at a recent meeting between
the State Home Minister Paradgul Bordoloi and some
Sulfa leaders. The government says that it accepts the
proposal in principle and has approached the central
Government for necessary permission and funds. What
actually transpires will be known only when it
happens.

Surrendered privilege _
Though it is true that the Sulfa has fully earned its
notoriety, going by recent Government statistics the fact
is that more than seven thousand militants have
surrendered in Assam. The present cadre strength of
the ULFA is thought to be no more than five thousand. If
there had been no surrenders, the underground ULFA
would have twice the number of cadres it has now.
Then there is the moral question — when somebody is
hunted down by the State it is also natural justice that
he should be given a chance to surrender rather than be
killed in an encounter. It is also important to keep in
mind that the State is dealing not with hardcore
criminals, but misguided teenagers teenagers bowled
over by ideology and the romanticism of holding a gun.
There is a false perception amongst many that the
surrendered boys are granted amnesty for all their
crimes. The fact is that the Indian Constitution and the
country’s legal system has no provision for the grant of
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amnesty. There is a provision for granting pardons, but
that happens only after conviction in a court of law.
There is simply no provision for granting amnesty
before trial and conviction. Thus, all the surrendered
ULFA members have to regularly appear before courts
to stand trial for cases registered against them while
they were in the ULFA. Another common misperception
is that the majority of the surrendered militants are a
mischievous lot, but the truth is that more than half of
those who left ULFA have gone back to normal non-
militant lives. Possibly no more than seven hundred
Sulfa members have been engaged in counter-
insurgency and/or are living luxurious lives at a cost
to the State. [t would be a travesty to hold ninety percent
responsible for the deeds of ten percent.

As long as insurgency maintains steam in Assam,
surrenders will remain its inevitable by-product. The
lure of adventure, and escape from an apparently
hopeless future in economically stagnant Assam,
will continue to draw the young into the militant
organisation. While some will become hardcore
insurgents, others become disillusioned soon enough.
It would be morally and tactically unsound to disallow
such cadre to return and repent. While this writer
strongly believes that there should be no special
privilege for the surrendered militants, at the same time
they should not be permanently despised. Sticking a
derogatory label to each and every surrendered ULFA
member only creates another group that is psy-
chologically kept outside civil society. This is a
potentially dangerous situation both for the surren-
dered militants and the civil society.

Elected governments are influenced by strong, and
expressed public opinion. The public of Assam has
proved more than once that it disapproves of the
clandestine use of Sulfa to counter insurgency in the
state. The message from the people of Assam to the
government of Assam should be heard loud and clear.
And the instruction is: officially induct the Sulfa boys
in the security forces if you need their service, otherwise
keep your hands off them. No special privilege and no
special service! A
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The Oppression Within

A degeneration of insurgencies is underway in parts of the Northeast,
and in some instances the people are beginning to speak out.

By Rupa Chinai

xcept when it explodes in violence, Manipur in

Northeast India is a state that rarely attracts atten-
tion. That is perhaps a misfortune to equal the tragedy
of death that perpetually stalks its society, for many
changes have taken place in the last many years that a
negligent “India” has not cared to notice. In late Sep-
tember this year, local newspapers and cable television
operators in Manipur suspended work for two weeks,
in protest against “interference”. This was an act of
protest against the degeneration of once idealistic “free-
dom movements” into internecine struggles for power
and control by proliferating splinter groups. This is the
sad reality of India’s Northeast. Many of those who
today speak on behalf of the region have become in-
creasingly distant from its common people, and Indian
policymakers have yet to register the importance of
this fact.

Nagaland, which neighbours Manipur, has for the
past 50 years been in the throes of one of the most tena-
cious armed struggles against New Delhi. There is vir-
tually no Naga family that has not been scarred by this
movement for independence. In the past two decades,
Assam and Tripura too made their way into the roster
of insurgency-affected states. These armed struggles
have led to one of the saddest blights of the Northeast,
the cutting down of youth at the peak of vigour and
energy. In all these states, the crushing might of the
Indian army is a conspicuous, menacing and oppres-
sive one.

What is unfortunately rather iess evident to those
who sympathise with the regional movements for au-
tonomy and seif-determination is that oppression is
equally ruthlessly practised by the local insurgent or-
ganisations. This is why the press of the Northeast has
begun to protest, and why the common folk are increas-
ingly perturbed by the “parallel government’ run by
these organisations. The question that can legitimately
be asked is how such organisations can claim to speak
on behalf of an entire people in negotiations with the
federal government and in international fora, when they
silence the public back home at gunpoint and ruthless-
ly stamp out dissent.

Naga versus Naga

The National Socialist Council of Nagalim (Isaac-Mui-
vah) (NSCN-TM) is one of the insurgent groups now

2

engaged in negotiating with the central Government
on settlement of the Naga issue. There is widespread
support for a ceasefire amongst the Nagas, and the talks
reflect the deep desire among the people for peace. But
the Naga public is also making it clear to the Isaac-
Muivah group that unless they forge a viable consen-
sus with rival groups about the terms of negotiation
with New Delhi, any settlement that is arrived at will
lead to more bloodshed. Thuingaleng Muivah, a Tang-
hkhul Naga from Manipur, and lsaac Swu, a Sema from
Nagaland, are amongst the Naga leaders who were
closely associated with Angami Zapu Phizo, the
founder of the Naga movement for independence.

In 1980 Muivah and Swu split from the parent body
(the Naga National Council) to form the NSCN, in pro-
test against the controversial Shillong Accord of 1975,
whose terms—secretly negotiated with the Government
of India by a small group of leaders reportedly close to
Phizo-—were described as a “sellout” by a sizable sec-
tion of the Nagas. In due course, the NSCN too began to
be internally riven, with the Muivah group locked in a
bitter fight with the Khaplang group (NSCN-K), domi-
nated by the Konyak {(the largest Naga tribe in Naga-
land) and Hemi Nagas (who live in contiguous areas
of Burma). The past decade has seen some of the blood-
iest fighting between the IM and K groups of the NSCN,
resulting in the loss of innocent civilian lives caught in
the crosstire, and deepening the divide between the
twele major Naga tribes. While all Nagas acknowledge
the armed might and organisational superiority of the
NSCN(I-M), and its crucial role in any settlement with
the central Government, many powerful tribes are un-
willing to accept the NSCN(IM) as the sole arbiter of the
Naga destiny.

What forms do the oppression from within take? At
a recent conference in Shillong, women journalists of
the Northeast spoke of the pressure they face from the
insurgent groups seeking to dictate what could and
could not be published. Northeast journalists have time
and again traveled to New Delhi and elsewhere in an
effort to draw the attention of the national media to
their plight, to plead for national support so that the
true picture of these areas can be presented to the rest of
the country. The response, unfortunately, has been
weak. At the ground level too, the open flaunting of
insurgent might is evident. For instance, recently, local
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Grim fantasies: A pro-nuke rally in Karachi organised by
Pakistan’s main fundamentalist party, Jamaal-e-Islami.

