














Campus needed

I agree with Kanak Mani Dixit’s
observation that, “The very evolution
of Southasia can be given direction
by a Southasian University with
practicable achievable goals and
staying power” {See March 2007, A
Southasian umbrella university”).
Nonetheless, his advocacy of a
“decentralised model” for said
university remains deficient. A
Southastan Univetsity as an
umbrella organisation that would be
involved in making grants from the
funds of a Southasian University
Grants Commission (SUGC) to
selected postgraduate departments
of already existing premier
Southasian universities? If there is a
SUGC, why not a proper university?
Eschewing the idea of building a
“spanking new one” for reviving the
“hallowed universities” seems a
wastc of an opportunity. A remotely

controlled and dispersed institution
could hardly constitute its own
identity, or aspire for composite
excellence. For that, a university
campus is required.

A more rooted approach could
base itself on Mahatma GCandhi’s
principles of ‘cultural flows": “I do
not want my house to be walled in
on all sides and my windows to
be stuffed,” Gandhi wrote in 1921,
“T want the cultures of all Jands to
be blown about my house as freely
as possible, But [ refuse to be blown
off my feet by any.” The objective of
a Southasian University could be to
provide a world-class education by
mustering  its resources from
Southasia, thereby projecting
Southasia to the world.

To facilitate the process, the
Southasian University should be
located in a historical Southasian
city, but preferably not a capital. Tts
students, faculty and administrative

Life with dignity

I agree with A C Sinha’s reaction
{see April 2007 Mail) to my February
article, “Hawks descend on
Assam”, that the Biharis have a
constitutional right to inhabit any
part of the Indian territorv. 1 dare
not simplify the issue by dividing
the parties to the conflict into
criminals and defenders of the
nation. As a member of civil society,
I condemn human-rights violations
by both the militants and the

security I?orces. For t}l}S Teason, the
killing of innocents by ecither side
should not be brought under the
rubric of ‘national defence’.

I am also aware of the Indian
Constitution’s Article 21, which the
Supreme Court has interpreted as
every citizen’s right to a life with
dignity. My issue of centention is
only with the type of immigration
that violates this right. The ‘push’
factor of immigration — be it from
Bihar, Nepal or Bangladesh — is the
feudal system, lack of land reforms
and poverty. The ‘pull’ factor is a
tegal system that does not recognise
community ownership of land, and
facilitates encroachment with

impunity. The Assam government
has acknowledged that it has used
nearly 392,000 acres of private land,
and has displaced more than
343,200 people. The reality is nearer
to 1.9 million people deprived of
more than 1.4 million acres. Most
of those who are not counted are
‘tribals’ or riverbank dwellers, who
had sustained themsclves on that
fand for centuries before colonial
law declared them encroachers. The
immigrants, mostly Bangladeshi in
lower Assam and Biharis in upper
Assam, occupy such common land,
which causes resentment.

Sinha adds that he has not
expericnced resentment against
Hindi-speakers. [, too, have said
that the resentment is only against
the leaders who impose another
culture on them. During recent field
visits, my colleagues and | were
surprised to see that many were
aware of statements such as the one
in the Constituent Assembly, which
stated that if the people of the
Northeast were not assimilated
with the Indian mainstream, they
would join Burma. Similar was the
stance of a senior NDA minister,
who said that some ‘Indianness’

personnel should be gathered from
all over the Subcontinent, in order to
foster a composite Southasian
identity. Along with tcaching,
comparative and crossborder
research in Southasia should be
accorded the highest priority, so
that students can be enriched by
innovative and cutting-edge
rescarch, Curriculum  framing
should keep regional and global
realities in mind without diluting
international standards. Attempts to
promote intercultural dialogue and
understanding through festivals
and meets could also be instituted.
The success of the idea of a
Southasian University will lie
in the practice of its academic
and social goals — not through
the underwriting of disparate
departments and programmes in
already existing universities.
Anjan Ghosh
Calcutta

should be ‘put’ into the people of
the Northeast. Many have also
asked why the Northeast is not
mentioned in the national anthem,
and why the Ganga aione, rather
than the much bigger Brahmaputra,
should be considered India’s
sacred river.

