

















BANGLADESH

THE LEAGUE vs
THE BENCH

FOR ONCE, this is an issue in which the ruling
party Awami League {AL) is not locked in battle
with its dichard epponent, the Bangladesh
Nationalist Party (BNP). This time around, the
AL is tussting with Dhaka’s senior judiciary
over the issuc of the latter's independence and
accountability, The matter has come to a head
with the delay in the review of the death sentence
awarded to a number of pcople for the 1975
killing of Sheikh Mujibur Rahman, Bangladesh's
first president, leader of the nationalist struggle
and father of Prime Minister Sheikh Hasina
Wajed. In the process, the traditionally
sacrosanct position of the judiciary in the
Bangladeshi polity has been challenged like
never before.

The League has let loose its shoguns against
the judiciary, most prominently Home Minister
Mohammed Nasim who does most of the
thunderbolting on behalf of his party. He has
spoken loudly that the judiciary should be
answerable to the people and the legislature.
He did so in the Sangsad, which has given him
immunity from the ire of the justices. Sk. Hasina
herself has had to meet President Shahabuddin
Ahmed, himself a much-respected former chief
justice, to explain a remark she made on the
judiciary.

The bench, parficularly at the apex,
constituting the Supreme Court (High Court
Division and Appeliate Division), have alwavs
been considered to be beyond the purview of
criticism. lts members, especially the previous
chief justice, a renowned jurist and [slamic
scholar, have been stout defenders of the
Supreme Court’s independence and self-
accountability. The position they hold is that the
judiciary should be accountable first to its
conscience and then te the Constitution, and
bevond that, to nothing and no one else.

Critics have an ebvious problem with this
reasoning, since it secems to place the judiciary
above the law, a position not seen to be in line
with an cgalitarian state. More specitically, the
AL government has taken offence at what it
thinks has been the judiciary’s lenient attitude
towards accused criminals or under-trial
prisoners, which it says has taken the punch
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out of its own anti-crime drives. Human rights
groups support the rights of the arrested
including political prisoners, while the AL
leaders scoff at the practice of too-casy
granting of bails.

And so we come to the “ August 15 killers”
as Sk. Mujib’s murderers are kmown. Their
fortunes have swung with whoever is in
power, the AL or the BNP. In the 1980s, the
BNP-dominated Sangsad gave them immunity
after a special amendment was passed to that
offect. When the AL tock over in June 1 996, it
successfully challenged the amendment in
court, and tried to haul in all those involved.
The majority are now serving the death
sentence, while the government continues to
seek the extradition of a few who have moved
to the United States and Canada.

The relationship between the courts and the
ruling party soured considerably when the
mandatory review of the death sentences on Sk.
Mujib's killers reached the Supreme Court in
November 1998, Tt evolved into a crisis when
it appeared that given the backlog of cases, the
review would take almost two vears just to be
heard. Rallies and processions followed,
where the AL leaders aimed strong words and
veiled threats. The unncrved justices wert on
to mect the president. Meanwhile, to add
another twist, Mohammed Nasim, the son of
Mansur Ali, the home minister in Sk, Mujib’s
cabimet who was killed inside the Dhaka
Central Jail in 1975, took it upoen himself to
promise security to the judges and their
familics.
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The history of Bangladesh is
replete with killings—constitu-
tional,

In all this, the stance of President
Shahabuddin Ahmed has been positive as
expected. The former chief justice headed a
neutral caretaker government in December
1990, a role that helped defuse a constitutional
crisis. The manner in which he conducted
himself then earned Ahmed immense respect
and credibility. He was later clected president
by the Sangsad as the AL candidate. Ahmed
has stood his own ground as president, not
shirking to criticisc inter-party conflicts. In the
present context, he has steadfastly dermanded
that the Bangladesh judiciary be allowed to
remain unfettered.

It is not that the judiciary has been squeaky
clean. Indeed, corruption and influence-
peddling are not
absent among the
justices, and more
so in the lower
rungs. 5o much so

extra-constitutional, or .\ the chicf
of the plain street variety—of

justice has made a
pubtlic statement
that all corrupt
and incompetent
judges from all levels would be weeded out of
the system. However, the present charge
against the courts does seem to be motivated
by a partisan agenda, even though the origins
of this agenda—the bringing to book of the
killers of Sk. Mujib—may have positive
elements.

Meanwhile, the present controversy has
been rendered even more knotty with the
involvement—and how could it stay away?—
of the opposition BNP. Its leader, Begum
Khaleda Zia has said that before any other trial
1s conducted, there has to be proceedings
against all those involved in the killing of some
300 of her party activists over the vears. On the
other hand, there are those who want re-trials
of some cases decided by allegedly pliant
judges during the BLgum s husband Gen.
Ziaur Rahman’s rule; some even accuse the
late general of involvement in the assassination
of Sk. Muijib.

The history of Bangladesh is replete with
killings — constitutional, extra-constitutional,
or of the plain street variety —of political
leaders. This trial will add another chapter to
that long hunt for a proper process by which
those culpable, belonging to whichever party,
are kept within the reach of the law. For that,
the judiciary will have to enjoy a free run,
without interference from any quarter. [t must
be left to scarch its own soul and set its own
accounta-bility standards. 4

political leaders.

NEPAL

ARMED PEACE

IT IS sometimes said that peace depends on
the ratio of coercive power held by the
government compared to those who might be
temmpted to challenge it in a civil war. Secure
peace is always armed, with its use strictly
regulated by law and overseen by a strong “civil
society’,

A Maoist insurgency has been raging in
about one-third of the country’s administrative
districts for over five years now. Nearly 1500
Nepali lives have already been lost. The
necessity of using effectively the coercive power
of the state, in addition to negotiations and
other constructive engagements, is being
acutely felt. Normal “policing’ —some of it
indiscriminate —has not succeeded in controll-
ing organised assaults by a motivated and
armed group adopting the techniques of
guerrilla warfare, and that too in a rugged
terrain amidst a population plagued by acute
poverty.

In the hill regions affected by insurgency,
fear reigns supreme. Caught between a rock and
a hard place —demanding Maoists and vindic-
tive policemen-- the people have started to lose
faith in the government administration, which
has been effectively confined to the district
headquarters in more than one place. In certain
pockets, there are what can only be called
Maoist administrations in place. Clearly, the
Nepali Congress government needs to resort to
something drastic, and quite quickly too, if it is
to retain credibility and live up to the promises
it made to the larger populace in the general
elections of a year ago.

The coercive power at the command of the
Kathmandu government is of two types: the
Nepal Police, the force which has “handled’ the
Maoists for the past five years; and the Royal
Nepal Army, which has remained firmly in the
barracks till now. Nepal has nothing in between
in the form of a paramilitary force.

During the Rana oligarchy which lasted till
1930, it was the army that oversaw law and
order, with civil administrative officials
routinely holding military position. The Nepal
Police was raised only after the Ranas were
overthrown, with leaders who had faced the
fire of the soldiers during the first struggle for
democracy committed to separating law-and-
order and nattonal sccurity functions.

A re}atively vounger force, much closer to
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the people and made to sway under the whims
of the political leadership, the Nepal Police has
the image of a poor cousin of the elitist army. In
comparison to the soldiers, Nepali policemen
are poorly paid, ill-equipped, inadequately
armed, and consequently, less motivated. To
make things worse, at the latest instance, the
police was thoroughly politicised during the
coalition government of the Rastriya
Prajatantra Party (Chand) and the Communist
Party of Nepal (UML), when its feisty home
minister Bam Dev Gautam went about dis-
mantling the command hierarchy established
over the years. No thanks to Mr. Gautam, among
others, the Nepal Police has turned into a force
that does the politician’s bidding —hardly the
ideal arganisation to respond to the complexi-
ties of a Maoist “people’s war’.

The Royal Nepal Army, on the other hand,
commands fearful respect in Nepali society,
partly because it is associated with the name of
the king (note the ‘Royal” in the name, not given
to the police}, and partly because it has not yet
had to prove its worth in a possibly messy
internal security assignment. Still essentially
commanded by the Chhetri elite of Nepal, the
army has not had to fight an external war
since 1858 (with Tibet, and a losing proposition
at that), and uses its time protecting the
king and the national parks, conducting
ceremonial displays, and building the
occasional highway. Nevertheless, in the
minds of the people, the army remains the
weapon of last resort if national society
really begins to fall apart as a result of a
wildfire insurgency that the political class of
Kathmandu cannot contain.

Deploying the army is not a routine govern-
ment decision, however. According to the 1990
Constitution of the Kingdont of Nepal, which
in so many areas reflects peints of compromise
between the royal palace, the conservative
classes and the democratic forces, the army can
only be bought onto the streets by the king upon
the recommendations of the National Security
Council. The Council, which has never becn
activated over the decade of democracy,
consists of three members —the prime minister,
the defence minister and the commander-in-
chief. With Prime Minister Girija Prasad Koirala
himself holding the defence portfelio, the
effective strength of the council is two, and
judging by their public utterances, both Koirala
and the C-in-C Prajwalla SJB Rana appear to
be in favour of deploying the army to control
the Maoists.

A third option has now been suggested by
a commission set up by the previous govern-
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ment (of Krishna Prasad Bhattarai} to explore
the possibility of establishing an armed police
unit. Chaired by Khem Raj Regmi, a former
home secretary, this commission has come up
with the idea of a paramilitary unit at the direct
disposal of the government, said to be modelled
on India’s CRPE. Tentatively named the Armed
Security Force, initially the group would be
composed of the existing riot police and the
commando unit of the Nepal Police, and
an equal number of trained personnel from
the army.

There may be questions about costs, com-
position and line of command, but eventually
such a force may have to come into existence,
especially if the police cannot be brought
back to professional stature. The state daes
need a specialised unit to face the challenges
of increasingly sophisticated insurgents who
are not engaged in merely a political move-
ment, but have actually
declared ‘people’s war’,
and are acting according to
its violent precepts. The
government does need to
have something to fall back
upon when a situation is
neither just a civilian law and order problem,
nor an outright attack by an external enemy.

Even while the Regmi Commission’s report
was doing the rounds, Prime Minister Koirala
set alarm bells ringing by wanting to ‘activate’
the National Security Council. The Kathmandu
intelligentsia fears, perhaps with sound
reasoning in the context of the less-than-
respectful postures of the army brass towards
the popularly elected government, that
Koirala's action will let the military cat out of
the bag. The army, itching to play a role, may be
reluctant to return to the barracks once brought
out, and it would also definitely claim a bigger
share of the national revenue — it is well known
that the generals and their paraphernalia come
dearer than the inspector generals. But the
counter to this argument is that the Maoist
insurgency has spread as fast as it has, precisely

Nepal Folice
chief Achyut
Krishna Kharel
(1) and the army
C-in-C Prajwalla

The army, itching to play
a role, may be reluctant
to return to the barracks
once brought out ...



because the underground leadership knows
that the army is not within the direct control of
the government. In such a context, it needs to
be said that any action by Prime Minister
Koirala to take the final step of wresting the
army from the ambiguous grasp of the
royal palace and under fulter command of the
clected government, can only lead to a further
strengthening of Nepali democracy. If the
politicians try to “politicise’ the army like they
did the police, the army brass as well as media
and the academia, as also the palace, should
fight it.

While the debates on setting up of the
paramilitary force and/or galvanising the Ns¢
take their course, perhaps the government can
try out a solution which would even render
these two proposals defunct for the moment.
The best course for now appears to be for Prime
Minister Koirala to take firm steps to mobilise
the army, but to keep it confined to a supportive
role in the insurgency-affected regions. This
would allow the police to face the heat with the
confidence of a fall-back option, while at the
same time saving the government from the
embarrassment of having to make obvious use
of the army to fight its own people. (For the
moment, with the government still unsure of
its authority, the suggestion of the RNA
providing support to the police has the coloncls
coming back to the home minister with their
calculators and asking for 'x” amount of rupees
before the jawans come out.) Such an approach
will necessitate the establishment of a civilian
command to coordinate the efforts of the
army and the police in the field, and in this
context the (one more) idea of appointing
regional governors does deserve serious
attention.