South Asia. The planned deployment of nuclear weap-
ons by the two countries heightens the risks. With po-
litical instability a real possibility in Pakistan, particu-
“zrlv given the conflict in Afghanistan, the dangers have
never been so near.

Learning to Love the Bomb

Both countries have been advancing their nuclear pro-
grammes almost ever since they gained independence
from Britain. Understanding this history is crucial in
figuring out what to do now, as well as preventing the
further proliferation of nuclear weapons. Although the
standoff between Pakistan and India has distinct local
characteristics, both countries owe much to other nu-
clear states. The materials used in their bombs were
manufactured with Western technology; both countries’
justifications for joining the nuclear club drew heavily
on Cold War thinking. The continued reliance of the
US and Russia on thousands of nuclear weapons on
hair-trigger alert only adds to the perceived need for
nuclear arsenals in India and Pakistan.

When setting up the Indian Atomic Energy Com-
mission (IAEC) in 1948, Jawaharlal Nehru, India’s first
Prime Minister, 1aid out his desire that the country “de-
velop [atomic energy] for peaceful purposes.” But at
the same time, he recognised that “if we are compelled
as a nation to use it for other purposes, possibly no
pious sentiments will stop the nation from using it that
way.” Such ambivalence remained a central feature of
India’s nuclear policy as it developed.

To Indian leaders, the programme symbolised in-
ternational political clout and technological moderni-
ty. Over the next two decades, India began to construct
and operate nuclear reactors, mine uranium, fabricate
fuel and extract plutonium. In terms of electricity pro-
duced, these activities often proved uneconomical—
hardly, one might think, where a developing nation
should be putting its resources. Politicians and scien-
tists justified the nuclear programme on the grounds
that it promoted self-sufficiency, a popular theme in
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post-colonial India. Rhetoric aside, India solicited and
received ample aid from Canada, the US and other
countries.

After India’s defeat in the 1962 border war with
China, some right-wing politicians issued the first pub-
lic calls for developing a nuclear arsenal. These ap-
peals became louder after China’s first nuclear test in
1964. Countering this bomb lobby were other promi-
nent figures, who argued that the economic cost would
be too high. Many leading scientists advocated the
bomb. Homi Bhabha, the theoretical physicist who ran
the IAEC, claimed that his organisation could build
nuclear weapons “within 18 months”. Citing a
Lawrence Livermore National Laboratory report, Bhab-
ha predicted that nuclear bombs would be cheap. He
also promised economic gain from “peaceful nuclear
explosions”, which many American nuclear research-
ers extolled for, say, digging canals.

In November 1964 Indian Prime Minister Lal Baha-
dur Shastri compromised, permitting the commission
to explore the technology for such an explosion. It turned
out that Bhabha had already been doing some explo-
ring. In 1960 he reportedly sent Vasudev Iya, a young
chemist, to France to absorb as much information as he
possibly could about how polonium—a chemical
element used to trigger a nuclear explosion—was
prepared. Bhabha died in 1966, and design work on
the “peaceful” device did not begin for another two
years. But by the late 1960s, between 50 and 75 scientists
and engineers were actively developing weapons. Their
work culminated in India’s first atomic test-—the deto-
nation on May 11, 1974, of a plutonium weapon with
an explosive yield of five to 12 kilotons. For compari-
son, the bomb dropped on Hiroshima had a yield of
about 13 kilotons.

Nuclear Tipping Point

The 1974 test was greeted with enthusiasm within In-
dia and dismay elsewhere. Western countries cut off
cooperative efforts on nuclear matters and formed the
Nuclear Suppliers Group, which restricts the export of
nuclear technologies and materials to nations that refuse
to sign the 1968 Nuclear Non-Proliferation Treaty, in-
cluding both India and Pakistan.

In the years that followed, the bomb lobby pushed
for tests of more advanced weapons, such as a boosted-
fission design and a hydrogen bomb. It appears that in
late 1982 or early 1983, Prime Minister Indira Gandhi
tentatively agreed to another test, only to change her
mind within 24 hours. One of the causes for the volte-
face is said to have been a conversation with the Indian
Foreign Secretary, whom an American official had con-
fronted with satellite evidence of preparations at the
test site. The conversation seems to have convinced
Gandhi that the US reaction would create economic
difficulties for India. Instead, it is reported, she wanted
to “develop other things and keep them ready”.

The “other things” she had in mind were ballistic
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was thinking about equipping at least one of its sub-
marines with nuclear missiles.

Critical Mass
Deployment increases the risk that nuclear weapons
will be used in a crisis through
accident or miscalculation. With
missile flight times of three to five
minutes between the two countries,
early-warning systems are useless.
Leaders may not learn of a launch
until they look out their window
and see a blinding flash of light.
They will therefore keep their
fingers close to the button or
authorise others, geographically
dispersed, to do so. Broadly
speaking, there are two scenarios.
The first postulates that India crosses some threshold
during a war—its troops reach the outskirts of Lahore
or its ships impose a naval blockade on Karachi-—and
Pakistan responds with tactical nuclear weapons as a
warning shot. The other scenario supposes that under
the same circumstances, Pakistan decides that a warn-
ing shot would not work and instead attacks an Indian
city directly. In 1998 one of us (Ramana) conducted the
first scientific study of how much damage a modest,
15-kiloton bemb dropped on Bormbay would cause: over
the first few months, between 150,000 and 850,000 peo-
ple would die.

The Indian military is already preparing for these
eventualities. This past May it carried out its biggest
exercises in more than a decade, called Operation Com-
plete Victory. Tens of thousands of troops, backed by
tanks, aircraft and attack helicopters, undertook drills
close to the border with Pakistan. The stated aim was to
train the armed forces to operate in an “environment of
chemical, biological and nuclear assault” and “to teach
the enemy a lesson once and for all”. In one significant
exercise, the military had to “handle a warlike situa-
tion wherein an enemy
aircraft is encountered
carrying a nuclear warhead”.
Abdut Kalam, head of India’s
missile programme, said that
India’s nuclear weapons
“are being tested for military
operations... for training by
our armed forces.”

Evenbefore 11 September,
South Asia had all the
ingredients for a nuclear war:

B. K. BANGASH

of india.

Protesters at the Pakistan
Embassy in New Delhi after
Pakistan’s nuclear tests in
1998.
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Fathers of the South Asian bomb: A. Q.
Khan of Pakistan and Homi Bhabha (right)

possession and continued development of bombs and
missiles, imminent deployment of nuclear weapons,
inadequate precautions to avoid unauthorised use of
these weapons, geographical proximity, ongoing
conflict in Kashmir, militaristic religious extremist
movements, and leaders who seem
sanguine about the dangers of
nuclear war.