Biharis did not come to Assam
more than 100 years ago, as Sinha
claims, but during the 1930s, and
most of them after 1960. A
comparison of the 1971 and 2001
coensus shows an unexplained
excess of 4 million peopIe in Assam
— 1.7 miliion of them Muslims,
presumably of Bangladeshi
origin, and the rest Hindus of
Bihari or Nepali origin. As for
sovereignty, very few today
speak of 1t as ‘independence’. The
pcople support the cause of an
aute-nomous economy, identity
and culture, but not the violence
that both sides perpetrate.

Kilting or expelling  the
immigrants is not the selution. Tor
peace with justice, the economic,
land and cultural issues that result
in injustice have to be resolved.

Walter Fernandes
Guwahati
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If the war
moves north

he vicious cycle of Sri Lanka's ethnic conflict continues

to spiral. In 2001, the LTTE launched a suicide ground
attack on the Sri Lankan Air Force base cum international
airport in Katunayake, on the outskirts of Colombo. The
attack destrcyed more than half of the naticnal airline’s
fleet, as well as several Air Force planes. With insurance
rates at that time soaring and tourism falling sharply, the
Sri Lankan economy took a nose dive. Six years later, in
<ne early morning hours of 1 April, the LTTE returned to
those same airfields, this time by air. Many say that the
ramifications of this attack will be even more dire.

The assault involved two light aircraft, and President
Mahinda Rajapakse characterised it as the first time a
guerrilla group had attained air power. Even though the
strategic value to the LTTE of the 1 Aprii attack seemed
limited, it provided a major psychological boost to the
rebels, who have suffered a string of recent military defeats
in the east of the country. During the weeks following the
air assault, the LTTE has stepped up attacks on Sinhalese
civilians in the east. By doing so, the Tigers have once
again demonstrated their enduring ability to be destructive
even as they are being militarily marginalised. But it is not
only the brutality of the civilian killings that evokes
memories of earlier phases of the conflict; the response
of the government forces towards the civilian population
is also reminiscent of past practices.

So-called cordon-and-search operations are now
routine, in which large numbers of people are taken into
custody, guestioned, and those deemed to have the
remotest connection with the Tamil Tigers are detained.
This process can take days or weeks, and generates anger
and bitterness, particuiarly among Tamils. While the
evidence on the ground shows that the confrontation
between the government and the LTTE is getting uglier in
terms of human-rights abuses, government claims of
having taken control of LTTE-held territory have not
translated into greater security for the people.

The next phase of any military ‘solution’ would
necessarily be to take the war to the north. But such a
battle would likely be significantly more costly than the
one in the east. First off, the rebels have consclidated
positions in the north, where they have not fractured as in
the east. Second, the LTTE could be expected to target
the civilian population outside the north and east, both in
an attempt to divert the government’s attention and to
take vengeance. If the civilian toll were to be heavy, and if
there were to be alarge-scale influx of refugees into India,
the international consensus on giving Colembo a free hand
in the war could cease. This could bring about an even
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more dangerous and uncertain phase.

The Colombo government appears to be undeterred
by these prospects. Defence Secretary Gotabaya
Rajapakse (the president’s brother} recently told the
international press that there is no longer any meaning in
the 2002 Ceasefire Agreement, and has speculated that
it has not been officially abrogated merely to keep the
international community happy. He has also said that the
government proposes to push towards the rebels’ northern
stronghoids, which would mean a certain escalation in
viclence. Such statements run contrary to the public
stance of nearly the entire internationa! community -
namely, that the solution to the Sri Lankan conflict should
be negotiated within the context of a peace process.

De-escalation

The willingness of Mahinda Rajapakse’s administration
to stand up to the LTTE has won it the support of the
maijority of the Sinhalese population. What needs 1o be
questioned, however, is the government's primary reliance
on military confrontation, rather than on political reform
that addresses the roots of Tamil grievance. By summoning
an All Party Conference several months ago to come up
with a political solution, President Rajapakse did lay the
foundation for a positive political resolution. Now that
commitment needs to be followed through.