Fighting battles is an unpleasant but
essential task if the Kathmandu government is
to re-establish authority and restore peace in
all of the hinterland. No amount of political
correctness amongst Kathmandu's intelli-
gentsia—rarely known to do its homework —
can cover this fact of public affairs in present-
day Nepal. And if and when the government
really comes up with the will to go to ‘war’
with the insurgents, rather than stay in holding
pattern, the role of media and the larger civil
society will be that much more crucial, to ensure
that the innocent and deprived peasantry of
Nepal are not caught in the crossfire. There is
terror in the hills, and no credit is due for the
violent ideology of the Maoist leadership nor
the heavy-handed police action of the govern-
ment in the years just past. A

-C. K Lal

PAKISTAN @ INDIA

PEACE PIPELINE

THERE IS potential for a gas pipeline to
achieve what bilateral diplomacy, international
diplemacy and “track two’ diplomacy have not
been able to achieve in the last 20 vears; a first
step towards indirect trade between what
are now South Asia's nuclear neighbours.
Pakistan has agrecd to allow a pipeline carrving
Iranian natural gas to traverse its soil to reach
markets in India. This can be regarded by the
imaginative as a fundamental development in
regional politics, except that the media at large
and India’s in particular, has not given it the
importance it would secm to deserve,

1o begin with, the very consideration of this
project is linked to a reviving Pakistan-Iran
relationship, which had plummeted earlier due
to the Taliban Afghanistan factor. The thaw
began with General Pervez Musharraf's
December visit to Tehran, with the Chief
Executive particularly keen to discuss trade
possibilitics with Tran. Pakistan’s trade deficit
this year is expected to touch USD 1.6 biliion,
due some extent to the tripling of world oil
prices. The unannounced conclusion of the men
who run Islamabad was that cash-strapped
Pakistan cannot afford the exclusive Afghan
focus to define Pak-Iran relations.

While other arenas of trade will obviously
pick up steam in the days ahead, the most
significant outcome of Gen Musharraf's Tehran
visit was actually a trade project where
Pakistan only provides its territorial good
offices. This was the long-mooted gas pipeline
project to feed natural gas from the Iranian fields
to the population centres and industries in
North India. The Iranians have expressed
pleasant surprise at how unusually efficient
Islamabad’s response has suddenly been.

Indeed, for a subject that is potentially such
a minefield —for allowing India to benefit from
a project that actually physically uses Pakistani
space —there has been great speed and no dilly-
dallying. The Iranians, at least, put this
development to Gen Musharral's personal
interest in the project, which got the Ministry of
Commerce and the Ministry of Petroleum
activated.

All this indicates a significant change in the
mindset eof Pakistani policy-makers for the
moment not having to worry about what the
‘opposition” might say. Indeed, the military men
in the driving seat in Islamabad seem to he
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in the world, right? While it is not clear who
has gone out with a tape to measure the vari-
ous stretches of sand around the world, one
may be forgiven for accepting the claim that
the one which reaches down the eastern coast
of Bangladesh at Cox’s Bazar is the longest of
them all. But fairest? The reason there are no
lines of tourists sunning on the beach at Cox's,
it is said, is because the sands here are dark-
complexioned. These are local Bangali sands,
and the fair-skinned tourists certainly have
shown a preference for Goa, unmindful of the
sheer stretch which is the supposed selling
point here.

There are other reasons for the beach’s lack
of popularity. The area is more “Bangla
friendly” than touristy. Booze is hard if not im-
possible to come by, and there are no casinos
about. Till recently, it was home to the Rohingya
refugees who lived in camps by the beach, and
foreign intelligence agencies did their bit to sus-
tain the iocal economy. And the other claim to
fame—that of being the arca where hundreds
of thousands have died, hunted down by cy-
clones—is hardly the stuff to attract visitors by
the droves.

There is no organised night-time entertain-
ment—of any sort—in Cox’s Bazar. Bangla-
deshis are used to a life without entertainment
after dark, but for the tourist the fun cannot go
down with the sun. Plus, and this is a factor for
Parjatan to take good account of —tourists do
not like it when the natives stare at ladies soak-
ing in the sun.

Watching the catching
The river cruise out of Dhaka is the excursion
of choice for the thousands of development pro-
fessionals and diplomats who keep Dhaka'’s
real estate market humming. With Dhaka wal-
lowing ever-deeper in pollution and urban
chaos, the popularity of the weekend getaway
is catching on. Over the years, cruise manage-
ment has developed as an organised activity,
and a number of private operators as well as
the state-owned Parjatan offer river trips.
Guide Tours Ltd., in its brochure, offers the
following highlights of a river cruise: “Swim-
ming, watching the catching of the famous
Hilsa fish and breathing fresh air”. The com-
pany prudently asks guests to bring their own
towels, mosquito repellants, sun-burn lotion,
swimming gear, and hard drinks if you need
them as “we can not serve that”. Guests will be
picked up from Gulshan, Dhaka’s poshest sub-
urb, as well as from the two top hotels, the
Sonargaon and the Sheraton. The voyagers will
be driven to Narayanganj, an hour out of the

city to the west, from where the M.V. Aboshar
will sail through Shitalakkhya river, enter river
Meghna, and anchor overnight. “If the weather
is favourable, swimming will be an option be-
fore our barbecue dinner is served.”

No particular activity is planned for the next
day, with the focus remaining on serious un-
winding. Swimming, visiting nearby villages,
board games and lazing on the boat are sug-
gested. After lunch, the boat will come to the
confluence of the Padma (Brahmaputra) and
Meghna for anchor. At this point, guests are al-
lowed to watch the sunset, and dinner is served
before hitting land for the road-trip back to
Dhaka.

But then this deltaic region was never a tour-
ist spot. Once, its jungles offered some of the
best shoots, but the forests are gone and so is
the game. This is mudland, and you can only
watch so many hazy sunsets, and so many
catchings of Hilsa fish. Because this is a flood-
plain where the marks of ancient civilizations
have been washed away, and because Bangla-
desh is essentially made of silt and mud where
there are few surviving ancient architecture, the
country has almost no archaeology to grab tour-
istic interest, It is not that there is no history in
Bangladesh, it is just that there is so little stand-
ing to provide visual accompaniment.

It is not advertised enough, but Buddhism
spread from the monastic communities that
were rooted in present-day Bangladesh.
The northern part of the country was Once
Pundrabhukti, the last frontier province of im-
perial India. During the Pala rule in the 9th
century, it soared as the only Indian kingdom
spiritually rooted in Vajrayana Buddhism. The
Palas built some of the grandest Buddhist reli-
gious architectures in the world, focated at
Paharpur and Mahasthangarh. These monas-
teries are the architectural progenitors of the
more famous cousins at Angkor Wat and
Bourbadour but while these kingdoms flour-
ished under the followers of Buddha, Bengal
ceased to be a Buddhist land. The dust of ne-
glect swallowed the terra cotta constructions
and the link with the past was lost. They have
reappeared today not as heritage sites but as
archaeological digs. With no modern packag-
ing techniques announcing "Ancient Buddhist
Bengal", the tourists too arc absent.

A large part of Bangladesh will disappear
in a matter of few years, what with global
warming, Perhaps the BPC poster should be
saying, “Visit Bangladesh before Bangladesh
disappears.” A

S

If Bangladesh is
such an
untouristic
country, what
were the
173,000
foreigners who
visited the
country in 1999
doing here?
Well, according
to people who
should know,
almost 60,000
of the total were
Indians, while
the second
largest number,
20,000, came
from the United
Kingdom, the
bulk of them
would-be
generation
Bangladeshis,
arriving from
London and by-
passing Dhaka
altogether and
flying straight to
Sylhet, their
hometown.
More than
12,000 US
citizens visited,
as did nearly
8,000 Japanese
and over
12,000 Paki-
stanis. Over
6000 Koreans
visited, obvi-
ously bound for
the Export
Processing
Zone factories.
But what were
the plus 5000
Nepalis doing?
Mostly, going to

medical school.
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A country that sells ifself

Nepal's travel-traders seem to know how to run every sector

of tourism into the ground. .

16

he two biggest problems of Nepali tourism are
over-supply and under-cutting. The market is
saturated with ‘vendors’, and each tries to un-
der-price the other —among lodges, hotels, air-
lines, travel agencies, trekking agencies, rafting
agencies, wildiife safaris, and even porters and
riksa-pullers. A five-star hotel in downtown
Kathmandu wiil provide bed and breakfast for
as little as 20 dollars, and nowhere in the world
but in the Thamel tourist quarter can you have
clean sheets and attached-bath for as low as two
dollars a night.

In whichever sector, Nepal's tourism has al-
ways started at the high end, but then the ‘ser-
vice providers” proliferate and the asking price
plummets. The country becomes a tourist
heaven and tourism hell - enough to begin ask-
ing whether the industry is here to serve Nepal
or vice versa.

The oversupply of ‘capacity’ itself is not a
problem {and it does represent a more ‘demo-
cratic’ sharing of the pie). The issue is a terrible
failure to market the country so as to fill all those
extra beds. There are by today more than 300
trekking agencies in Nepal, vying for about
100,000 trekkers annuaily, many of whom actu-
ally prefer to walk un-organised. The hotels in
Kathmandu are running at 36 percent occu-
pancy —it has been years since the top hotels got
top dollars. There was a time when high-end
trekking used to go with ease for USD 150 a day,
but the average now is about 20-25 dollars.
White-water rafting, even till five ycars ago, was
at USD 40 a day, but today the asking price is
less than half of that.

It is true, as Edmund Hillary once told this
writer, that even the “impecunious” have a right
to travel, but the interest of the host country,
Nepal, is to, first, maximise income from tour-
ism, and, two, maximise spread of that income.
The way things are today, Nepal seems to be
focused exclusively on pandering to the impe-
cunious, as a result of which there is precious
little to share around. Last month, some Euro-
pean millionaires were revelling in the Everest
region of Khumbu for USD 40 a day. When snow
blocked their progress, they casually chartered
a helicopter for USD 2000 an hour and toured
the Everest Base Camp area, and then returned

by Kanak Mani Dixit

to rejoin their trek group.

No one can deny that Nepal's tourism has a
lot going for it—a small country of South Asia
blessed with great variety in culture, antiquity
and geography. The Himalayan mountains are
a permanent asset and the quality of service in
Nepali tourism—warm and natural—is by all
accounts one of the the best in Asia. When occa-
sionally a policy goes right, the response is im-
mediate—as with the surge in domestic civil
aviation when it was deregulated in 1991-1992.

But when you speak of international avia-
tion, that is where the problem begins. The gov-
ernment-run flag carrier Royal Nepal, despite
having competent management, has been bled
by the politicians and burcaucrats over the last
decade, to such an extent that its fleet today is
half the size of 12 years ago. The airline is in the
doldrums, its international ‘network’ stretching
laughably from Osaka to London, supported by
two narrow-bodied Boeing 757s. The glut in
supply in every sector of tourism would be
taken care of if Royal Nepal were to be allowed
to fly as a real airline, but travel operators have
waited two decades for this to happen.

Besides Royal Nepal's incapacity, the other
major lack is in marketing the country. Over the
years, Nepal has essentially ‘sold’ itself, but
today’s traveller has discovered so many more
‘exotic’ places in the Orient—and not just
Bhutan, Ladakh, Tibet and Mongolia. Nepal
now needs marketing, which is why a couple
of years ago the government hived off its De-
partment of Tourism and created an autono-
meus Nepal Tourism Board. With two percent
of the total turnover of the private industry
dropping into its coffers, NTB was to be a dy-
namic agency ‘selling’ Nepal. Suffice it to say
that it has not quite worked out that way, and
Nepal's marketing is actually done gratis by
films like the large-format IMAX presentation
Everest, which led to a surge of arrivals to the
Himalaya over the 1998-1999 seasons and is
spilling over into 2000.

When it comes to holistic promoticn, the NTB
and private sector as a whole do precious little
other than to hope for such promotional bonan-
zas like Lverest to land on their laps. (The travel-
traders do, of course, market their own busi-
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nesses.) They lack commitment and creativity,
as seen in the inability to adjust to Kathmandu
Valley's changing cultural landscape. The ho-
listic ambience of medieval urbanism has van-
ished over the last 15 years, sacrificed to pollu-
tion and cement-concrete, but the travel agen-
cies are still trying to sell the Newar inner-cit-
ies as they did in 1980. The need now is to in-
troduce ‘micro-tourism’, focusing on individual
temples, monastic courtyards (bahals} and pal-
aces, where Kathmandu'’s old-world charm can
still be found.

Indeed, private industry has exhibited a re-
markable capacity to squeeze tourism income
out of each sector without evident concern for
long-term sustainability. Thus, the industry kept
quiet over the 1970s when the Valley lost much
of its free-standing statuary to idol-theft; over
the 1980s when the streetscape crumbled to the
concrete onslaught; and over the 1990s when air
and water pollution devasted Kathmandu’s en-
vironment. All of these downturns affected tour-
ism before anything else.