The responses of India and
Pakistan to the events of September
11 and the US-led attack on targets
in Afghanistan reflect the strategic
competition that has shaped much
of their history. India was quick to
offer air bases and logistical
support to the US military so as to
isolate Pakistan. Attempting to tie
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— its own problems in Kashmir with

the global concern about terrorism, Indian officials even
threatened to launch attacks on Pakistani supply lines
and alleged training camps for militants fighting in
Kashmir. Pakistan, for its part, realising both the
geopolitical advantage it possessed and the dangers of
civil instability, deliberated before agreeing to provide
support to fight the Taliban. The diplomatic
machinations, war in Afghanistan and violence in
Kashmir may well have worsened the prospects for
peace on the subcontinent. The lifting of American sanc-
tions, which had been imposed in the 1990s, freed up
resources to invest in weapons.

The limitations of Western nenproliferation policy
are now painfully obvious. It has relied primarily on
supply-side export controls to prevent access to nucle-
ar technologies. But Pakistan’s programme reveals that
these are inadequate. Any effective strategy for nonpro-
liferation must also involve demand-side measures—
policies to assure countries that the bomb is not a requi-
site for true security. The most important demand-side
measure is progress toward global nuclear disarma-
ment. Some people argue that global disarmament and
nonproliferation are
unrelated. But as George
Perkovich of the W. Alton
Jones Foundation in Char-
lottesville, Virginia,
observed in his masterly
study of the Indian nuclear
programme, that premise is
“the grandest illusicn of the
nuclear age”. It may also be

{Reproduced from Scientific
American, 1 December
2001, originally hitled ‘India,
Pakistan and the Bomb'".)
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American infidelity or Pakistani duplicity?

by Manzur Ejaz

akistanis, living at home or abroad, have become

masters at monologues, despising or ignoring the
value of dialogue among ourselves and with others.
We have convinced ourselves that we are the prime
target of persecution and discrimination, ignoring our
own infinite propensity to do the same within our own
society and to others. We have started living by cliches.
This xenophobic collective state of mind is, inadvert-
ently, serving the interests of the state and the ruling
elite and undermining the rights of the common citi-
zen.

These days, the prized cliche is that the American
abandonment of Pakistan after the Soviet forced with-
drawal from Afghanistan. Pakistani expatriates inter-
acting with American politicians never miss a chance
to remind them of their infidelity. While it is true that
the Americans did leave the region without tulfilling
their responsibility, the fact is that this reference to
American infidelity cloaks many a debacle of our own
making,

Most Pakistanis believe that Pakistan has always
stood by the United States in difficult times. A common
perception is that, despite joining the US-led South East
Asian Treaty Organisation (SEATO) and Central Treaty
Organisation (CENTO) agreements, the Americans did
not help Pakistan when it was needed the most, in its
war against India. In reality, the US gave Pakistan arms
worth billions of dollars to fight Communism. Wisely,
Pakistan did not actively participate in any anti-
Communist war other than jailing a few of its own left-
leaning activist intellectuals and retired military
officials.

The SEATO and CENTO agreements were speci-
fically designed to fight Communism and did not call
for members' intervention in wars against non-
Communist aggressors. Therefore, it could be said, from
the American angle, that Pakistan misused its resources
to fight India. Besides, once it had been shown that the
US is an unreliable ally, Pakistan should have
terminated its American links and devised
an alternative foreign policy. But, our governing elite,
having a vested interest in the US and its auxiliary
international institutions, carried on with their servile
attitude with the richest superpower.

An overwhelming majority of Pakistanis also
believes that their country fought a proxy war against
the Soviet Union for the Americans. This makes for some
interesting contradictions. For, if one argues that the
Russians were defeated in Afghanistan only with the
mammoth infusion of American (and Saudi) resources,
there are those Pakistanis who start fumning. They will
quote unpublished intelligence reports to fervently
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assert that it was Gen Zia-ul Hag who started the anti-
Soviet crusade long before the Americans showed any
interest in Afghanistan. If this is true, then the US helped
Pakistan in its war against the Soviets and not the other
way around.

Enlightened Pakistanis had warned the Zia regime
of the pitfalls a religious crusade in Afghanistan, with
many scholars predicting that Pakistan’s indulgence
would result in social anarchy, religious bigotry, and
the rise of a drug and Kalashanikov culture. But the
ruling junta would not listen to dissenting voices. Zia-
ul Haq and his Islamic comrades-in-arm were
determined to drive the pagans out of Afghanistan and
cleanse Pakistani society of ‘impure' Muslims. A record
number of enlightened Pakistani activists were forced
out of the country during this period, and Gen. Zia and
his cronies had a free hand to try out their immature
ideas.

Long before the US abandoned Islamabad, Zia-ul
Haq had successfully subverted Pakistani society. His
Islamisation drive had emboldened the fundamental-
ists, while ethnic divisions hardened in Karachi and
Sindh. Corruption had become rampant. Many army
men and inventive businessmen became millionaires
and billionaires during this period. The inflow of huge
foreign funds in the name of the Afghan war and bil-
lions of dotlars transmitted by overseas Pakistanis cre-
ated an economic boom in Pakistan. The situation was
further exacerbated when hungry politicians acceler-
ated the process of loot and plunder, with the banks
emptied and state-run institutions robbed mercilessly.
The irony is that the rich continued petting richer even
while the US was allegedly betraying Pakistan.

Certainly, the Americans abandoned Pakistan and
Afghanistan just as they left other poor allies to fend for
themselves at the end of the Cold War. Of them all,
Afghanistan has a genuine grudge against the US for
not giving a helping hand to emerge from
the devastation. The US was a party in the war against
the Russians and had a responsibility to help rebuild
the shattered land. Pakistan's economy certainly
suffered, but most of Pakistan’s problems were of its
own making and had started much before the US
decided to take its hands off.

Pakistan's evergreen ruling elite is trying to shift
the entire responsibility for its failures on the
Americans. This is a mischievous technique used by
the powerful in poor countries to cover their tracks.
Certainly, the U5 is the big boy on the block who does
not hesitate to use highhanded tactics, but let Pakistanis
not forget that the primary responsibility for the coun-
try's sotry state lies with those who are at the helm. 2
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Mediafile

WITH THE United States on a crusade against
‘terrorism’, the term is suddenly acceptable all over
South Asia, with every government and person in

13 terrorists killed in Salyar?