Both the international community and the main
opposition United National Party (UNP) agree that the best
way for the country to avoid being taken to the edge of
disaster would be for the current administraticn to
escalate its political efforts to generate an acceptable
political framework that would meet Tamil aspirations.
Simultaneously, it must seek ways to de-escatate
its military campaign against the LTTE, and stop the
northward gravitation.

President Rajapakse needs to capitalise on his current
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Senior army officials would be reluctant to return power to civilian hands without
ensuring safeguards, for a backlash from political quarters that have come under the
anti-corruption sweep is a certainty.

~acuum left by such a sudden
removal will not only be difficult,
but dangerous. Politically, the
first signs of cracks were seen
immediately prior to Khaleda's
planned departure. Many mid- and
senior-level BNT leaders had been
lying low for fear of prosecution on
corruption charges. On the evening
of 20 April, they found an
armyman-turned-BNP politician,
retired Brigadier Hannan Shah,
holding consultations with the
party chairperson. (Khaleda had
already been under house arrest for
weeks.) With no one to vouch for or
denounce his contention, Shah
declared that Khaleda wished to
reorganise the party and dissolve
the existing committees. Some
senior BND leaders feared a split,
while others pointed towards arm-
twisting by the army to force-feed
the party its agenda.

The Awami League is said to be
soimng through similar gyrations.
Both of the parties are showing the
inherent  weakness  of  an
unvieldingly hierarchical political
culture. Doces this mean that the
interim  government  should
be cheered for dismantling
them? Perhaps not. While the
international community seemed to
have given the military-backed
government an initial nod, it
appears that the announcement
that national polls will be held by
late 2008 (along with the Election
Commission’s elaborate promises
of national identity cards, a new
voter roll and revamped clection
rules) might become a means
to another end.

On 2 April, the army chief
and de facto head of the
country, General Moeen J Ahmed,
announced: “The aspiring demo-
cratic process of Bangladesh and
the current transition period allows
us an opportunity to develop a new
coneept, and find a new sense of
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direction to the future politics of
Bangladesh.” This ‘new concept’,
of course, may not necessarily refer
to the traditional participatory
electoral process knowmn to
Bangladesh’s clectorate. Ahmed
went on: “Bangladesh will have to
construct its own brand of
democracy, recognising its social,
historical and cultural conditions,
with religion being one of several
components of its national
identity.” This talk of a ‘new brand
of democracy’ was widely and
fervently discussed in Bangladesh
for the better part of early April,
and many political observers
characterised it as the first
public indication that the
armed forces were to implement
their own plans for the future of
Bangladeshi politics.

However, like some of the other
peoples of Southasia, Bangladeshis
have seen previous military-backed
governments with ‘unique plans’,
and scepticism was in the air. By
late April, there was aiready word
of tension within the armed forces
themselves. Ahmed’s term as army
chief ends in June 2008, which is
just prior to the currently stipulated
timeframe to hold the national
polls, General Masud Uddin
Chowdhury, the key propenent in
formulating the current emergency
rule, is slated to be the next chief.
While the actions taken by the
interim government might have
wide-scale popular support — as is
belicved in the absence of credible
public opinion poils — senior army
officials would be reluctant to
return power to civilian hands
without ensuring safeguards, for a
backlash from political quarters
that have come under the anti-
corruption sweep is a certainty.

In the heady atmosphere of early
2007, many had initially thought of
Nobel Prize winner Mohammad
Yurrus and his brand new political

party Nagorik Shakti, born under
the blanket of emergency rule, as a
possible successor in the making.
But with bitter reactions from
various quarters, and given the
current subdued state of politics,
Yunus has kept relatively quiet.
Many observers have also pointed
out that, while the BNP has suffered
severely in the recent anti-corruption
drive, its chief ally, the Jamaat-e-
Islami, remains unscathed, with no
more than a few minor leaders
behind bars. The place of the
[slamist forces in the army’s
radarscope will be something to
watch. The execution in March of six
activists of the militant Jama’atul
Mujahideen Bangladesh, convicted
for the highly publicised serial
bombings of 2005, might have
brought to an  end one
chapter of Bangladeshi militancy.
Nonetheless, the patronage received
from the Jamaat and the complex
web of Islamist sympathy towards
such fundamentalists — including
from within the army — remains to
be probed.