There are many ways in which Nepali tour-
ism can innovate, but it requires creative savvy.
Like the Himalaya, Lumbini as the birthplace
of the Sakyamuni has an eternal potential to at-
tract pilgrims and tourists. However, the East
Asian tourists in particular seem to be staying
away, perhaps because they realise the
potential of Nepal's tourism mandarins to con-
vert the place from a spiritual haven to a crass
Disnevland.

Kathmandu’s Thamel has evolved from a
budget-traveller’s refuge into a destination in
its own right — probably the most cosmopolitan
place in all South Asia, where Western “cafe cul-
ture’ can be enjoyed at middle-class prices. The
place is a magnet not just for Western tourists,
but also for English-speaking, travel-oriented,
high-spending city elites from Dhaka, Karachi,
Bombay or Bangalore, who would come to
Thamel if they were told about it.

Like Lumbini or Thamel, so with casinos.
Largely limited to the Punjabi weekender from
New Delhi, the four casinos of Kathmandu have
not been able to entice the other great gamblers
of Asia, the Chinese who populate the east and
the southeast. Trekking, the home-grown indus-
try, has yet to ‘upgrade’ itself from a backpack-
ers’ delight to high-value tourism injecting bet-
ter income into the villages.

True, there are some matters which are be-
yond the control of Nepal's tourism operators
and government. For example, tourism is an
industry that is extremely sensitive to bad news
on the telly, and it does not help that Nepal is
right in the middle of the volatile northern half
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of South Asia, a region described aptly by Wil-
liam [efferson Clinton as “the most dangerous
place in the world”. Nepal's travel trade is there-
fore at the mercy of little wars and potential big
wars, bomb blasts, nuclear tests and sectarian
killings. Even if they happen hundreds of miles
away, before you can say ‘Chomolongma’, the
fax machine will be spewing a slew of cancella-
tions.

The extended nature of the 1C-814 hijack
drama in December, the fact that the flight origi-
nated in Kathmandu, and that the Indian gov-
ernment chose to punitively and summarily
cancel all Indian Airlines flights to Nepal, has
affected tourism grievously. The summer tour-
ist season in Nepal has been mostly filled by
Indian tourists, many of them honeymooners,
but the first quarter of 2000 saw a
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from past practices, in three recent
incidents, Maoist insurgents have targeted tour-
ists or tourist facilities in different parts of
Nepal... Although no injuries have been associ-
ated with these confrontations, the targeting of
tourist groups and facilities indicates a height-
ened level of risk for travellers in Nepal.”
Tourism will be devastated, and all the at-
tendant impact visited upon Nepali society, if
the underground Maoist leadership fails to un-
derstand that, even at its most inefficient, the
industry does help the economy and the popu-
Jation. There is a lot of room for the government,
the NTB and the private sector to improve their
performance, but they will have no space to per-
form if the threat of violence, tragically, keeps
tourists from the one-time and would-be
Shangri-La that is Nepal. n
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tions. The beach is present almost as an
afterthought.

Sigiriya, a fortress capital built on a 600~
toot rock massif in central Sri Lanka, is to be
the hub of future promotions. The authoritics
have been plugging this fifth-century architec-
tural marvel as “the eighth wonder of the
world”, and there are plans for a sound-and-
light show and a large museum.,

Inland-based adventure sports is also re-
garded as an arcna for diversification, but it is
still a fledgling with just three professional com-
panies providing packages for white-water
rafting, rock climbing, canoeing, mountain-bik-
ing and paragliding. But most travel agents do
offer safaris, birdwatching, ‘clephant trails’ and
tea garden visits,

There is also a renewed accent on conferenc-
ing and "incentives tourism’. The Tourist Board
has a unit to handle MICE (Meetings, Incentives,
Confercnces and Exhibitions) travel. This mar-
ket, though, is overly sensitive to the security
situation, particularly in Colombo, and will
probably have to wait for a definitive advent of
peace before it will fulfill its potential.

So near, so distant

About five years ago, the tourism entrepreneurs
of Sri Lanka began looking north to India
for their clientele. More and more middle-
class Indians are travelling abroad on holiday,
so why not lure them into Sri Lanka?
But though large sums have been pumped
into promotions in Indian metros, and the
Tourist Board now has an office in New Delhi,

Sri Lanka

the Indians are just not coming.

Several problems have been identified: In-
dian tourists like to shop, to gamble and maybe
(just a few) to visit the resorts. Sri Lanka has
failed to adequately meet these demands. Only
the Taj Group’s luxury beach hotel in Bentota,
70 km south of Colombo, gets a fair number of
Indians. Another problem is that, unlike Nepal
which attracts a fairly large number of tourists
(it also has casinos), the Indian rupee is not
exchangeable in 5ri Lanka. Indians must bring
dollars and pay dollar rates. That apart, the
high-end Indian guest does not see Sri Lanka
as a prestigious destination, and the Hindi film
industry has dene its bit to divert the spending
Indian noveau riche to the Maldives and
Mauritius. Additionally, there is a severe short-
age of airline seats to and from India. Sri Lanka
has been talking with Indian authorities to
increase airline capacity, but without much
success.

Meanwhile, Sri Lanka Airlines, now man-
aged by the Dubai-owned Emirates, has
adopted an aggressive tourism policy. It began
flying to Stockholm last November, trying to
rekindle what was once Sri Lanka’s best
market in Scandinavia. The trade has also
welcomed the airlines’ new, direct thrice-
weekly flight to Australia. The carrier now
flies daily to London and has increased flights
to Germany (Munich and Frankfurt) and
Japan. It also runs tourism campaigns, each
targeting a specific country. Whether all this
will give “boom” a nice name, only time and
the LTTE can tell. 4
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Actually

Maldives segregates the locals
from the tourists, and sells sun,
sand and coral.

by Tharuka Dissanayake

21

ai

n the late 1960s, a forcign advisor on foreign
- Investment had struck tourism off the list of

potential industries for Maldives. At the time,
Male’s airport had conly a makeshift runway,
and transport between islands was restricted
to traditional dhonis. The economy was depen-
dent on fish and almost everything else had to
be imported. The expert could see no local
funding to develop resorts in this necklace-
shaped group of idyllic islands scattered
southwest of India’s southern tip, west of Sri
Lanka. Certainly, he did not foresee any for-
eign investor pumping money into tourism in
a country that at that time did not even have a
bank to its name.

But the Maldives lurc nevertheless man-
aged to attract adventure seekers. The uninhab-
ited islets, the perfect white beaches, the coral
reefs and the deep blue of the Indian Ocean,
turned out to be attraction enough. The adven-
ture-tourists spread the word, and slowly in-
vestment trickled in for the setting up of resorts.
At first, they were crude cabana-type hostels
with makeshift toilets, and lacking cven a fresh-
water supply. Gradually, the offerings im-
proved. In the mid-1970s, the government fi-
nally shook off the legacy of that long-departed
investment expert and decided to accord prior-
ity to tourism. Tt began to organise for future
growth in a planned manner.

Today, a visitor to the Maldives finds a high
level of luxury attached to the rustic ambience
in the 80-odd resorts that cover the Maldives.
The Hilton, Four Seasons and Banyan Tree
each have an island for themselves, and
the biggest yet, Sun Island, is an investment
of USD 47 million, a project of local
hotelier Quasim Ibrahim. Hotel groups
from neighbouring Sri Lanka have also invested

heavily in the Maldives,

The archipelago’s tourism development is
upheld today as a model for countries that still
market stereotypical beach-holidays for low-
end travellers. In addition, the Maldivian holi-
day has made it fashionable to go rustic while
paying top-dollar. While developers elsewhere
were still stuck on putting up ugly hotels by
the beach—rooms piled upon each other, con-
crete and artificial lighting — the pioneers here
dared to be different. They stayed with the
single-storey cabana and outdoor concept. The
success of the thatched-roof cabins—with the
sea for a swimming pool—went far beyond
their own estimation. Europeans loved it
and no price was too dear to be locked away in
a private island with the sea at the your
frontdoor.

Maldivian tourism has maintained its high
product price. Even when competing destina-
tions were slashing their rates during the Asian
financial crisis, the Maldives sailed on unper-
turbed. When other beach destinations were
selling as low as USD 10 or 20, the Maldives
resorts managed to maintain their prices at
above USD 50. (The rates generally range from
USD 65 to 500 for two, inclusive of meals.} In
keeping prices high, Maldives tourism has de-
veloped a niche market —a segment that looks
for quality and tranquillity. The government,
too, has been keen on restricting the industry
to the ‘right kind of tourist’ and is less than
keen to merely pump up statistics by concen-
trating on quantity.

Tourism is a year-round business, but the
best scason is from October to April. Last year,
arrivals to the Maldives topped 350,000. At
over 75 percent, room occupancy was very
high, and average stay per visitor was eight to
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for the cool of the hills of Murree and further on.

Those who would develop Pakistani tour-
ism must realise, however, that the challenge
is greater than a simple strengthening up of
the tourist department. The state ideology it-
self is in the way of tourism. To preserve the
ancient artefacts and monuments—for their
own sake and for tourism—requires a certain
type of societal mindset and an open-minded
socio-political environment. On the one hand,
the elite as well as the public at large must de-
velop in themselves a love for the ancient heri-
tage of the land. On the other, they must have
the desire to create a welcoming environment
where the foreigners feel comfortable enough
to experience the ccstasy of being in a land of
antiquity. Despite its corrupt ruling elite, Egypt
has managed to do this. Pakistan has not.

Certainly, Pakistan also lacks the kind of
infrastructure that encourages tourism, includ-
ing roads, railway, air facilities, hotels and the
service othos, which lics at the centre of tour-
ism. The lawlessness is also a stumbling block,
for who would want to vacation in a region
where gun-touting extremists can at any time
come around the corner, where religious sccts
go at cach other with murderous intent, and
where it is not extraordinary for dacoits to take
hostages for ransom.

Much of these perceived threats to security
can be resolved by strengthening law and or-
der, but it is the ideological mindset of the Pa-
kistani state that does not permit the preserva-
tion and propagation of history which would
“legitimise” the very heritage which would be
the centrepiece of Pakistan’s ability to attract
tourists. Through political orations, through
schoolbooks and tomes of politically-correct
history, generations of Pakistanis have been
conditioned to negate this heritage, and taught
instead to take pride in having roots in other
parts of Asia. This includes the tendency
amony the elite to claim descend from migrants
from the Arab-Persian shores.

Although most Pakistani Muslims are in-
digenous to South Asia and converted to [slam
at a very late stage, the history and social stud-
ies books teach that history essentially started
when Mohammad Bin Qasim made landfall
on Sindh in the eighth century AD. The history
of the medieval period is nothing more than
simplistic idealisation of the Muslim rulers of
Tndia. Students are informed about the benevo-
lence and ingenuity of the Turk, Afghan and
Mughal rulers, and even casual invaders from
the north such as Mahmood Ghaznvi and
Ahmad Shah Abdali et al, are idealiscd.

In short, the history of the people is re-writ-
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ten while the history of the landscape is al-
lowed to disappear. As a result, among those
who define the ideology of the state, there is
visceral anathema for the Indus civilisation and
the great Buddhist era. Similarly, Guru Nanak
is considered to be a religious leader of the
enemy rather than the great reformist intellec-
tual and poet he was. The cumulative result of
this is that today the Pakistani public has no
reverence for its past and no aspiration to pre-
serve vestiges of its history. What it does not
appreciate, it therefore feels no need to share
with the rest of the world.

In the early 19705, Zulfikar Ali Bhutto and
some left leaning intellectuals, particularly
Major Mohammad Ishaque of the Mazdoor
Kisan Party, did try to rehabilitate the histori-
cal linkages. However, that effort did not make
any headway in face of the ideological on-
slaught of the state, which was at that time mov-
ing swiftly towards theocracy. In the latter vears,
the descendants of Bhutto and Gen Zia ul Haq
and other elite plundered the national histori-
cal treasures and started shipping them
abroad—the sale of a Buddha statuc to the
Smithsonian only one of the many examples.
The corrupt clite, which knows better, has been
blinded by greed. It cares nothing for preserv-
ing the greatest historical sites and preserving
the remnants of the long-gone cras. Members
of this clite, rather than seeking long-term
income for the people through tourism, do
not think twice of plundering ancient sites
to export artefacts to Western collectors and
antique shops.