Army seizes arms, cash from Maoists

authority rushing to use it against its own troublesome
militants. In Nepal, the simultaneous declarations of
emergency and of the Maoists as terrorists has had the
local papers, which ran scared of the insurgents these
past few years or shamelessly and spinelessly pandered
to them, suddenly jumping on the bandwagon.
Everyone who was a Maobaadi is now an aatankabadi.
All nuances of terminology are thrown to the wind.
Shocking.
|
E [ KIND of understand why
- the New Delhi middle-class
media loves to publicly
despise the rusticity of Laloo
Prasad Yadav, but one
reason they cannot resist him
is because he insists on
showing his pot belly,
inclusive of belly button. And so the photographers lie
in wait for the holi frolics, or even more, they wait for
the north Bihar Chhat festival in late November. And
he did not disappoint this year either, see picture.
N

ANOTHER ORGANISATION which must love these
terror-ridden times is the South Asia Terrorism Portal,
a website started by the redoubtable KPS Gill. The invi-
tations to international seminars and workshops, ad-
visory councils and so on, must be pouring in to any
organisation that had the sense to include ‘terrorism’
in their title in the earlier politically incorrect times.
Now, with everyone dying to be politicaily correct, what
a bonanza that little bit of hubris has delivered. In the
meantime, those retired military men, bureaucrats and
others who had jumped into the accommodative South
Asian Track-IT ‘peace process’ must be ruing the day
they left belligerent statist terrain to speak up for re-
gionalism.

|
IN NEPAL, there was a debate on, briefly. An Indian
group decided to invest in a English daily in
Kathmandu. It was natural for a section of the media to
react: when the Indian media does not allow foreign
media to enter its space, why should Nepal open its
doors to Indian media - the group is made up of current
and ex-Times of India staffers. Well, there is something
to be said for the argument, but on the other hand, is it
not possible that this new entrant will introduce a
higher degree of professionalism into English language
journalism in Nepal? Could it not be that an India-
linked publication will finally be able to convince the

k|
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insular Indian advertising agencies in New Delhi about
the importance of the Nepali ad market, thus far being
accessed only as a ‘bonus’ in their campaigns? All these
things needed to be considered before going for a knee-
jerk ‘Indian, therefore bad!’ reaction. Besides, let's get
serious: is it possible for any newspaper to survive in
Nepal, amidst Nepali readers looking for the first pro-
Indian weakness, to survive with an Bharat-first

agenda?
_m_‘ SPEAKING OF the South Asia Terror-
roam. ism Portal, here is its logo, which pretty
much sums up its agenda, ie., pursue the ‘bastards’.
]

AND 50, with this new newspaper entering the Nepali
market, all the other broadsheet daily publishers went
into a huddle and came up with a new organisation of
Nepali dailies, meant to safeguard their turf. Then the
Emergency was declared by Sher Bahadur Deuba’s
government, and immediately this new group issued a
statement promising to stand by the government and
abide by the rules in the fight against terrorism. What
becomes clear in all of this is that corporate media,
which have the wherewithal to publish broadsheets,
are ever-ready to crumble when the going gets tough.
On the other hand, it is those political weekly tabloids
which have little investment and little to lose, that find
it easier to hold up the principles of journalism in times
of stress. These were the tabloids which were supposed
to die out with the arrival of corporate media, but in the
aftermath of the royal palace massacre and now under
the Emergency, it is they who show the
broadsheetssome of the tricks of true journalism.

Azmi and her
alternative politics,
and find the Shahi
Imam of Delhi’s
Jama Masjid }§
despicable for
calling her “nachne
gaane  wali” in
response to the
actress” views on
the US-Afghan war. But why did Azmi have to accept a
National Integration Award conferred by - now get this
right — the All-India Anti-Terrorist Front. Something
absolutely does not fit here; this orgranisation run by
the Congress’ M.S. Bitta, whose goal is national
integration but whose use of words would seem to
colour every militant a terrorist. This is not how you
integrate a country, Ms. Azmi should know, or has she
also been carried away by unitary-nationalist hype in
these troubled times?

|
POOR VEERAPPAN, hanging out in the sandalwood
jungles of Karnataka, must be feeling awfully left out as
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US special forces pursue Osama bin
Laden in the mountain deserts of
Afghanistan. Veerappan could have
taught Osama a thing or two about
remaining out of the military dragnet,
having managed it for nearly half a
decade himseif. On the other hand,
what the moustachiced bandit knows
is jungle trails and smuggling timber, and he probably
does not know his caves.
]

53ALRAJ PURI is an activist-journalist based in Jammu
who has been a voice of reason and a campaigner for
peace in J&K for decades. For seven years, he has pub-
lished “for private circulation”, a newsletter called
Human Rights, which diligently monitors the travails of
the militancy-ridden region. For seven years Puri has
been given the go-around in his attempts to get the
newsletter registered with the Registrar of Newspapers.
In the last instance, the National Human Rights
Commission has decided not to act on his complaint
after the Registrar reported that the application by Puri
was “not traceable”. As Puri says, “To publish a
newspaper is a fundamental right of a citizen”, and
Chhetria Patrakar hopes that the authorities will not
turn a blind eye to the efforts of a citizen who is neither
a terrorist nor an ideologue, but a reasonable person
who speaks his mind.

]

THE UNITED News of India
reports (rather self-centredly,
if I may add) that ‘India’ is
gelting to be a popular name iz
in the West. It started with the character in Gone with the
Wind named India Wilkes, and was continued with
Lord Mountbatten’s granddaughter, India Hicks, and
apparently now ‘India’ is all the rage. Chhetria
Patrakar’s only question is, are we talking about
Undivided India here, or the post-1947 Bharat-varsha? 1
presume it is the former, in which case, may we suggest
that all who wish to name their newborns India now
consider ‘Undivided India’ instead? “Hello, my name
is UL Wilkes.”

|
WHEN YALE University Press published Lahore-based
author/journalist Rashed Ahmed’s book, Taliban:
Militant Islam, Ol and Fundamentalism in Central Asia,
there were few takers. That was before 9/11. I hear,
indirectly from Shashi Tharoor’s column in The Hindu,
that he was paid no more than USD 5000 royalty to
begin with. Now, everyone and his/her uncle wants a
copy of a book on Afghanistan and militant Islam, and
Rashed has climbed to No. 1 on the Amazon.com book
sales site and is second on the New York Times bestseller
list. Yale is said to have gone in for a reprint of 350,000
copies. Here is a South Asian that the world had better

listen to!
|
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THE ONE thing that
Presidente General Pervez
Musharraf and Prime
Minister Atal Behari
Vajpayee still have not
considered is that in the post
9/11 era, they are both,
incongruously, on the same
side. The overwhelming
power of the United States
has brought Pakistan to
heel, while the Indjans have
willingly  joined  the
embrace. At the very least, a
Communist Party of India (Marxist-Leninist} member
understood this when he dressed as Uncle Sam and
was driven by two oxen yoked together - el Presidente
and the Prime Minister.

u
WHY DOES this passage by University of Colombo
political scientist Jayadeva Uyangoda, writing in The
Hindu on the run up to the Sri Lankan parliamentary
elections on 5 December, fail to take the rest of us by
surprise?