Meanwhile, talk of the political
ambitions of military leaders
backing a transitional government
will undoubtedly continue and
progressively escalate until the brass
returns to the barracks. But ait the
talk of establishing a new political
party with army support, and of
bringing together various splintered
political entities, seems to be driven
by uncertainty rather than
intelligence. In a country that is in
desperate need of a clear plan that
leads back to the people’s mandate,
uncertainty coupled with raw power
can be a deadly mixture. Social,
cultural, political and cconomic
systems cannot he purged overnight
by diktat, as the generals scem to
think possible. In the meantime,

the Dhaka intelligentsia is
having second thoughts about
this cleansing. A
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origin and the occasional wealthy Moor - others note
that government complicity is aiding the culture of
impunity. Either way, says CMC chairman 5Sirithunga
Jayasooriva, the evidence is incontrovertible as to who
is being targeted: “Many victims are from two
predominantly Tamil areas, Colombo 6 and Colombo
13. They are also business hubs.”

Many of the victims have only teturned to the island
following the 2002 Ceascfire Agreement (CFA), with
an cye to investing in their homeland. One Sri Lankan
Tamil who keeps houses in Britain and Sri Lanka, who
did not want to be named, says that a white van has
recently been seen repeatedly near his Colombo
residence. The passengers of the vehicle had questioned
the man’s neighbours about his return from the UK,
and alse about his Sri Lankan businesses. ! took a
couple of years to formulate a business plan,” he
explained. “The business climate created by the truce
is what inspired me to return after decades in the UK.
Now [have returned here only to be hounded by white
vans wanting to find out details about my investments.”
He is now contemplating returning to the UK, and
abandoning his Sri Lankan venture.

Many others have, of course, already thrown in the
towel. A reputed Colombo jeweller, who has received
several threatening telephone calls demanding
millions of rupees, says that it is not possikle to continue
his business in Sri Lanka anymaore. “I have already
<elected a location in Chennai to relocate my business,”
he said. “1t is sad because | ran two jewellery shops for
S vears in Cotombo without any problem, and even
survived the 1983 communal riots.”

Collusion?

Not only do Tamil businesspeople in Colombo feel '

physically and commercially threatened, says CMC
convenor and Celombo District legislator Mano
Ganesan, but matters have been compounded by
significant police inaction. “There is a complete

breakdown in the law-and-order situation,” he says. |

“We have provided telephone numbers, some bank-
account numbers of extortionists, and evewitness
accounts in certain instances to assist the authorities.
[hey have done absolutety nothing to bring the culprits
to book.”

As the pressure mounts, Ministry of Defence

spokesman Keheliya Rambukwella admits to “some

problems”. But while he adds that a presidential
inquiry into the matter “could be appointed”, he refuses
to discuss when this will happen. He also denies
widespread charges that the government has failed to
take action. “It is easy to blame the government,” he
said. “Civil society can help the authorities by
providing vital information.”

Even while the CMC has been attempting to provide |
just those details, the allegations of government

complicity have received added momentum from within
the government itself, particularly from Deputy
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Vocational and Technicai Training Minister P
Radhakrishnan, himself a Tamil. Upon receiving
complaints from other [amils who had recorded their
own interactions with extortionists, Radhakrishnan
took the matter up with President Mahinda Rajapaksce,
providing the telephone numbers of several
extortionists, along with an appeal for immediate
intervention. The only outcome: Radhakrishnan was
summoned by the police to explain how he got the
telephone numbers,

With the Sri Lankan government failing to control
the situation, the opposition is getting vocal, as is the
demand for international intervention. Opposition
leader Ranil Wickramasinghe says that the government
has failed to contain the extortion situation. “The
incidents are on the increase. In such circumstances,
we are compelled to support the call for an
international human-rights monitoring mission,” he
said in late April, “People have lost faith in the law-
enforcement mechanism. The United National Party is
obliged to assist these victims, and do everything
possible to prevent an escalation in abductions
and extortions.”