A new ideological framework about history
has to evolve, one which appreciates the non-
Muslim heritage of present-day Pakistan even
while remaining fully cognizant of the monu-
mental contributions made by Muslims to the
Indian civilisation. Like the Arabs, Iranian and
other Muslim nations, we have to respect our
history—all aspects of it. If Egypt can revel in
and take economic advantage of its pre-Islamic
past, 50 should Pakistan. However, if the Paki-
stani state remains prisoner to the present ideo-
logical parameters, and the economic elite lim-
its itsclf to heartiessly allowing the plunder and
destruction of ancient heritage, an industry like
tourism will continue to lack space in Pakistan
in the years to come.

The irony in all this is that, by default,
present-day India has become the heir and cus-
todian of the Indus Valley civilisation and the
ancient Buddhist civilisation of South Asia—
no matter that Harappa, Mohenjodaro and
Texila happen to lie across the border. Paki-
stanis have no one else but themselves to blame. A






















tions in Pepsi and Coke and Domino’s [Pizza, and on the
other, in the case of Indian aviation where high sophistica-
tion, standardisation and global competition are needed,
we are not allowing it. You know the whole aviation world
is going towards strategic alliances, and if we do not be-
come part of a global strategy, we will not be able to serve
even our niche market. We want our national airlines to be
global players. If both Air India and Indian Airlines were to
be merged, there will be economies of scale and a lot of
things can happen.

What about marketing India?

There’s a defect in our marketing strategy. We have been
marketing India as India, but India as itse doesn't mean
anything, it docs not provide a real mental picture. Take
America, it doesn’t have a ministry of tourism, and every
state does its own marketing. Each of the 25 states of India
has its own beauty and charm, but only three or four states
are doing the proper marketing. Kerala is being marketed
as God's own country—Jush green pldor]dl forests, the back
waters, and the e1ephant5 Rajasthan is also marketing ef-
fectively—picturise maharajas and forts, palaces, desert and
camel safaris. Kashmir was marketing itsclf, but it has been
spoilt by militancy. Now Himachal is marketing itself, but
unfortunately it does not have an airfield where big planes
can land, so tourism is restricted. If tomorrow there’s such
an airfield, you will see that Himachal will beat Kashmir.
Goais also selling itself well, but the rest have not done their
homework.

Incidentally, it makes no sense to have an international
airport unless you grant traffic rights to foreign airlines. For
example, Cochin has an international airport but we are not
giving tratfic rights, so it's meaningless.

What are the main source countries for tourisn?

Number one is the UK, followed by Germany and the
USA. Fourth is 5ri Lanka. We get a lot of people from Sri
Lanka.

Is domestic tourism just a poor cousin?

It is not a poor cousin, it is a very important cousin. But
again, for it to have a multiplier effect on the economy, you
need a particular segment of tourists who are willing to
spend that much money. That segment is now growing,.
The total number of domestic tourists in the country is
around 160 mitlion, out of that about 100 million are going
for religious purposes. The rest make up about 60 million,
and it is a big chunk. Domestic tourism is much larger than
international tourism, but the spending power
of the domestic tourists is low. Except for about
a million who stay in five star hotels and spend a
lot—maybe it has grown to two million now.

There has been domestic tourism since
time immemorial. You know Shankara-
charya started the Chaar Dhaams. Right
from the South there is a dhaam with
Tirupati Temple, the Shobanath Temple in
Gujarat then the Pashupati-nath temple
in Kathmandu. All these dhaams were
made so that people of the North
could go south and vice versa. The objective
was that people could sce the whole
country.

What are the expectations from mountain tourism, cul-
tural tourisn, beach tourism and so on?

I can’t say that we can enly depend upon adventure
tourism, or on cultural tourism, or on sports or business
tourism. In every marketing activity, there has to be a prod-
uct mix, and tourism is no exception. If I were a tourist, [
would be interested in everything.

What has happened to the tourists wleo used to go to Kash-
mir?

The other hill stations are getting the share, Forexample,
if earlier T had wanted to go to the mountains, 1 would have
gone to Kashmir, now I'm going to Kulu-Manali, to Nepal,
to Bhutan, or to the hill stations of Mussoorie, Shimla,
Nainital. All these places are getting a boost. Plus, a lot of
people are going abroad. A person who has to go on a
vacation will go on a vacation, he will not wait for terrorism
to end. It is for the people of Kashmir not to allow these
foreign infiltrators and terrorists to spoil their livelihoods.

Do you think the Himalaya is a wasfed tourist resource?

No, it is not wasted. The Himalava will continue to be
there. Something that is wasted is something that finishes. It
has been a lost opportunity these past years, but the
Himalaya has the potential,

Is Northeast tourism affected by the need for special
permits?

Yes, but they are quite liberal now. If we have interna-
tional flights coming into Guwahati, that will be a big help. A
foreign tourist has a week’s holiday, and wants to go into
the Northeast straight and spend the seven days there. To-
day this can’t be done. You have to first go to Delhi, Bombay
or Calcutta, wait for a day or two to take a flight. So it takes
two to three days to reach Guwahati. Then you have to take
a bus from Guwahati to wherever you want to go. By the
time you reach your destination, three to four days are
gone. What is happu*nn‘g1 in the Northeast is the sheer fail-
ure to capitalise on what god has given you.

Do tour operators have special plans for the Northeast?

Tour operators have a ot of plans, but then the North-
cast has to be made accessible. That can only be done by the
government. What the government has done now is that it
has declared six more international airports, out of which
Guwahati is one. But again, in order to make this opening
viable, the government has to give up its stranglehold on
traffic rights. ThLy will have to allow foreign airlines to come
in without having to pay compensation to Air
India and Indian Airlines.

S it's political will that is lacking?

Yes, no! Political will is there, But what is
lacking is political action. Implementation! We
arc very good at making policies on paper, but
the real thing is to make them happen, in time-
bound fashion.

Is not India’s image still stuck on fakirs,
stuake-charmers and the Taj?

No, tour operators project everything.
Frankly, the tourists who arc coming to India
today, sometimes have more knowledge of
India than we have. You cannot fool them. And
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of course, India is just not the Taj, there is much more to
India than the Taj. There are many buildings as beautiful as
the Taj if not more, they just bave to be seen and appredi-
ated. The Taj has become famous because it is close to Delhi,
and evervone comes to Delhi.

Why is the Indian govermment so poor at marketing
tourism?

The Ministry of Tourism works with its hands tied. What is
needed is coordination and [ feel there should be a com-
bined ministry of tourism, civil aviation.and transport. There
has to be an integrated approach. That is why the industry
has been asking for a tourism board where all the other
ministries are involved. Now, we have formed the board
kut it has had just one mecting,.

Today, the finance minister and everyone clse is talking
of information technology, but information technology is
not going to solve the problem. It will give us billions of
dollars for software development and all that, but it is only
giving jobs to the people who are computer literate,
whereas in other places there will be downsizing. So, for
the uneducated youth in the villages there is no benefit.
But tourism can help the uneducated youth too. If a tourist
zoes to a remote area, he buys local handicrafts, hires a
coolie, and spreads the word. IT doesn’t do that.

You think the private sector has done its bit in promoting
fourisin?

We are all doing our hit, but when there are no air
spats, it becomes meaningless. The result is that the hotels
and the tour operators start fighting with each other for the

same plece of cake. The size of the cake needs to be
enlarged.

Are there new places which could still be marketed or see
Iot of tourists?

There are so many wonders that are hidden, of which
the world is not aware of, which even we Indians are not
aware of. Now look at Khajuraho in Madhya Pradesh, it is
ane of the wonders of the world, but it is not marketed, and
it is not accessible. All the 25 states must have international
airports and they must have independent flights. Leok at
Europu. All of Europe can fit into two Indian states of UP
and Bihar. But neither UP nor Bibar has an international
airport! Europe has 300 international airports. Now that is
being accessible. London alone has four international air-
ports. We are a large country, a Subcontinent, we must have
at least 25 gateway cities, and every state chief minister must
try to market his state as a tourism destination.

The government has a stranglchold on the tourism in-
dustry, unless if loosens up and make India accessible, we
cannot make tourism an instrument of economic change.
There are some positive signs in the media and the public,
and the demand is being created, which I think, will force
the politicians to loosen their stranglehoeld, because ulti-
mately tourism will create jobs. To create jobs, you have to
develop a labour-intensive industry, and tourism is the Jarg-
est labour-intensive industry in the world. One out of every
nine new jobs being created in the world is created by a
service industry. So if the politicians are honest about giving
the people jobs, then they have to develop tourism. They
have ne other choice. A
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mustard fish in remote Rohtang Pass (Hima-
chal Pradesh) or banana flower with grated co-
conut while on a train in the midnight leg be-
tween Lucknow and Delhi, must be well taken
care of.

To divert briefly to the upper-most class
Bengali travellers, they are the new rich mostly,
some of them even dot.com-wallahs. This cat-
egory sncers at the thought of a package tour. It
demands ‘readymade’ service, with arrange-
ments for pickup at the airport, transfer to three-
star hotels with functioning geyser and cistern,
‘good view’, exotic cuisines, et al. The local
guide should know the history of the dilapi-
dated monuments so that Choto Baba's school
project will have value-added. He must also be
able to take the memsahib shopping for ear-
rings. The aim of this new-breed Bengali trav-
eller is to de-stress, swim in private beaches,
and dine in exclusive forts, destinations where
plebeians have no hope of treading.

It is actually difficult to call this type of trav-
chier “Bengali’, given that he represents a ge-
neric upwardly-mobile Indian from any cor-
ner of the country. The craze of the uppah this
year is for the sun-kissed beaches of the
Maldives, right across the expanse of the Sub-
continent and faraway in the middle of the In-
dian Occan.

Which brings us to the genteel bhadralog,
old money who would prefer to do nothing clse
but to retreat to a forest bungalow with a
Jhumpa Lahiri short story collection in hand.

LTA

Beyond the yen and the inquisitiveness, the
reason that the Bengali middle class travels so
is to be found in in all of three letters, LTA— the
Leave Travel Allowance provided generously
by the government. Travel agents are known to
anguish over the mere thought of that horren-
dous day when Bengalis may cnmasse decide
not to avail of the LTA. However, it 18 unlikely
that such a day will arrive, cver.

The LTA supports package tours of two to
three weeks, and the Bengalis look for cheap
accommodation without frills, The argument
is, why pay for a sumptuous room if all you are

going to do is to crash after a full day of
sightseeing? But what the babu will insist on
are clean bathrooms and bed sheets. Lodge-
owners from Kalimpong to Mussoorie report
being terrorised by Bengalis who shout in one
refrain, “Why are you so stingy with the Phe-
nol in the toilet?!”

The package tourist is content, therefore, if
his simple demands for a view, food and so-
lace for the soul are taken care of. For the re-
demption of the souls of the clderly mashimas
and pishimas, the tour must touch the sacred
ghats of Varanasi or I'rayag. This is why the

billboards outside both the Varanasi
and Allahabad railway stations advertise
“Bangaali” dharamshallas, which serve
vegetarian.

There is the one additional factor of secu-
rity, for most Bengalis suffer from eternal anxi-
ety pangs that the coolie will run away with
their luggage or that the train will stop unan-
nounced in a dark forest. There is much mut-
tering in the cerily silent railway bogeys when
this happens. Being an educated and cultured
race, Bengalis have creative imaginations,
which come into their own on such occasions.

With Kashmir in trouble for more than a
decade, Himachal Pradesh has emerged as the
all_time favourite of the tourist Bong. “Kullu-
Manali-Kangra-Valley!” he will blurt out if you
ask him his favourite LTA destination. On the
banks of the Beas, Kullu is the base for visits to
various holy sites like the famous cave temple
of Vaishno Devi and Bijli Mahadev. Manali
during the summers is paradise and is close to
the snows of Rohtang Pass. Famous for its hot
springs and sulphur baths, the Bengalis love
the green walks outside the crowded town.
Kangra Valley is a rccent discovery and
Bengalis swear by its ability to refurbish the
jaded sensibilities of the Calcutta commuter.

But life on the fast track scems to be catch-
ing up even with the committed Bengali pack-
age tourist. If the unadulterated love for travel
and adventure had not become compromised,
how js it then that you will these days find a
Bong snoring through the most exciting bus
ride along the most beautiful forest? Even five
to seven years ago, the cameras would
have been clicking, and vells of outright
delight renting the air. Yet, if you should
encounter a couple camping at 12,000
foet above sea level near the Tibet border
for two weeks at a continuous stretch,
you can bet a free metro ride in Calcutta
that they are Bengalis. A
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Those were the days: froficking in Dal Lake's thin ice.