“Sri Lanka today has a serious leadership crisis. It
seems to have failed to produce leaders with sustain-
able vision, prudence and insight as well as intellec-
tual conviction. Even those who possessed, once upon
a time, the promise of such qualities have become ordi-
nary politicians who see politics as the fine art of mas-
tering the cunning and deception in governance. This
also applies to leaders who have emerged from the tra-
ditional bourgeois-aristocratic ruling families as well
as the subordinate rural peasantry...”

|

WELCOME, ONE and all, to enroll in the Bill Gates
Faculty of Information Technology, in Birganj, Nepal,
where “only vegetarian

# BILL GATES FACULTY QOF INFORMATION TECHNOLOGY
” A i

food will be served in
Hygienic conditions”
and where “Free

- Paraa NTPAL
Ky 1o Wockd Claa It Edcation™

Spiritual & Meditation SRR,
Courses” are offered,
and “Every Student’s life will be insured.” Looks like a
worthy institution, with links we are told the
Staffordshire University in the UK and "technically
guided" by 1T Allahabad. This is too good to miss.
Write to sachi@wlink.com.np.

n
THERE IS one man who might have brought all the
bickering parties together in the post-Taliban phase
(‘era’ is a term favoured by Western and Indian satellite
media I will not use for reasons that you will have to
understand), in Afghanisan. He was Ahmad Shah
Masood, the Tajik Afghan who held out against Kabul
in his northern redoubt. Masood was killed by a Taliban
suicide bomber masquerading as a cameraman just days
before the 9/11 attacks. How Masood may have made
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Report

ASSA

While the attention of the public is focused on arsenic poisoning in
Bangladesh, West Bengal and other places, fluorosis is quietly exacting
its toll elsewhere in South Asia. For example, the Karbi Anglong district

of Assam.

by Nava Thakuria

or more than a decade, Assam
has been in the limelight for
its multiple insurgencies.
Because of this almost exclusive
focus on violence, a new danger
confronting Assamese society may
g0 unnoticed to the point where it
assumes an uncontrollable magni-
tude. Hydrofluorides have begun to
threaten a potential health disaster
and today over one hundred thou-
sand people of the state suffer from
hydroflucorosis, a disorder caused
by continuous consumption of
ground water contaminated by
excess fluorides. Hundreds of
villages on the southern bank of the
Brahmaputra in middle Assam are
affected by the contamination. The
problem is so serious that, besides
the Assam valley, the rainforest belt
of Karbi Anglong and regions
neighbouring the state’s Nagaon
district have now been included in
the “fluoride map” of India. Karbt
Anglong, which has an area of
10,332 square kilometres, is by far
the worst affected, with 10 per cent
of its population of 700,000 suffer-
ing from dental or skeletal fluorosis.
Of the Assamese population afflic-
ted by flourosis, 70 per cent are from
Karbi Anglong. The affected areas
include Tekelangjun, Dokmaka,
Lungnit, Taradubi, Tuplem, Garam-
pani, Karbi Anglong, Ratiagaon,
Haldiati, Parakhowa, and the Neel-
bagan area of Nagaon district.
The first fluorosis case in the

Northeast was discovered in 1999
in the Tekelangjun area of Karbi
Anglong, where fluoride levels were
found to be as high as 5 to 23 mg/
litre. According to World Health
Organisation guidelines, the per-
missible imit of fluoride in drinking
water is only 1 mg/litre. This creep-
ing tragedy came to light following
a study conducted by the Public
Health Engineering Department
{PHED) of Assam. Subsequent in-
dependent studies conducted by
various organisations, including
the Central Ground Water Board
(New Delhi), The All India Institute
of Hygiene and Public Health
(Calcutta), The School of Environ-
mental Studies (Jadavpur Uni-
versity, Calcutta) and the P'ublic
Analyst in Guwahati, have corro-
borated the findings of the PHED
survey. Interestingly, as late as 1998,
the country’s geological and public
health scientists had declared the
Northeastern region safe from fluo-
ride contamination.

Available statistics indicate that alt
over India more than six million
people are seriously afflicted by
fluorosis and another 62 million are
exposed to it. In Assam, at least
20,000 young people suffer from
severe fluorosis. Fluorosis has no
cure but deterioration can be arres-
ted if the disease is diagnosed
sufficiently early. Fluorides, when
consumed in excess, replace hydro-
xide in bones, causing a chronic

condition called skeletal fluorosis.
It affects people of all ages. Victims
of skeletal fluorosis suffer severe
pain in the joints, back bone and
hips, as well as increased bone
density, calcification of ligaments
and paralysis. Fluorosis also leads
to severe anemia, painful and
restricted movement, mottled teeth,
loosened muscles, kidney failure
and premature death. Many victims
are crippled for life.

Fluorides enter the human body
through edibles, toothpaste, oral
rinses and, most swiftly, through
drinking water. A colorless and
odorless natural pollutant, fluoride
comes into contact with ground-
water from its source of origin in
mineral rocks. The concentration of
fluoride in ground water basically
depends on extended contact of
the water with fluoride-bearing
minerals. Three major sources of
fluoride in India are fluorspars, rock
phosphates and phosphorities.
Most fluoride compounds in the
earth’s upper crust are soluble in
water. Because of differences in
geographical, chemical and physi-
cal characteristics of water bearing .
aquifers, the porosity of rocks,
the pH and temperature, fluoride
content in ground water varies
between 1 to 25 mg/litre. When
fluoride-bearing minerals in rocks
and soil come into contact with
ground water, they release fluoride
into water by the process of hydro-
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lysis. Geologically, Karbi Anglong
and parts of the Nagaon district
have numerous joints, fractures and
faults. In addition, the area also has
large quantities of sedimentary
rocks and unconsolidated material
like gravel, sand, clay with mtrusive
granite and quartz shale, all of
which are known for their high
fluoride content.

The effects of fluorosis may vary
from person to person, depending
on the strength of the individual’s
antibodies. Sometimes the effects
begin to manifest themselves almost
immediately, but occasionally they
may take a long time to develop.
Women and children are more
prone to the malady as they remain
at home for longer periods and thus
are exposed to prolonged contact
with contaminated water. Moreover,
malnutrition during childhood
makes women more vulnerable to
< uorosis.

The life of a fluorosis victim is
painful and without hope. Paulina
Lakra, a victim of skeletal fluorosis
from Ratiagaon, cannot walk
without assistance. Her six children
also suffer from dental and skeletal
fluorosis. The family used to drink
water collected from springs but
then switched over to tube well
water. They have received no medi-
cine from government hospitals and
they are too poor to purchase such
supplies from private sources. More
than 150 Adivasi families practise
farming in Ratiagaon and are in a
similar situation.