The possibility of international involvement in
highlighting the disappearances has brought
some hope to even victims’ families, says Ganesan.
“Given the gravity if the issue, what we ask is so little,”
he says. “But for a government that is hell-bent on
abetting the crimes by sheer non-action, this may
prove impossible.” A

CHEMONICS
Deputy Chief of Party, Sri Lanka

Chemonics International is a global consulting firm promoting economic
growth and higher living standards in developing countries. Our experience
in 135 countries has taught us to value solutions that are multi-disciplinary.
that incorporate diverse voices and local needs, and that integrate stratcgies
and innovations fron many sectors.

Job Description:

Chemonics seeks a Deputy Chief of Party with strong management and
tachnical skills in democracy and governance in conflict-affected areas
for an anticipated USAID-funded project in Sri Lanka. He/she will be
required to provide technical and management oversight for projectactivities
and coardinate technical assistance, training, and a small grants program.

Qualifications:

« Advanced degree in conflict resolution preferred; acadenic
gualification at the docteral level preferred.

« Minimum 10 years of experience with implementing peace building or
canflict response programs.
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« Experience in the management of field-based programs.
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vacancies Contact
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01 June 2007.

No telephone inquiries. piease. Finalists will be contacted
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the villagers were being utilised as forced labour by
the paramilitary Assam Rifles, and that troops werc
beating up villagers and preventing the injured from
being taken to hospital.

Subsequently, the High Court on 22 February issued
a rule of notice to the Assam Rifles, after taking into
consideration a report filed by the director of the
Manipur Police Training School. Based on the report,
the judges observed that the petitioners” allegations
appeared to be correct,

Kuki kidnapping

Even as these dramas were playing out, in mid-March
nearty 400 villagers who had remained holed up in T
S Laijang along with a group of Indian Army troops
suddenly disappeared. Several Kuki organisations
charged the UNLF with having kidnapped the
villagers and handing them over to the Myanmar
Army. These organisations issued a statement alleging
that, in the early morning of 13 March, militants
rounded up the villagers, beat them up and took them
away. The villagers were said to be detained at Lalim
Namunta viilage in Burma, about an hour’s walk from
T 5 Laijang,

Over in New Delhi, soon after the disappearances a
rally was organised that was led in part by the Kuki
Students’ Organisation (KSO). Memorandums were
submitted to Prime Minister Manmohan Singh
demanding the clearing of Chandel District of UNLF
activists, The K5O memorandum charged the UNLF
of laying landmines in the area. It also alleged that the
Rangoon junta had a “tacit understanding” with the

bias. They set up their own fact-finding team, which
eventually came out with a report suggesting that more
than 400 villagers had in fact been kidnapped from T
S Laijang, which the report claimed had been
abandoned by the Indian military in mid-February.
The Kuki groups said their fact-finding team had also
visited the Morceh relief camp, where it found that nearly
500 villagers who had been able to sneak back from
Burma were taking shelter. The report charged that
about 40 UNLF cadres had “escorted” the 400 villagers,
including women and children, to Lallim Namunta,
in Burma. Along the way, the group was said to have
been accosted by the Myanmar Army, but to have been
released following an agreement.

The UNLF categorically denied the allegations. In a
public refutation, it accused the ethnic NGOs — namely
the Kuki Students’ Organisation, the Hill Tribal
Council and others — of being used by Indian
intelligence agencies as anti-UNLI propaganda tools.
At the time of going to press, the controversy continues,
with all sides sticking to their stories. The Manipur
police’s stance is currently unequivocal: no Kuki
villagers were abducted.

Despite the outery from the Kuki NGOs, the
governments of both India and Burma are maintaining
a silence. Meanwhile, whatever the truth about what
happened to the villagers, one thing is clear: peace
continues to elude these Manipur borderlands. The
people here remain victims to countless
‘misunderstandings’ amidst the ongoing battle. 4

—

UNLE. The rally turned violent after the Delhi police

detained a number of protestors.

Several Kuki groups proceeded to call a bandh on
the stretch of highway between Moreh and Imphal,
continuing to demand the rescue of the missing
villagers. But even as the strike was in progress, a media

team from Imphal gained access to Molcham, where |

the villagers who had been reported kidnapped had

suddenly appeared to tell their stories. The villagers
proceeded to debunk the kidnapping story, saying that
they had returned to the area as the fighting had
subsided, in order to attend to their jinim (shifting
cultivation) fields.