-

neighbourhood rather than focusing only on garner-
ing support in Western capitals for the “Tibetan cause’.
One example of this liberal and regional involvement
of the Dalai l.ama is the recent promotion of a daring
series of documentary films that analysed what
India had gained in 50 years of independence. In the
middle of April, the Dalai Lama launched a website of
the fircbrand Indian policewoman Kiran Bedi
(w_wﬂ(ir_anbedi.com). Apart from profiling Ms Bedi
and her 30-year career, the website is interactive and
she can be sent mail regarding “a grievance or a legal
doubt”. Launching the site, Tenzin Gyatso said that
this was an innovative way of using technology for the
benefit of the people. Knowing perhaps Ms Bedi's dis-
position for a wee-bit of self-promotion, the wise lama
did caution her against getting carried away with sue-
cess. “In the service of people, one needs to always be
humble. This will retain enthusiasm and inspire you to
work harder.” Touché'.
|

HARD TO believe, but there it is. Something posted in
the South Asian journalists Association (SAJA) website:
a new worldwide survey suggests that Indians follow
the Americans as the "happiest people on earth’. The Rus-
sians and Chinese came out as the world's glummest
people, found the market research agency Roper Starch
Worldwide, which surveyed 22 countries in five conti-
nents. While 46 percent Americans said they were satis-
fied with their lives, Indians came sccond at 37 percent,
with the Chinese and Russians trailing at 9 and 3 per-
cent. The respondents were quizzed about “relationship
with family, self-confidence, the country’s overall
economy, and the role of religion in their lives”. Two
things T want to say: a) if that's where India is (which
‘India’ 1 am forced to wonder, and what methodology
did Roper Starch use to cover the whole place?), then
Pakistan, Bangladesh and the rest of us cannot be far
behind. Happy, happy! And, b) where docs the survey
put Bhutan, particularly in relation to the Druk Gyalpo’s
Gross National Happiness index?

I LIKE Hafizur Rahman, columnist of Karachi's Dawn,
who in his column Of Mice and Men of 22 March writes
on the phenomenon of the “staff car” —which is the
South Asian equivalent of having a ‘corner window’ in
a multinational headquarters in New York City. It is
obscene, this need for a conveyance to proves one’s
worth, and it goes way beyond the legitimate require-
ment of an officer to get around. ltis also a problem that
afflicts government offices in every capital and metropo-
lis of South Asia. Writes Mr. Rahman: “T have often won-
dered what would happen if there were no staff cars for
government officers. Would administrative efficiency,
already at low ebb, become lower? No, 1 don’t think so.
Then why have staff cars at all... My case against statf
cars is based purely on the absence of ethical justifica-
tion. Staff cars are allocated to only those civil and mili-
tary officers who usually have two private cars of their
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own, but are never given to those who sometimes can’t
even afford to buy and maintain the smallest Suzuki...”

I CANNOT make
head or tail out of this
“Crimson Tide” ad-
vertising in Dawn of
23 March. It seems to
be put up by “MMTI
Marketing Pakistan”,
showing Pakistan

army regulars at full

trot, and seems to be some sort of a super-nationalist
come-on, albeit nicely packaged. But to what
purpose? 1 better check out the website that is given
pmw.mmtglobal.Com/_w_p.-And you do, too.

ON 16 April, readers of The Times of India got a jolt when
they found the front page just an expanse of white space,
other than the masthead and strapline along the top.
This was a gimmick by a dot-com startup. Immediately,
there was reaction against this extra-innoevative step to
keep up with the times by The Times. The newspaper
has for some years been accused of pandering to mar-
ket forces at the expense of editorial content, and the
critics would have been expected to jump on this addi-
tional display of marketing savvy by the paper that
Samir Jain runs. Vinod Mehta, of the weekly Qutiook,
said with some sanctimony, “1 will never do such a
thing, no matter what.” But Dileep Padgaonkar, execu-
tive managing editor, retorted, “The diktats of technol-
ogy driven competitive environment force one to go for
innovative marketing strategies... sooner or later oth-
crs (will) follow suit.” Here, 1 tend to go with Mr.
Padgaonkar.

- Chhelria Patrakar

COLOMRBQ, Sri Lanka (AP)-South Asia's oldest
English-language newspaper. The Observer, an-
nounced Friday it was suspending publication.

Associated Newspapers of Geyion Limited,
the state holding company that owns the 166-
year-old daily, wants 1o restructure its newspa-
per production. The 10.000-circulation Observer
was its first victim, and will cease publication
May 1.

“(The Observer) was running on a loss,” said
Leslie Dhanaike, a former editor at the newspa-
per. “It was being published for the sake of
prestige.”

Dhanaike, who worked at the paper for
30 years, said the paper had lost advertising in
recent years.

The newspaper was founded as the Ceylon
Observer on Feh. 4, 1834,
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Rethmkmg strategies
the Pak-India Forum

Beyond
peace m

At the fifth Joint Convention of the
Pakistan-India Peoples’ Forum for Peace
and Democracy, everyone’s eye was on a
young Karachi-based journalist, Nasir, his
wife and two minor daughters, honorary
child delegates to this gathering in
Bangalore. When he had first sounded
them out about going to India,

6-year-old Zoya had innocently piped up,
“Hamara Indial” ...

by Rita Manchanda

III Calcutta @

... Formal schooling had yet to make
Zoya self-conscious about such an
unpatriotic slip, and she was casily
forgiven for parroting the refrain
from an advertising jingle heard
constantly on Zee's satellite trans-
missions. For, the Indian television
channel’s footprint takes in all of
Pakistan.

What would Zoya remember of
that weck of April in Bangalore?
Perhaps her childhood memories
would include the sentimental cry
of "Ek Mata Do Sanian" (one mother,
two children) rendered by some del-
egates. More likely, however, it
would be the more 1magmatlve ar-
ticulation to be found in Brothers of
Chichibaba, an anti-war children's
storybook released at the Forum
which Zoya took home. Written by
scientist D P Sen Gupta, the tale is
of right-handed Guruk and left-
handed Turuk, two brothers from
the land of Chichibaba. They have
a falling out and become implacable
enemies, raising armies against
each other till both acquire bombs
“so hot that the earth will melt like
butter”. The children of what has
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become two countries, Chinchin and
Chinchun, frightened of meltdown,
push through a hole in the wall
separating them. In the end, Guruk
and Turuk are transformed, and
vow to destroy all weapons and live
in peace.

Of course, real-world India and
real-world Pakistan will not as eas-
ily come to terms with each other,
given the remarkable fit on both
sides of state ideology based on hos-
tile relations, the national security
obsession, and popular acceptance
of hate politics. Nevertheless, this
fit will inexorably loosen up as long
as the people-to-people dialogue
continues to engage in ever-maore
complex arenas and goes beyond
the hail-fetlow-well-met phase.
When that happens, and it is no
fonger a question of ‘if’, the people
who talk of peace between India and
Pakistan and in the South Asian
region as a whole will be as success-
ful as the daring children of Chin-
chin and Chinchun.

Subversive sentimentalism

A look around the conference cham-
ber at the United Theosophical Col-
lege in Bangalore was proof enough
that the constituency for peace has
widened considerably. Not here the
establishmentarian individuals one
finds in the so-called “track-two’
South Asian political and security
conclaves. Instead, the discussions
were enlivened and made down-
to-earth by activists (somcetimes
derided by those in the main-
stream media as ‘romantics’} from
women'’s groups, environmental
organisations, social and human
rights coalitions, and labour
unions, as well as professionals,
scientists, academics, journalists,
retired burcaucrats and military of-
ficers. The objective of the conven-
tion was to foster new broad-based
coalitions capable of democratically
reordering national and regional
priorities.

Of course, in Bangalore there
was no doing away with the
groundswell of sentimentalism
among delegates for “what might
have been” between the two coun-
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tries. This emotionalism is a natural
outcome of contact between real
people. The fact that it reinforces the
superficial impression of the partici-
pants as unrealistic peace mission-
aries, committing themselves to
wishful declarations, is a natural
hazard. Besides, the facile dismissal
of the delegates as “bleeding hearts”
obscures the sinewy strength of the
Forum as a potent idea, symbolising
that there is nothing essentialist in
India-Pakistan hostility as the state
sponsored orthodoxy would have us
believe. A ‘hundred years war’ is not
inevitable. Former ministers, cabinet
secretaries, admirals, major generals
and thousands of concerned citizens
from India and Pakistan, have dis-
covered that even on the burning
topic of Kashmir there are more ar-
cas to agree on than to disagree.
The Forum’s strategy is simple
though no less subversive for being
that. By bringing together thou-
sands of citizens of India and Paki-
stan, it undermines the very logic of
the shaitaan-ising of the other side.
“The more people talk to each other,
the more they are exposed to each
other’s writings, and the process of
demonising will come apart,” the
Forum's co-founder Nirmal Mukarji
said at the historic first Joint Conven-
tion in Delhi in 1995. Six years and
five conventions later, this unique
breed of vocal and willing-to-stand-
up-and-be-counted citizens have
not only demonstrated the surviv-
ability of the idea of a regional thaw,
but testified to the emergence and
resilience of a cross-border peace
constituency. A constituency, which
setbacks like the Kargil war have
been unable to crush, and chauvin-
istic governments and their media
pools have been unable to deny.

Four-plus-one

The continuous war hysteria of the
last vear had made it urgent that the
convention be held at all costs. The
symbolic value of the meeting was
lost onno ane, given all that had hap-
pened over a year — Kargil, the mili-
tary takeover in Pakistan, and loose
talk of a ‘winnable” limited war be-
tween the two nuclear powers.

This time, too, India’s Ministry of
External Affairs issued non-report-
ing (doing away with the require-
ment of Pakistanis to show up at
police stations) and multiple-city
visas to the 200 dclegates from the
other side of Wagah-Atari. While the
Pakistani delegates had to cool their
heels and wait for the twice-weekly
Samjhauta Express (because they
were not allowed to walk across the
Wagah-Atari border point), in Ban-
galore the local organisers had their
hands full. Several potential pa-
trons had pulled back financial
support, and there was the irritant
of a court case filed against the
convenor of the Karnataka chapter
of the Forum, accusing him of fos-
tering anti-national feeling. The
case was dismissed.

The result of the bilateral ten-
sions was unprecedented security,
although it was unclear who was
protecting whom —delegates sus-
pected of being ISl agents or local
anti-social fascist elements. For the
first time since New Delhi, the Fo-
rum venue was swarming with po-
lice and intelligence agents. Del-
egates, who in Calcutta had had a
free run in the city, now found them-
selves boxed in the conference
venue. It virtually defeated one of
the objectives of the people-to-
people dialogue —letting people
discover for themselves false myths
and prejudices.

Undeterred, the Forum in Ban-
galore proceeded with the task of in-
creasing the basis of bilateral under-
standing on the intertwined four-
plus-one themes which must be
tackled in order to resolve the India-
Pakistan standoff —strengthening
demacracy within Kashmir, demilj-
tarisation/ denuclearisation, reli-
gious tolerance, governance, and
globalisation/regional cooperation.

Bangalore checklist

As in earlier conventions, dozens
of urgent proposals were discussed
in Bangalore —about collaborative
rewriting of history, student
exchanges, summer residency
programmes for scholars, develop-
ment of a peace education curricu-
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lum, and so on. On the newly added
tifth theme of globalisation and re-
gional cooperation, joint strategies
on multilateral negotiations such as
the WTO and plant breeder rights
were discussed. Against a backdrop
of a 28 percent increase in india’s de-
fence expenditure and the bilateral
nuclear arms race, appeals were
made to slash expenditures and roil
back nuclearisation.

Granted the Bangaiore declara-
tion was an omnibus wish-list, but
it was a declaration affirmed by a
citizen’s assembly. It serves as a
checklist of all that can be done to
improve the state of the Subconti-
nent if only one puts people’s secu-
rity at the centre. As the declaration
stated, true security lies in good gov-
ernance, which can undermine the
reigning national security ortho-
doxy on both sides.

The Chattisingpura massacre
had most grimly spotlighted the fact
that violence only begets violence.
A daring joint declaration was for-
mulated on Kashmir, urging cessa-
tion of violence by all, and a move
towards a process by which the
people of Kashmir would be able to
choose their own representatives for
a dialogue. The discussion was a
passionate one. Would the Forum
accept it if, eventually, the Kash-
miris democratically chose to se-
cede? Co-chair of the Forum and
former chief of the Indian Navy,
Admiral Ramdas, did not flinch in
his reply: “When Tilak fought for
swaraj, he did not fight only for us.
Why should we alone have the
right?” The understanding of the
Indian delegates was that demo-
cratic space in India cannot be safe-
guarded if democratic rights in J&K
are suppressed.