Ironically, it is the government-
sponsored schemes to provide
drinking water to villages that have
unwittingly been the cause of the
problem in some areas. According
to Lonki Teron, the village chief in
Lungnit Bazar, near Diphu, the
villagers used to use collect potable
water from the nearby Lungnit River
until the government water supply
scheme was launched in the early
1990s. The scheme was abandoned
in 1999 following the report of
fluoride contamination. Now they
prefer to collect water from Kacha
Kuwa, a low depth well. The resi-
dents of Burha Teron were lucky
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that they relied on groundwater
supply for only a few years.

Despite the scale of the tragedy,
health officials in Karbi Anglong
have been slow to react. Affected
villagers say that government
doctors have not even bothered to
visit the villages. Some health
officials have tried to evade the
issue by arguing that fluorosis is a
manifestation of other disorders.
There is also the resort to the
pretence that the problem is not yet
clearly identifiable. The tragedy is
still “suspected” to be caused by
fluorosis. A senior health official in
Diphu claimed that they had to
follow strict instructions from the
authorities in Guwahati, Assam’s
capital, and that they were, with
current resources, unable to manage
the time, funds and energy to deal
specifically with fluorosis. He was
even reluctant to recommend a
survey and study exercise on
fluorosis in Karbi Anglong to the
head office. The civil administration
of the district is no more concerned
than the local health functionaries.
The deputy commissioner, when
approached, candidly admitted
that the district administration had
not formulated any policy or visua-
lised any solution.

What compounds the problem of
official negligence is that fluorosis
is often overlooked in diagnosis by
doctors, who sometimes mistakenly
believe that it only attacks teeth and
bone-joints. In reality it can cause
numerous other ailments that are
neurological, muscular, allergic, or
gastrointestinal in nature. Repor-
tedly, physicians sometimes find it
difficult to differentiate the early
stage of skeletal fluorosis from other
common bone diseases such as
arthritis, spondylities and osteo-
porosis. Hence doctors as well as
public health engineers (who are
responsible for providing safe
drinking water), water analysts,
health workers and community
leaders need to be given training in
identifying fluorosis.

There is a strong correlation
between poverty and fluorosis, and
the fact is that almost 70 percent of

the affected people in Assam are
very poor. Socio-economic depri-
vation plays a significant role here.
One major remedial factor is nutri-
tion, the lack of which can contti-
bute to fluorosis complications. The
spread of fluorosis has led to increa-
sing social dislocation in the
affected areas, with restrictions in
social interaction and even the
marriagibility of young Karbi Ang-
long women. In some instances,
fluorosis victims have been aban-
doned by their spouses and fluo-
rosis victims generally suffer from
social inferiority. When the disease
cripples the principal income ear-
ner of the household, the en-
tire family descends deeper into
poverty.

To prevent a fluorosis disaster it
is imperative that safe water supply
is made available, with more em-
phasis placed on surface water
sources, as they are generaily free
from fluoride contamination. Rain-
water harvesting is potentially an
effective and cheap method of
storing clean drinking water. De-
fluoridation techniques can also be
employed as an alternate arrange-
ment, but these are complicated and
time-consuming exercises and will
require concerted action and invest-
ment by the government. A few local
NGOs, including Jirsong Asong,
Lions Club, and Nehru Yuva Ken-
dra, have been involved in health
awareness drives in the affected
areas of the district. Jirsong Asong
has so far conducted several pre-
liminary investigations in fluorosis-
affected villages. For the moment,
some non-governmental groups
have been active in tackling
fluorosis in Assam, launching
programmes to educate doctors,
community health workers and
community leaders, but overall the
response has been scattered and
ineffective. These are not sufficient
to avert a disaster that is being piped
into every household and every
individual on a daily basis. The state
government in Guwahati must
wake up. b



Reflections

There are many in the poorer countries for whom the plane in flight
represents the journey that, when undertaken in the future, will take them
to the promised land.

by Amitava Kumar

Air

The writer Rabindranath Tagore flew in a plane in 1932.
He had awoken at three-thirty in the dark morning and
was in the air at four. Tagore was travelling in what
was then called Persia; at half-past eight the plane
reached Bushire. “Now comes an age in which man
has lifted the burdens of earth into the air,” the writer
noted in his travel diary. The achievement of flight did
not always promise freedom for Tagore. On the con-
trary, he felt that the airplane was not in harmony with
the wind. It roared like an animal in rage. A plane in
flight suggested very strongly that human conflict had
been raised from the level of the mundane world into
the heavenly skies above.

Tagore had been awarded the Nobel Prize for
Literature in 1913 for his book of poems, Gitanjali. The
thought that the earth lost its hold on man when he
flew into the sky was not the result of poetic fancy. A
few paragraphs later in his travelogue, Tagore had
supplied the context for his thoughts. “A British air
force is stationed at Baghdad,” he wrate. “Its Christian
chaplain informs me that they are engaged in bombing
operations on some Sheikh villages.”

The fields, ponds and rivers of his childhood bound
Tagore to the earth and its beauty. To fly was to lose
this contact with the earth. Only one sense remained
for the one who was in the air, the sense of sight, and it
gave man the disease of aloofness. For Tagore, the man
in the plane raining bombs below could not even in

good faith ask himself who is kin and who is a strang-
er: he has put himself in a place from where he is un-
able to be aware of the difference and to judge accord-
ingly. “The men, women and children done to death
there,” wrote Tagore, “meet their fate by a decree from
the stratosphere of British imperialism — which finds it
easy to shower death because of its distance from its
individual victims.”

At the same time, the invention of the airplane im-
pressed Tagore. He saw in the race of the inventors
qualities of character like perseverance and courage.
The sight of his four Dutch pilots (“immensely built,
the personification of energy their rude, overflowing
health, bequeathed by generations brought up on nour-
ishing food”) evoked admiration and the thought that
his own compatriots had been deprived of food and
exhausted by toil. This picture has now changed. The
descendants of those who were, in Tagore’s time, the
subject peoples have for long been flying planes. They
also travel in planes. This situation also incites ambiv-
alence. The travellers are often workers migrating long
distances in search of work. In fact, such travel remains
a part of the fantasy in the minds of the poor. There are
many in the poorer countries of the world for whom the
plane in flight represents the journey that, when un-
dertaken in the future, will take them to the promised
land. In airports all over the world, one can see the
migrant workers from countries like Tagore's India,
waiting to be taken to another place to work.
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Test for a citizen

EDW ARD SAID points out how, in the global panorama
of cultures, not all peoples are endowed with the equal
right to narration and representation. This is more true
of Muslim communities the world over. Hence the
appalling ignorance displayed in the media after
September 11, the confusion about the meanings of
Islamic symbolism, and the tendency to conjure the
image of militant Islamic forces seizing control of the
‘civilised” world.

At another level, an utterly futile counter-exercise
goes on ceaselessly - to prove that terrorism has no
sanction in Islam, that Islam is a peace-loving religion,
and that the clash of civilisations theory is unfounded.
Added to this cacophony is the clamour that every
Indian Muslim must pass the loyalty test prescribed by
self-proclaimed patriots. Otherwise, one is told, their
silence will be construed as acquiescence in terrotism.