After hearing of the media visit, the Kuki Student’s
Organisation and the Hill Tribe Council attempted to
detain the reporters on their way out of the area.
Activists took away the journalists” notebooks and

cameras, and the reporters were made to sign a -
declaration promising not to write articles related to
the three-day affair. The media team was eventually

freed after intervention by a team from the All Manipur
Working Journalists” Union. Following intervention
by the state police, the journalists’ cameras
and notebooks were returned, and their stories were
widely published.

The Kuki groups cried foul, accusing the media of
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Key Account Manager-Telecommunication
Afghanistan (Kabul)

Cetena Group (CG)
MEDIA | MARKETING | DESIGN

| CETENA GROUP is looking for a Key Account Manager
i in the telecommunication sector.
|

. Requirements:
- Strong communication skills;
- Background in media or telecormmunication;
; - Strang presentation and reparting skills;
- Minimum 5 years business experience; ;
- Strong English skills i

Salary: 100k p.a.

Contact:
Please send your application to Mina Sharif
; at mina@cetena.com before 29 June 2007

i Other vacancies:
: Media Trainee and Junior Project Manager.






or the past two vears, the cerie silences in the

rugged expanses of Balochistan have been

shattered by the screams and thuds of mortars.
When the first rocket attack struck Quetta back in 1998,
it was considered an aberration. According to official
estimates, militants have fired over 30,000 mortars in
the provinee since the insurgency picked up steam in
2005. During that year alone, nearly 1570 attacks were
carried out, and they were not confined to tribal arcas.
Instead, insurgents helonging to the outlawed Baloch
Liberation Army (BLA) and tighters of the Marri
and Bughi tribes have targeted the Pakistani armed
forces and foreign workers. There have been pitched
hattles between the paramilitary Frontier Corps and
the insurgents.

Recently, tensions have risen to near breaking point.
"l won't say it is the beginning of the end, but it
certainly is not an casy task by any means to
completely quell these insurgents, who are thriving
on lhe very genuine grievances of the people,” says
Nawab Haji Lashkari, a chieftain of Raisani tribe.

The Raisanis form one of Balochistan’s main tribes,
mostly found in the province’s Dadhar and Sibi
districts, where vast archaeological ruins have been
recently discovered that indicate continuous habitation
fram around 7000 BC to 2000 BC. This place of
antiguity is today mired in the tensions of a modern-
day tussle for power between a national capital and a
province. “No one can reverse the course of history,”
says Lashkari. “But they have to make a tenfold greater
etfort now to make pcople feel a part of the
~ystem, instead of trying to silence them with the
larrel of a gun.” By “they’ Lashkari means the
Islamabad administration.

Lashkari himself lives in a fortified house in Quetta,
where heavily armed tribesmen keep constant vigil
over the movement on the roads and trails, Such
precaution is understandable, given the host ot tribal
enmities in which his kinsmen are involved.
f.ashkari’s father, Sardar Ghous Bakhsh Raisani, a
tormer governor of Balochistan, is thought to have been
killed by Rind tribesmen during the 1980s over a local
dispute. Since then, several dozen men from the Rind
and Raisani tribes have been killed in a rivalry that is
yet to be settled. The heads of both tribes now live in
fortified compounds similar to Tashkari’s, and move
only under heavy guard.

Balochistan today is a hornet’s nest marked by
feuds amongst its tribes leavened with disgruntlement
and anger targeted at the federal government. The
province’s total population is around seven million,
and is divided into several tribes — the Raisani, Zehri,
Bugti, Marri, Rind and Mengal, to name the most
prominent. Even though they mainty speak either
Balochi {a tongue with origins in present-day
northwestern Iran} or Brahui (a Dravidian language),
each tribe has its own chieftain and insists on asserting
a separate identity. These groups have long fought
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vach other, and the feuds tend to be longstanding,.