Had the Kargil conflict shrunk
the peace constituency? As [LA.
Rehman, the standard-bearer for
human rights in Pakistan, put it,
“Have the problems of impoverish-
ment, unemployment, intolerance
and militarisation shrunk?” His
point was that as long as these prob-
lems remain, those who were hon-
est enough to strive for peace would
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remain energised. For, it is the per-
sonal experience of the cost of con-
frontation that inculcates in people
the desire for peace.

The large presence of younger
Pakistani and Indian delegates at
Bangalore underscored the determi-
nation of this second post-Indepen-
dence generation to reclaim the pos-
sibility of a future in which the two
nuclear powers of the Subcontinent
may actually be able to live in peace.
After all, the very fact that this gen-
eration is willing to countenance a
different “truth’ than that fed by the
hate politics of the India-Pakistan
divide, is reason enough to pursue
peace further. The Karachi Joint
Convention is planned for later
this year.

Introspection time

The Forum’s Joint Conventions are
designed to act as catalysts, foster-
ing offshoot coalitions. It was in the
Lahore Joint Convention that repre-
sentatives of Fishworkers Unions on
both sides of the border met and
worked out an informal system to
assist and rescue fishermen caught
in the wrong waters. A chance con-
nection established in the Peshawar
Convention led to the release of
three Indian miner children locked
up in a Pakistani jail. At the Calcutta
Book Fair, the West Bengal chapter
of the Forum put up a stall and
hosted spin-off programmes with
visiting Pakistani historians, femi-
nists and cultural activists. An Indian
delegate who seemed intent on pure
tourism during the Peshawar meet
of 1998, was again present at Banga-
lore in April 2000, but this time en-
thusiastically conferring with del-
egates from West Punjab about a
joint meeting of the two Punjabs in
East Punjab.

Regardless of these outcomes,
the organisers have been conscious
since the very beginning of the dan-
ger that the Joint Conventions, held
with such tamasha alternatively in
each country, may end up as ends
in themselves. It is true that even
though the rhetoric waxes eloquent,
substantive achievements in the

sectoral arenas have been disap-
pointing.

Putting together the massive
logistical requirements for the con-
ventions requires hard work in
organisation and local fund-rais-
ing. These overwhelming demands
tend to leave the Forum with little
by way of resources and cnergy for
the continuous year-round activi-
ties, which are required to make
the process genuinely ‘people-to-
people’. For many of the founder
members of the Forum, the Banga-
lore Convention was a time for hard
introspection. Was the Forum to re-
main just a jamboree, howsoever
important and symbolic? Were we
evolving as little more than travel
and tour operators?

The answer, of course, is no. The
Joint Conventions of the Forum are
the minimum that is required to
bring together the people of India
and Pakistan. While they are cer-
tainly not enough, the meets will
continue to provide a nucleus for
additional activities in future. The
meets are central to the vision of fos-
tering a honeycomb of cross-border
coalitions capable of democratically
transforming the India-Pakistan re-
lationship.

This essential goal of the Forum
makes it different from the “track
two’ efforts, which tend to be lim-
ited to select inter-elite communica-
tions. The Forum envisions a broad-
based movement evolving in both
India and Pakistan, involving the
people at large, one which will ulti-
mately be strong enough to force
politicians and policy-makers to
heed the voice of reason and peace.

As LA, Rehman said in Banga-
lore, “We have to make the govern-
ments admit to the possibility of an
alternative to the politics of hate and
confrontation, the possibility of
other possibilities.” Were the gov-
ernments listening? Before long,
and once the people start making
demands, they will... A
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federal home minister), ‘Every rupee
you give me gets spent on develop-
ment. Whereas, of every rupee you
give Nagaland and Manipur, 50 per-
cent goes to the underground, in-
cluding half of the police director-
general’s salary’.” Zoramthanga is
big on the ‘peace bonus’. He says
he is often asked to intercede with
the Nagas and others on behalf of
peace, but that so far he has not com-
plied. He is firm on what he believes:
“They must be shown, not told, what
peace can buy.”

De-tribalisation

The Mizo insurgency had its roots
in the economic hardship and po-
litical isolation inflicted by Partition,
which cut off the Lushai Hills (then
a district in Assam) from the trade
route to the sea at Chittagong. The
introduction of Assamese as the of-
ficial language in 1960, and the per-
ceived failure of the Assam state
government to anticipate the fam-
ine caused by the periodic efflores-
cence of bamboo in 1959, resulting
in an explosion of the rodent popu-
lation which then destroyed the
crop, were more proximate causes.
The Mizo National Famine Front
was set up in 1960 and gained huge
popularity. It launched a daily pa-
per edited by Laldenga, a former
havildar-clerk in the army, and in
1962 emerged as a full-fledged po-
litical party, the MNF, dropping “fam-
ine’ from its name. The precipitat-
ing factor for the insurgency was the
disbanding of a battalion of the
Assam Regiment in 1964 following
a charge of indiscipline. This was
an additional blow to Mizo sensi-
bility, but it also provided disaf-
fected recruits for the Front. The MNF
took over Aizawl by surprise on the
night of 28 February 1966, declar-
ing Mizoram independent.

Why did the accord that ended
the migrants’ insurgency succeed
when so many other accords have
fallen by the wayside and allowed
the fighting to continue? Part of the
explanation lay in the Mizos" sheer
weariness with war. Partly, it was the
creation of Bangladesh, which de-
nied the MNF sanctuaries across
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the border. Beyond that, recails
Boulhranha, “There was just no
way we could stand up to the In-
dian army all alone. The Chinese
promised us modern arms, but we
had no direct land access. Pakistan
was not interested in our achieving
independence, so they would not
allow us free and open usc of
Chittagong port and allow arms to
be shipped through East Pakistan.
All they wanted was to use us to tie
down the Indian army.” Even after
the creation of Bangladesh, about
700 insurgents held out for 14 more
long vears in the jungle, on
the trijunction with Burma and
Bangladesh, continuing their spo-
radic attacks on the Indian army.
Finally, the accord was signed.

Reverend Thanzauva, one of the
many Mizos who gave up careers
in other parts of India to return to
serve his people at home, thinks he
has an understanding of the deeper
societal reasons behind the return
of peace. He had been researching
how Christianity provided Mizos
with the ideological basis for cop-
ing with change while at the same
time co-opting and preserving much
of Mizo culture. The Nagas tend to
be guided more by emotion, whereas
Mizos are quick to communicate
and learn, are more ‘rational’ and
oriented to consensus, he says. The
reverend adds, “We are regarded as
a bit dull, unlike the Nagas who are
more cheerful - it must be the Ameri-
can influence! If you were to pro-
duce a play, the Naga would make
the liveliest actor, the Khasi from
Meghalaya the best orator, and the
Mizo the best organiser —he would
have to be made the producer.”

As Reverend Thanzauva would
agree, the deeper sociological expla-
nation for the advent of peace per-
haps lies in the homogeneity of
Mizo society. Unlike in Nagaland,
the advent of Christianity and edu-
cation at the turn of the century led
to the voluntary merging of many
sub-tribes and cognate groups with
the dominant Lushais. The devel-
opment of a common language and
of the first dictionary, as well as in-
troduction of the Roman script by

the missionaries, were crucial to the
process of ‘de-tribalisation’, and the
emergence of an evolved Mizo iden-
tity. While this identity led to na-
tionalism and the insurgency, it also
cnabled the Mizos to speak with one
voice when the time came to
scek peace,

While splits did take place
among the insurgents, and some in-
tellectuals emerged above-ground
before others, eventually a single
leadership did prevail under
Laldenga, who felt his backing ro-
bust enough to strike for peace. The
other states of the Northeast have not
been so fortunate. The Nagas, for in-
stance, have about 12 tribes with dif-
ferent languages, and the insurgents
seern cternally divided between the
Isaac-Muivah and the Kaplang fac-
tions (both sets of leaders originat-
ing, incidentally, from outside
Nagaland state—Manipur and
Burma, respectively). What one
Naga tribe agrees to, the other is al-
most compelled to oppose. As
Zoramthanga says, “There is no one
there to say ‘Hey guys, enough is
enough’.”

Tiawmngaihna

The much-vaunted Mizo organi-
sational skills were in display at the
annual conference of the Young
Mizo Association (YMA), held over
the winter in Champhai, near the
Burmese border. Thousands of YMA
members from all over the state, and
many Mizo role-models from out-
side, were housed and fed by the
local inhabitants for three days. For
thase who could not trudge through
the slush (caused by unseasonal
heavy rain) to reach the huge tent
where the convention was centred,
the proceedings were fully televised
on CNN (the Champhai Network
News).

The specches ranged from the
need to improve the quality of edu-
cation to how to move with the com-
puter age, now that Mizoram had
overtaken Kerala as the most liter-
ate state in India. Sermons on the im-
portance of preserving Mizo cultural
integrity were interspersed with
songs by groups of smart men and
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women in colourful western outfits
tailored for the occasion. An attrac-
tive young woman came to the po-
dium to humorously disparage
people who dip their biscuits in tea,
or talk too long over other people’s
phones. (In the same vein of self-im-
provement, the editorial in the local
Highlander was devoted to the virtues
of punctuality.)

In order that the conference
could begin on time, hundreds of vil-
lagers had worked through the night
before, helping clear a landslide that
had blocked the road from Aizawl.
This was all in the true spirit of
Tlawmngaihna, the an-
cient tribal code of eth-
ics that the YMA is seek-
ing to keep alive. The
code calls for self-sacri-
fice, endurance and serv-
ing the community with-
out calling attention to
oneself. [ noticed the
director of the state’s
Transport Department
standing at the entrance
in the slush, himself dis-
tributing a charter of
rights for bus passen-
gers. Out of respect for
the non-political nature
of the organisation and
s0 as not to steal the
limelight, the chief minister made it
a point to sit patiently through the
first morning’s proceedings. When
his turn finally came to speak, he was
introduced in Mizo literally as a “Big
Invitee”. He began by saying that he
was neither big (he is rather short)
nor an invitee, but a local of
Champhai, which is his home and
constituency.

Zoramthanga is, after all, a poli-
tician and he had his reasons for at-
tending the convention. He knows
that that the YMA is more influential
than even the church— virtually ev-
ery Mizo belongs to it, whereas
the church has been weakened by
sheep-stealing and other inter-de-
nominational conflicts. The YMA is
said to be largely responsibie for the
fact that Mizoram has the cleanest
elections in all India. Among other
things, the Association has got all the
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If you were to
produce a play,
the Naga would

make the
liveliest actor,

the Khasi from
Meghalaya the
best orator,
and the Mizo
the best
organiser.

parties to agree to ban feasts and re-
freshments during election time,
and has come out with guidelines
for voters on what qualities to look
for in candidates.

The YMA is primarily a service
and security organisation, regarding
the entire societal arena as its stomp-
ing ground. It helps out with funer-
als and weddings, especially of the
poor, rebuilds homes damaged by
tire, sends out search parties for
those missing in the jungle, and
increasingly, with the spread of
drug abuse, provides counselling
services. In emphasising communi-
tarian values, the As-
sociation may seem to
be fighting the odds in
a moderni-sing world,
butit seems to be mak-
ing headway. If any-
thing, YMA activism
can sometimes get out
of hand, as when
members invade the
privacy of a home to
search for drugs, or
evict a stubborn ten-
ant, or reform a “bad
hat”. Or when a fam-
tly would prefer to
mourn the loss of a
loved one in privacy.

The indigenous Jew

While Mizoram has a vibrant civil
socicty, the society’s weak under-
belly is exposed when one consid-
ers that, economically, the state re-
mains totally dependent on federal
subsidies. Less than 10 percent of
expenditures of the state are raised
locally. Like in all the northeastern
states, Mizoram’s people do not pay
central income tax, and the state
sales tax has only just been intro-
duced, amidst much grumbling,
The easy money that came in dur-
ing and after the insurgency created
a get-rich-quick class of contractors
and rentiers.

But along with the ’'peace-
bonus’ to kick-start development,
the MNF is making a populist virtue
of selt-sufficiency (“we can’t be
proud when we are hungry”).
Zoramthanga has grand schemes

to utilise the bamboo wealth of
Mizoram, including the import of
Taiwanese technology to heat and
compress bamboo to increase its
strength as building material, for
export to other states. However, ev-
eryone is short on details of the
project. Horticulture is also being
encouraged, although teak cultiva-
tion is not being pushed as much as
one would imagine. Apart from the
long gestation period for this tradi-
tional forest product of the North-
east, the unspoken fear seems to be
that if teak is promoted, it comes part
and parcel with importation of
labour to maintain the forests and
harvest the wood.