Like Gabriel who brought Allah’s message to his
Prophet with the prefatory remark “say”’, India‘s
Muslims are told to condemn Pakistan’s invasion in
Kargil, and terrorism in Kashmir and the US; And when
they reiterate what they believe in, sonhebody comes
up with the startling revelation that liberal Muslims
hardly represent the community - only the ]ama Masjid’s
Imam does.

Life goes on with the accusing fmger pointed at the
Muslims, regardless of whether one is an atheist or a
believer, secularist or Islamist, Marxist or Congressman.
But, then, why should anybody trust us? Qur ancestors

destroyed and desecrated temples: hence our public.

figures remind us of our collective guilt by visiting the
Somnath mandir. Muslim leaders partitioned the
country; hence we must live in Bharatvarsha on the
sangh parivar’s terms. Qur co-religionists instigate
caste/class violence in different states. gThey foment
terrorism in Punjab, Kashmir and the Northeast - not
the Sikhs, Christians or Afghan mercenaries. And our
educational institutions - not the«Gurukuls and the
RSS schools - disseminate ‘mischief’, and produce
unpatriotic men and women like Badruddin Tyabji,
Azad, Ajmal Khan, Ansari, Rafi Ahmed Kidwai, Zakir
Husain, Amjad Ali Khan, Ustad Bismillah Khan,
Begum Akhtar, Azim Premji, Abdul Kalam, Shabana
Azmi, and the nawab of Pataudi.

We are a threat to India’s unity. Why? Because we
constitiite a monolithic entity, marry four or more times,
cheer the Pakistanj cricket team, go to Saudi Arabia for
Haj, read and recite Urdu poetry, and valorise terrorists
like Osama bin Laden. This is how over 120 million
people speaking. different languages, following
different customs, and owing allegiance to different

parties, are located, categorised and destribed. To capv

it all, Osama reminds everybody of the strength of the
pan-Islamic sentiment. Besides the

‘Islamic bomb’ stored somewhere, Istamic terror is
knocking at our doorsteps. No wonder, BJP politicians
gird up their loin to perform their patriotic deed! SiMI is

banned; POTO is in place. Freedom is in peril: Three
cheers for its defence by the sangh parivar.

A balanced appraisal is required in these unsettling
times. Let us not regard the Muslims as a homogeneous
entity, but as disparate and differentiated. Let us concede
that the interpretation of Islam has changed over time,
and that ‘powerful pluralist visions shape Muslim
communities. Let us spell out the Islamist and
modernist movements without prior assumptions,
discuss the contested terrain of who represent Muslims
in state and society, the nature of the political and
religious leadership and its ability to connect with the
varied experiences of Muslim societies.

Let-us also recognise the emergence of a trans-
national community, an importantly new phenomengn.
Its social and economic profile is different from the
previous unwieldy coalition of Islamist formations. It
is upwardly mobile, self-confident, and in tune with
the changes ushered in by globalisation. Although this
constituency carries some of the baggage from the

- past, its members mostly draw upon the range of

contemporary experiences not from one but different
locations. Why, they ask, are their co-religionists
victimised in Bosnia, Somalia, Chechnya, Palestine, and
Iraq? These sites confirm them.in the belief that
something is fundamentally wrong with the world they
live in. It is this contemporary reality, rather than any
Islamic doctrine, which contributes to the collective
regpchon.

My intention here is not to present an image of always
enlightened, largely innocent Muslim communities,
‘sinned against” but hardly ever ‘sinning’; nor to

‘suggest that their fortunes or misfortunes can be

explained solely in terms of unremitting power and
prejudice of the West. | believe sections of the Muslim
intelligentsia have made their own history at least as
much as hers have made it for them and the reality is
that they have not made it very welk:

The Muslim intelligentsia - from ‘the days of Shah
Waliullah in the eighteenth century to Igbal in the 1920s
and 30s - dialogued with itself and not with others.
Thts has limited its political and religious engagements.
The intervention of Muslim scholars seldom went
beyond the communitarian frame, and, inste;ld of re-
writing their script in the light of ever-changing context
and situations, they allowed ifl-conceived theories and
ill-founded assumptions to dominate the intellectual
landscape.. . _

Today, it is easy to notice the scholarly inertia in
Muslim institutions,and the absence of protest, dissent
and political activism. Lamentation rather than self-
introspection is the dominant refrain. Not much has
been done to interpret Islam and analyse Muslim
societies. The few Muslim intellectuals who have done
so are, invariably, tied to flawed frameworks, use Islam
lazily to validate or refute different theories, and draw
comfort from the limited intellectual resources provided
by unoriginal thinkers.

Let me conclude on a different note - pomtmg ‘to
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Muslim societies not being attuned to creating icons.
Political heroes are scarcely remembered. On the other
hand, the martyrs, fighting on behalf of the oppressed
souls, form part of a nation’s memory. While the West
has to guard itself against them, it must not ignore those
Muslims who wish to fashion their lives differently
from their ancestors and who, has co-citizens of an
international community, seek havens of peace and
justice. - '
Meanwhile, my countrymen please let me know, once
and for all, if I have passed your loyalty test.
From “THE [NDiAN MUSLIM AND THE LOYALTY TEST: DID
I pass OR FAIL?” IN THE INDIAN EXPRESS
BY MusHIRUL HasaN

‘Lucknow wants a Library

~This Is riet a newsletier hut an appeal™

LONDONERS TAKE their public libraries for granted.
But can they conceive of their city without its libraries?
London without its libraries is like curry without spice.
What is far worse is to have a good library and then to
lose it. This is what has happened to book-lovers in
Lucknow who have lost their beloved British Council
Library, fondly referred to as I%CL, which recently met
its untimely demise in the fortieth year of its birth.

Lucknow, once a jewel in the Indian crown, is the
capital of the staté of Uttar Pradesh. It boasted of the
only British Library in the state, which was our pride
and joy. BCL’s closure has left a book-shaped hole in
our lives. -

The excuse given for the closure was that there were
not enough members. But there was, nonetheless, a
faithful core membership, which is left with a profound
sense of sadness to be deprived of their beloved library.

The closure, the powers-that-be insisted, was not
caused by lack of finances but by under-subscription.
This was in contrast with their, statement to the press
that the money saved from closing down the library —
about five million IE%EES annually — would be utilised
in putting up databases on the Net that could be
accessed by everyone. This did not impress those who
knew that the cold computer could never replace the
warmth of a book, and moreovet Internet connectivity
in India is dismally low and slow.

It was apparent that the resources to fulfil some-
body’s hi-tech, ultra-modern fantasies were being
gathered by closing down the two of the thirteen libraries
it runs in India. Insensitive authorities couldn’t care
less about the trauma BCL’s closure would cause in
people’s lives. A most uncharitable act coldly done by
a registered charity that is the British Council.

. The British Council was nonetheless generous
enough to donate its-books to another library in
Lucknow itself. But what use such generosity when the
said library has, for instance, provided space between
bookshetves to enable staff to stretch out and take a
siesta during the long, hot summer months.
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BCL is now a part of Lucknow’s history and.its
closure symptomatic of the socio-cultural decline the
city is facing. Now is the time for all good men to get
together and give Lucknow a library, which will
gladden their hearts and nourish their minds. Your help
is solicited at shivamvij@indiatimes.com. Thank you.

FroMm SHivaMm V1

WE ARE not dealing with a conventional war. We
cannot respond in a conventional manner. I do not want
to see this spiral out of control. This crisis involves

-issues of national security, foreign policy, public safety,

intelligence gathering, economics, and murder. Qur
response must be equally multi-faceted.

We must not rush to judgment. Far too many
innocent people have already died. Our country is in
mourning. ¥ we rush to launch a counter-attack, we
run too great a risk that womeh, children, and other
non-combatants will be caught in the crossfire.

Nor can we let our justified anger over these
outrageous acts by vicious murderers inflame préejudice
against all Arab Americans, Muslims, Southeast
Asians, or any other people because of their race,
religion, or ethnicity. : )

Finally, we must be careful not to embark on an open-
ended war with neither an exit strategy nor a focused
target. We cannot repeat past mistakes.

In 1964, Congress gave President Lyndon Johnson
the power to “take all necessary measures” to repel
attacks and prevent further aggression. In so doing, this
House abandoned its own constitutional responsi-

- bilities and launched our country into years of

undeclared war in Vietnam.

Atthat time, Senator Wayne Morse, one of two lonely
votes against the Tonkin Gulf Resolution, declared, “I
believe that history will record that we have made a
grave mistake in subverting and circumventing the
Constitution of the United States... I believe that within
the next century, future generations will Jook with
dismay and great disappointment upon a Congress
which is now about to make such a historic mistake.”

Senator Morse was correct, and [ fear we make the
same mistake today. And [ fear the consequences.

| have agonized over this vote. But I came to grips
with it in the very painful yet beautiful memorial service
today at the National Cathedral. As a member of the
clergy so eloquently said, “As we act, let is not become
the evil that we deplore.”

From THE US "CONGRESSIONAL RECORD."

PART OF A STATEMENT BY US CONGRESSWOMAN

BarapaRA LEE ON A CONGRESSIONAL RESOLUTION
AUTHORISING THE USE OF MILITARY FORCE AGAINST TERRORIST

TARGETS. REPRESENTATIWE LEE wAS THE ONLY DISSENTING

voTE IN THE US CONGRESS.
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o Nepal has gone and declared an
Emergency. Now all of the country’s 14
kilometres of railway from Janakpur to

Jayanagar will run on time, and the middle class will
be happy at the thought. When Indira Gandhi
declared Emergency in 1975, she had younger son
Sanjay Gandhi to do her dirty work. Fortunately,
Sher Bahadur Deuba’s son is all of seven years old,
and so there is little fear of forced sterilisations and
slum clearances, and for that we thank Lord
Pashupatinath.

However, the Emergency could certamly be put to
good use in the land of the Gurkhas, Sagarmatha/
Everest, Mechi-to-Mahakali stretch, Lumbini-of-
Buddha’s-birth, and Hindu-Buddhist amity. How
about using this time of draconian measures to build
footpaths along Kathmandu’s thoroughfares. The
Minister for Urban Development asks - "what are
they?" But of course, you see, there are these raised
platforms that run
the length of a
road, on the side,
so that citizens
who cannot
afford a Zen, a
Santro or a
Pajero can walk
on this platform
(otherwise
known as a
‘footpath’} without
tear of vehicular
molestation.

Maybe an ch
Emergency does not only %
have to be used to wage an :
under-reported war on a viclent insurgency. An
Emergency could be the time to get the public used to
a world without bandhs, highway closures and
chakka jams, where schools attended by millions are
not closed arbritrarily by party diktat, and where
examinations are held as announced. Let the tourists
come to a bandh-less Nepal, let the economy surge
and achieve a momentum which will continue into
the period when the Emergency is lifted.

Or how about using the Nepali Emergency to
actually make people pay their taxes? Nepal's fatcat
businessmen may not have become fully corporate,
but liquid they are, and they can pay. It is just that
nobody has asked them forcefully enough. How
about, in these emergent times, using this window of
governmental potency to push through a sewage
treatment plant for Kathmandu, so that all raw
sewage - from the compounds of the highest to the
spanking new slums of Naya Baneswor - that
presently makes up all the inflow of the holy Bagmati
is converted to water.

The government did not need the Emergency to
get the Royal Nepal Army out of the barracks to
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combat the Maoists, but now here’s the opportunity
for the RINA to try and become a part of Nepali society
in democracy rather than an aristocratic non-combat
military that was seen to be happier wearing the blue
helmet overseas than muddy khakis at home. And let
the Army use this opportunity to disarm the Maoist
rank and file, rather than to try and exterminate them.
That will create a much larger problem for the
government when the Emergency is over.

And let not the Emergency be used as the excuse to
go collecting all kinds of non-esentialfighting
machinery at inflated costs and hidden kickbacks in
the name of combating Mao’s Nepali offspring. Most
importantly, let the Nepali army never demand {and
be given) helicopter gunships. And tanks. These are
the weapon-delivery instruments of mass death that
the country does not need - whose use in the Nepali
hills will be the equivalent of American B-52s raining
ordinance on Afghan villages. True, the use of the
ultra-sophiscated
weaponry by the

Americans in

Afghanistan

has every

military man

salivating,

but that is the

last thing Nepal needs
to remain a people’s democracy.
Let the Army buy {or be gifted) all
the air transports it needs, but it must
keep clear of helicopter gunships with
the ability to rain terror on the people
below. For the power to kill and maim
en masse that these choppers of death
represent, their acquisition would
change the very nature of the Nepali
state. Lord Pashupatimath knows that it has altered
enough already with the Macist carnage.

Here is a passage on what war brings with it that
applies as much to George W. Bush, presently fighting
Osama, as those engaged in battling the Maoists in
Nepal.

“Qf ali the enemies of true liberty, war is, perhaps,
the most to be dreaded, because it comprises and
develops the germ of every other. War is the parent of
armies; from these proceed debts and taxes; and
armies, and debts, and taxes are the known
instruments for bringing the many under the
domination of the few. In war, too, the discretionary
power of the Executive is extended; its influence in
dealing out offices, honors and emoluments is
multiplied; and all the means of seducing the minds,
are added to those of subduing the force, of

the people.” (73[;
Jk 1"
J .

That was James Madison,
HIMAL 14/12 December 2001

fourth president of the United
States.
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