This understandable concern for
‘cultural purity” could, on the other
hand, be keeping out a whole host
of labour-intensive technologies.
For, labour suppy is indeed short—
Mizoram is still very sparsely popu-
lated and farmland is to be had for
the asking from village councils.
About 20,000 Chin, who are ethni-
cally indistinguishable from the
Mizo, are reported to be working as
farm hands, maids and workers at
the handloom ‘factories’ of Aizawl]
producing indigenous wear.
Roadside contract labourers
are mostly tribals frem Bihar and
Orissa, and skilled censtruction
workers Bengalis from Assam.

The state government imple-
ments, and wants to retain, the In-
ner Line Permit (ILP} restrictions
which have long been a defining
feature of travel in the Northeast.
Aizawl believes that the ILP helps
maintain centrol over the presence
of outside traders and import of
labour. However, the ILP is no
longer an obstacle for ‘genuine’ do-
mestic tourists, defined informally
as someone who can afford to come
in on the thrice-weekly flights from
Calcutta. The northeastern states
are understandably ambivalent
about mass tourism, although there
is talk of encouraging ‘adventure’
tourism (i.e. trekking). Overseas tour-
ists wanting to visit Mizoram still
need the separate Restricted Area
Permit (RAP) issued by the federal
Home Ministry, although the state
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can now issue one for 10 days, for
Aizawl only, to organised groups of
at least four.

One meets the occasional indi-
vidual tourist such as the American-
Israeli writer doing a story on the
large number of Mizos (at least
10,000) who claim that they are one
of the 12 lost tribes of Israel that
headed east in AD 70. The claim is
based on a traditional Mizo chant
that refers to “We, the children of
Menasseh” (also the name of one of
the tribes) and a number of funerary,
marriage, and other practices re-
ferred to in the Old Testament which
resemble Mizo practices. ] asked the
writer what he made of the phenom-
enon, and although he said he was
keeping an open mind, he thought
it might be a case of “mass self-de-
lusion”. As a savvy young Mizo vis-
iting from New York told me, “We
are all Jews. It's just that we don't
know it.” Some Mizos on tourist vi-
sas to Israel do manage to get Israeli
citizenship, but only after getting of-
ficially converted, mostly by Rabbi
Avichail. He heads Amishav, an
organisation that specialises in trac-
ing the lost tribes.

Bangladesh and Burma

1 also ran into a 30-person delega-
tion from the Bangladesh Chamber
of Commerce and Industry, whose
members sounded very enthusias-
tic about trading directly with
Mizoram along the Karnaphuli river
that flows down to Chittagong
(through the reservoir of the Kaptai
dam in the CHT). Setting up
the trade route would require little
investment, in the form of some
motorised barges, and would save
about 300 km of road travel by way
of Assam. Bangladesh obviously
sees a market for itself in the North-
east, and in Mizoram they recognise
a stable state to form the commer-
cial beachhead. From Mizoram, they
would import bamboo, ginger and
other spices. The Mizos, for their
part, point out that the price of gin-
ger rises from INR 3 in Mizoram to
INR 18 by the time it reaches Silchar
in Assam for export to Bangladesh.
They blame the middlemen, and feel
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their state economy could do much
better if they could export directly.

Trade with Burma is ‘informal’
but very significant—an estimated
INR 5 billion a year. This trade is
also very much visible, as you
constantly pass heavily-laden
trucks groaning up the hill from
the border river that runs fast and
clear in a beautiful valley near
Champhai. The trucks carry con-
sumer durables, many of them from
China and Thailand, as well as
used diesel engines, and rice. Most
Mizo homes have TV sets and other
gadgets that have come through
Burma.

Going the other way across the
frontier from India are pharmaceu-
ticals, baby food, cattle penises
(headed straight for the Chinese
market). The only official crossing
for overland trade between Burma
and India is between Tamo and
Moreh, over in Manipur. There
has been talk for years of adding
Champbhai, by building a bridge
over the river, but the Burmese are
reported to be undecided on the
alignment of the road to Mandalay.
Just as likely, they are fearful of
democratic influences spreading to
the Chin state, as well as making it
easier for the separatist Chin
National Army to find refuge in
Mizoram. (The unstated policy, de-
spite talk of increasing Indo-Bur-
mese cooperation to control insur-
gency, is to allow the Chins to cross
over “as long as they bury their
weapons and behave themselves”).

While trade with Burma no
doubt creates jobs for some porters
and truckers, most of the traded
goods from either side are of distant
origin, with few linkages or advan-
tages to the local economy. Trade
with Bangladesh would be of much
greater benefit to Mizoram, for the
latter would not then feel ‘used’
merely as an entrepot. Goods would
be traded exclusively between the
state and Bangladesh.

Spaced out

Like the other northeastern states,
Mizoram has a drug problem
amongst its youth, but it would be

wrong to link this with the Burma
trade as in the case with Manipur.
While some heroin does come in
from across the border, and has led
to the spread of AIDS through the use
of infected needles, most of the
20,000-0dd Mizo addicts inject con-
centrated doses of prescription
drugs available legally. There is
some debate as to whether lifting
prohibition on narcotic drugs would
provide a safer alternative, and the
YM4 itself no longer espouses pro-
hibition, but part of the explanation
for the young Mizos’ turn to drugs
may lie simply in the almost claus-
trophobic lack of space for sports
and recreational activities in Aizawl,
which would provide the young
with an alternative to church and
funeral-going.

Yet another explanation is one
that is provided by Lalfakzuala, the
president of the Women's Associa-
tion. She says that while the Mizos
are a virtually classless society, gen-
der relations have a lot of catching
up to do. Traditional macho atti-
tudes persist (“a woman is like a
bamboo fence, to be changed every
year”). The Christian Marriage Act
does not apply, for Mizo customary
law is protected by the accord.
Lalfakzuala feels that the drug prob-
lem is partly a consequence of the
fact that while a father neglects the
kids, the mother does not enjoy
enough authority to take his place.
Nevertheless, as Rev Thanzauva
points out, the church has suc-
ceeded in curbing drug use among
the better off, a success that he is
hopeful will percolate down the
class structure.

As with other social challenges
that have emerged now that peace
is here to stay, Mizoram'’s civil soci-
ety is working on the problem of
substance abuse. As always, once
the political problems are solved,
there is the need to deliver income,
employment and quality of life. Tf
the state of Mizoram is to stay well
ahead of the rest of the country, it is
the economy that now needs work-
ing on. If that is tackled successfully,
Mizoram will be well on its way. 4
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FOR A long time now, | have been unhappy about the
"South Asia” fixation a lot of US-based Indians exhibit.
For some reason, these people cannot conceive of any-
thing “Indian” —it has to be “South Asian”. I abject to
this on several grounds: a. loss of branding, b. catering
to American prejudice, c. intellectual laziness.

First, the loss of a brand. Many companies have gone
to great lengths to ensure that their brands remain vi-
able—and there is tremendous goodwill associated with
good brands. Remember the fuss we made over the
‘basmati’ brand? Nations, loo, have capitalised on this.
The best example is Japan—once, “Made in Japan” was
a puarantee of poor quality; now, it is one of the best
guarantees of high quality.

India has tremendous brand value going back mil-
lennia, In fact pretty much all of this region used to be
called the “Indies”: this name was sloppily associated
with everything from India to Indonesia. There were
many products that came from India: India-rubber, In-
dia-ink, etc. India has both a Subcontinent and an ocean
named after it. Western media has already started call-
ing it the “South Asian” Subcontinent to appease Paki-
stanis; perhaps it will become the “South Asian” ocean
soon too. Similarly the “Indian elephant” and the “In-
dian lion” have become the “Asian elephant” and the
“Asian lion”. Why?

The ocean is interesting —on my trips to Indonesia,
[ have noticed their maps call it the “Indonesian Ocean”;
also at one point a Chinese official fumed that just be-
cause the ocean is called the Indian Ocean, it doesn't
belong to India. I laughed at this, because China be-
lieves that the South China Sea belongs to it—after all,
it is named after China!

If there were a strong SAARC trading zone, it might
make sense to give more credence to the “South Asia”
moniker. After all, the ASEAN grouping has helped the
smaller Southeast Asian nations to gain some visibility
through banding together. But it is pretty clear that there
will never be a strong SAARC zone because of Pakistan's
intransigence. Even if SAARC were to gain prominence,
I doubt if anyone will label their products “Made in
South Asia”. ASEAN nations don't do that—it still bears
the brand of the individual country. So, there is not
much point in promoting a “South Asia” brand.

There is, in fact, considerable downside to the
“South Asia” brand. As we have seen, Clinton recently
used the excuse of a “South Asia” trip, rather than an
India trip, to include Pakistan in his itinerary —a major
snub to India. American strategic {flawed) axioms are
the following:

a. “South Asia” is a nuclear flashpaoint

b. India and Pakistan are rivals in “South Asia”

c¢. India is a regional power in “South Asia”; so is

Pakistan.

This completely devalues India's stand-alone weight
as a nation of significance, whose GDP is in the top 10
in the world even in nominal dollars, and in the top
five in the world in purchasing power parity. India is a
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colossus, a power in all of Asia; India is China’s equal
and counterweight, not Pakistan’s. Pakistan is a tiny
country one-seventh the size of India in population
and GDP. It is a comparison between an elephant and
a rabbit.

Granted, the perception of India is not great, but at
least it is seen as a substantial country, albeit beset with
problems. What is the world perception (and to some
extent the reality) of the other South Asian countries we
s0 eagerly embrace?

a. Pakistan—terrorist state, rogue nation, breeding

ground for mercenaries

b. Bangladesh —basket case, but interesting for its

newly-found natural gas reserves

c. 5ri Lanka —lost paradise, beset with terrorism

and separationism

d. Nepal —mystical, good place for ‘tuning out’

e. Bhutan—unspoilt Buddhist Shangri-La

f. Maldives—island paradise in danger of being

submerged by global warming

So exactly what does India get by being lumped in
with this crew? Nothing. On the other hand, they all
gain from the reflected glory of India. It would make
sense for them to cosy up to India to gain this recogni-
tion. This is exactly what happens in regards to the
Canadians —have you noticed how they always say,
plaintively and diffidently, “North America”, not
“America”, to include themselves as well? Americans
don't say “North America”. Unfortunately, ‘progres-
sive’ Indians delight in talking about “South Asia” in-
stead of India. Brand dilution, indeed.

The South-Asia-wallahs are happy to pile on to good
things done by Indians. But when something bad hap-
pens to Indians in America, they bcat a hasty retreat.
Reddy Bali Lakireddv is not “South-Asian-Ameri-
can” —he's “Indian-American”. The H1-B guys are “In-
dian programmers”, not “South Asian programmers”.
Why this inconsistency? Fine fair weather friends they
are, as suspected.

Look around at others in Asia—even though Ameri-
cans generally think ”Asian” means “yellow person”,
neither China nor Japan nor Korea has submerged its
identify under a generic “East Asian” label. They re-
main nations in their own right.

The sccond reason for the preponderance of the term
“South Asia” may well be a catcrinb to American preju-
dice. T thought “South Asia” might be an invention of
the Americans, but my erudite librarian friend Reeta
Sinha found a reference that indicated this usage in an
Australian journal in the 18505 or so. But I think it is
the Americans who use this term the most. Americans
have expropriated the word “Indian” to mean Native
American. Look at the irony of this—a foolish Italian
navigator, Cristoforo Columbo, arrives in the Ameri-
cas, and thinks he has reached India! And therefore he
names these people Indians. This leads to the imperial-
istic Americans usurping the name of a civilisation that
has existed for thousands of years, and atiributing it to
their aboriginals!

I think Indians need to fight to get the name “In-
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dian” back to mean “native of India”. Of all the major
US newspapers, only one so far as I know has decided
to drop the use of the term “Indian” to mean “native
American” — this is the Los Angeles Times. 1 think we
need to pressure the media, and the US government, to
stop using names like the “Bureau of Indian Affairs” —
even the native Americans would prefer other names
like Amerindians to describe them.

This linguistic imperialismn is no more acceptable
than the deplorable use of the racial term “coloured”
versus “white” —as though “white” people were nor-
mal, and all others were an unfortunate aberration. In
point of fact, “white” people are actually “pink”, so
they too arc “coloured”. Much better to use “non-
white”; or for that matter “non-brown”, depending on
one's point of view.

You will also notice how American scholars use
the word “Hindu” to denote ancient Indians. For
instance, they will say “Hindu astronomers”
when they mean Indian astronomers. The
‘progressive’, ‘secular’ people should ob- é ¥
ject violently to this. The ancients were not &
- all Hindus, many were Bud- _ dhist, Jain, Yl

etc. Here, at last, is some-
thing the ‘progressive’
‘seculars’ and ] can agree on:
the naming of ancient Indi-
ans as Indians, not Hin-
dus. -

[ mean, let @‘\Q f”‘}‘ ..(/
us turn this agh 3 L
around and re- . 7

fer to Americans consistently as “Yankees”.
This is in fact how a lot of Latin Americans refer
to them. Do you think Americans will like this? Of
course not. 1t is not appropriate for anybody to ran-
domlby assign names to another nation. It's nomencla-
ture imperialism, just as the British mangled place
names in India; only this is worse. So why should Indi-
ans cater to American prejudice? We can't let our very
name be taken away; we have enough of a problem
with self image (vaastuhara, we are) already.

Furthermore, there are these other horrible terms
Americans use —“East Indian” and ”Asian Indian”.
Fast Indian, like West Indian? And what are the East
Indies? Indonesia, not India. I abhor the term East In-
dian, as it is a meaningless neologism. Asian Indian is
3 little mare sensible, but why put in that qualification?
Indian = native of India. That reminds me, the 2000
census of America has a new category, “Asian Indian”.
Are the non-Indian “South Asians” going to choose
this category? Not likely.

The third reason to oppose “South Asia” is the pre-
sumption of commonality —an intellectual laziness if
you will. There are all these mailing lists, South Asian
Journalists Association, South Asian Literature, South
Asian Women’s Net, etc. Why couldn’t these be “In-
dian” this or that? Because, they say, it will encourage
participation by the Pakistanis, Bangladeshis, etc.

This may be true, but that should be the concern of
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the Pakistanis, Bang]adeshis, etc. Indjans are bending
over backwards to create a comfortable environment for
these other people. Why, I don't know. Why can't they
have their own Pakistani Literature (such as its
newsgroup? We are not bridging the real gap between
Indians and Pakistanis by patronising them on some
email alias.

This is a vacuous assumption made by ‘progres-
sive’ Diaspora Indians, the Non-Resident Indians. The
creaiors of all these mailing lists are, I suspect, labouring
under the misconception that by their woolly acts of
friendship they are making a difference. Hardly. Uni-
lateral acts of kindness and magnanimity are of not
much use if the recipients are not grateful. Remember
the old Gujral Doctrine?

; And then there is an assumption of some com-
mon culture. For instance, 11ook at the Pakistanis
[ have come across on the Net. I have abso-

lutely nothing incommon with them. There

is nothing that makes me feel kin-

‘ ship with them,

apart from the small

matter of their sitting on

the sites of the Indus-Sarasvati

civilisation of my ancestors. But

the Urdu-poetry-reciting Gujral-

_ clone people, refugees from the

+1.+ Punjab, do go into paroxysms of

wah-wah-ing. [ am left cold by all
this.

What exactly does the average
Indian have in common with a

Pakistani or a Bangladeshi or
».  a Nepali or a Maldivian?

%, Very little. I think we

., need to figure out

™, what the Gangetic
™, plains person
™, has in com-

F

Lakeside, Baidam 6, ™
Pokhara, Nepal.
(200m from the lake. )

mon with the hill people of the Northeast —rather than
trying to appease a bunch of foreigners. Especially Pa-
kistan and Bangladesh—they split off from India in
1947. Let them eat cake now.

There is an inclusivist streak among Indians—1 call
this a wool-gathering lack of clarity. That's what is on
display here. However, when Pakistan’s entire raison
d’etre is implacable hatred for India, it becomes inap-
propriate to ‘include’ them. “South Asia” is an illu-
sion, other than as a trading forum. If at some point in
the future, Pakistanis can get over their congenital ha-
tred of “vegetarian Hindus” then maybe we can talk
about South Asia. As of now, it makes much more sense
to push the “Indian” brand forward. We lose by push-
ing “South Asia”.

FroMm “Wity I AM NOT A SOUTH AsIAN” BY RAJEEV
SRINIVASAN IN <WWW.REDIFF.COM™>
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Seed
Dispersal

Patterns of the a

Dlp’rerocorps of Sri Lanka

T

. SEED DISPERSAL Pattemns of the Dipterocarps of Sri
Lanka—this is the title of my research proposal.
A fruit: “Wwings—that’s-what the word
" means—any botanist would know that, “It’s the calyces
that become the wirigs. There are.fivé?but only two have
become wings.” I showed Christy the three undeveloped
auricular projections on the brownish red fruit | picked
up from the ground. “In some species, there are three
wmgs, some have ]ust One, s0Ime don t have any. But they
are all D1pterocarps

The wings had veins, like the wings of an overgrown
cockroach. Christy was looking down very intently. I
held the dry fruit in the palm of my hand. “These socks,”
she said still looking down and at the same time turning
her foot at different angles. “The leeches don’t go th.rough

them?”

' “No,” I said, looking up-for the source of the fruit. It
‘was a Dipterocarpus zeylanicus. Its crown was in the
canopy; its girth was about my arm span, about one and
a half metres,.and its he1ght on visual estlmatron about
90 feet.

" Aren’t you wearmg one?” Bob asked pointing to my
feet with a large shining machete.

“No,” I smiled, after having quickly recovered from

1

- short fiction by Ne1l Fernandopulle

the shock of seeing the evil-looking silver blade. Bob

looked like Neil Armstrong on the moon. Well, at least
that is the first thought that came to my mind at the sight
of him and all his gear.

“That’s crazy,” Bob shook his head and walked
away,ﬁamazed, perhaps indifferent. The white leech-
proof socks glared against his brownish-greenish,
military-looking Jistfit.

1 never wear shoes in the forest. It’s just a habit. Well,
not in the rainforest at least, because there are hardly any
thorns and prickles on the ground. Instead, the thick
carpet of decaying leaves feels like a cool, soft sponge.

“But the leeches will get at your feet,” Christy tried ,
to persuade-me. After all, they had heard the most
terrible things about leeches. “It has been found that
leeches transmit diseases.”

- I'smiled. “I'1l put them on, if there are leeches g
patted the bag contammg my shoes that hung from my
shoulder. I can’t afford to let them think I'm off- beat or a
little eccentric.

It isn’t easy to describe the feeling of bare feet on the
soft, moist humus of the rainforest. Trying to describe it
won't.do any good to my prospects of getting my
research proposal approved at Cambridge.



- the

Lisughed

" vegetation changed from Osbé

5

7

~We haven't even gone into the forest yet,” I half
laughed, hoping to lighten th,?'nood. “Maybe the leeches
have all gone away.” e :

I told the tracker to lead the way. Our tracker was
from the village on the fringes of the reserve forest. He
was about my age, but had a wife and two children.
Nobody asked him whether he needed leech-proof socks.

He wore a pair of blue rubber slippers and beach
chorts with the word TITANIC printed on the broad hem
on both legs.

Bob followed him, slashing anything that lay even an
arm’s length away from the path. The sharp edge of the
new machete made clean cuts even of the woody _
Lantanas and Clidemias, and a pearly white latex exuded
from the cut ends of the Macaranga saplings.

Christy walked ahead of me. I can see a bob of hair
dangling through the opening over the strap at the back
of her baseball cap. Her hair is brown, or is it blond? I
could never really tell the difference. 1 haven't seen many
‘of either anyway. | tried to see what colour Bob’s hair
was, but his cap was turned around.

“Lion king...isn't it strange?” Christy mused as she
strode on, her gaze keenly fixed on the gravel path for

- leaches. * 1 was reading that there never was a lionor a

king here. But it's called Sinharaja, the lion king. The
forest of the lion king.” She took a large sweeping look at
greenery above, almost thrilled at the sound of her
own words, at the enigma of their meaning, the dual

_ enigma of being sore foreign language and at the same

time meaningless. y
»Saunds like a Walt Disney sequel,” Bob added
between two slashes of his machete. Christy laughed, and

fite Hzard-like creature in the movie. Hakuna matata...1

" wanted to say it out aloud. Hakuna matata! But 1 didn’t.

The path narrowed and be%‘@n to climb ruggedly. The
ias and Bracken ferns to

- the medium-height forest fringe species. The undergrowth

began to thin out, and the path turned sharply into a

) winding passagg;_ﬁetween the tree trunks.

The rainfo is a living creature, breathing a humid
ajr, exuding its O%a Jeafy;earthy smells. Its own milky
saps, heavy with thgiweiness. of a never-ending season of
rains, filled the airwith'™ istrsensation of vitality, of
fecundity. The innumerabh g things, ]

the Fallen leaves, all passionatély asserted their presence *
with sounds. . o _

“There never was a lion,” I'said, for SOIMe reason
feeling that 1 had carried a vacuum with me up the siope.

. "It's a mythical lion. A mythical ancestor.” “And what

about the king?” Bob asked laughingly. “The lion is the
king of the forest, evenif he issa myth.” [ said, though it

_didn't seem to make much sense. But before 1 could

rethink it, our tracker picked up a little greenish- yellow
Fruit from the ground. “Shorea,” he said, pointing to the

_ flecks of light in the canopy. But Christy was not locking
up. She was looking hard at the tracker. “Yes, he knows a.

few botanical names,” I put in quickly. “Must have

- caught it from some visiting professor.” 1 riveted Christy’s

attention to me by showing her the small single-winged
fruit. It's a Shorea stipularis. There are six endemic species

_-I

because it reminded me of that warthog and the -

Y : ; the unseen .
birds on the distant treetops % the hidden insects beneath °

of Shorea. Some of them are very large, mostly
emergents. They can be jdentified by the leaves and
the fruits.” R

Christy was looking down very keenly. “There!” She
gasped, pointing to her shoe. She wore a pair of soft white
Reeboks, unlike Bob’s heavy Caterpillar boots. A small
brown leech was shinning up her shoe, bending and
stretching like a hysterical rubber band, desperately
seeking to plant itself on Christy’s pale'skin. Tused a dry
leaf to sweep it off her shoe. By that time there were three
more on my feet, which I flicked off with my fingers. Our
tracker tells me to keep walking, to avoid the leeches. He

" tells me there is a small stream, where we can rest,

without having to worry about the leeches. 1y
As we reached the stream, Bob began to Jook back a¥
me with a curious expression of panic and suspicion. He
sat on a rock and removed one of his boots quickly.
“Damn.” He cursed at the sight of blood oozing out of the
skin on his ankle. “Where is it?” He asked angrily, tuming
his socks in every direction. “1t has crept out after having
its fill,” 1 said. Then 1 had to explain to him that the blood

. would continue to fiow for some time, but there was no

reason to panic. “But what do you do usually when this
happens?” he asked. But our tracker was ready with the
remedy. He had bumnt a piece of paper on the dry.
surface of a rock, and had collected the ash in his hand. He
put the ash on Bob’s wound before either Bob could
protest or 1 could explain. The ash absorbed the blood,
and Bob looked at me helplessly. “Isn’t there anything
else we cando?” . ' '

“We have to wait till the bleeding stops,” 1 said and
walked into the shallow water. 1 sat op a mossy rock and
let the water run over my feet.

Christy has settled down on another rock, and looked
around at the vegetation. The best view of the forest is
from the stream. It's a cross-sectional view, the whole
aspect of the large trees can be seen from here, the canopy
trees, the emergents, and at the same time the nuinerous
tevels of undergrowth: the little saplings, the half-sized
juveniles of large trees, unable to grow any taller for the
lack of sunlight, but waiting patiently for years till one of
the large trees falls, and makes space. .

#You know, when the British invaded the Kandyan
kingdom, they found that the Kandyan king had all the
leeches defending his territory,” I said, above the sound of
the water gurgling below the rocks. “The British feared
the leeches more than they feared the Sinhalese soldiers.”
My audience had other occupations, perhaps caught up
in the intricacy of trees that arched above the stream, or
perhaps awed by the magnificence of the emergents. -
These tall, lean trees broke through the canopy of the
forest, and stood above everything else, like the ‘
aristocratic heroes of a tragedy. The very height of the -
canopy only helps to accentuate the even greater height of
the emergents that, like some Maname or Singhebahu,
stood above all the other players. -

“There are more plant species Hefe in this forest than

in alt of England,” Christy opened herself to her

surroundings. “Actually, there are more species here than
in all of North America.” Her words were followed by the
hum of the stream and the infermittent scraping-

screaming of the insects in the trees.
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