In recent months, Baloch leaders have tried to buck
the trend of historical rivalry in order to target
[slamabad as the common enemy. Angry vouths from
different tribes have come together to take up the
gauntlet against the capital. Although not cvery
Baloch is a part of the armed struggle, everyone is
seething with anger against what is widely referred to
as the “Punjab-dominated” tederal government.

The current armed struggle in Balochistan is hardly
a new phenomenon. As a result of the colonial ‘Great
Game’ during the 19th century, the people of what
could be loosely termed Balochistan — a region
inhabited by tribes that accepted affinity to each other
— were forcibly divided between Iran, Pakistan and
Afghanistan. Even after Independence and the creation
of Pakistan in August 1947, for more than a vear
present-day Balochistan remained only loosely
federated to Pakistan, in 1948, however, it was
formally annexed — against the will of the people of
Balochistan, many sav. This discontentment at being
forced tojoin the federation has led to three movements
of independence.

I'he first of Balochistan’s armed movements was
led by Karim Khan during 1948, beginning very soon
after the area’s annexation. The second crupted in
1968, and was led by Nawab Nowrors Khan. Both of
these ended quickly. But folowing 1971, Baloch
tribesmen took a cue from Bangladeshi nationalists,
who on the other side of the Subcontinent had
successfully wrested their independence from the
Pakistani state after vears of disaffection. The vear 1973
saw the emergence of a major insurgency in
Balochistan. Many Baloch tribes, mainly led by Marri
and Mengal chiefs, took part in this struggie, which
lasted for nearly five years. As with the earlicr two,
this armed movement too was ruthlessly crushed by
the Pakistan Army. As the relationship‘bctween the
province and the rest of the country — and particularly
the capital — has evolved over the past three decades,
sentiments that motivated the three insurrections of
the past have, if anvthing, been sharpened.

Watan ya kafan

Following the step-up in violence in 2005, the old
agenda of Balochistan’s militants — that of ‘snatching
more rights’ from the central government in order to
exercise greater control over the province’s abundant
natural resources — has for the first time received a
serious hearing in the rest of Pakistan. This attention
of opinion-makers in Karachi, Lahore and Islamabad

‘We have been Baloch for more than
7000 years. We became Muslim some
1400 years ago, and have been
Pakistanis for just 60 years.’
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recount harrowing tales of physical
abuse, confinement in narrow cells,
and blind-folded solitary confinement
for days on end.

The independent Lahore-based
Human Rights Commission of
Pakistan {HRCP) reports: “In some
cases it is not known where they are
being detained, and furthermore the
government has also not disclosed
the identities of persons arrested
during these operations.” The HRCP
also notes that the government gives
contradictory accounts of the number
of persons arrested in Balochistan.

while no official statistics are
available, rights groups have
attempted to document cases of
missing persons. But retiable data is
difficult to compile, and the range of
estimates is very wide. According to
Baloch sources, about 6000 Baloch
persons have disappeared over the

past six decades. The HRCP, in its
report for 2006, says that of the total
99 abductions that took place in the
country, 73 were from Balochistan.
The number would be higher,
but families are often hesitant to
come forward due to warnings Dy
intelligence agencies.

The Pakistani interior minister,
Aftab Ahmed Khan Sherpao, stated
in December 2005 in the Nationat
Assembly that over 4000 persons
had been detained in Balochistan
since 2002. Of this number, Sherpao
continued, less than 200 people have
been presented before the courts,
therefore implying that the remainder
are being detained incommunicado
and/or have disappeared. Despite the
high number of cases of various
apuses, no taw-enforcement or
military personnel has been punished
for such actions. Impunity is a key

factor in enabling the ongoing
human-rights violations.

Families of some missing Baloch
naticnatists have petitioned the
courts for redress, claiming that
government agencies are detaining
their relatives without due process.
Last November, the Supreme Court
ordered the interior ministry to
disciose the whereabouts of 41
ittegally held detainees. Since then,
Isiamabad officials say that 25
have been released, although
human-rights groups have only
accounted for 18. H is widely
believed that the Supreme Court's
proactive stance on disappearances
and impunity might have played a
part in Pervez Musharraf’s ouster of
Chief Justice Iftikhar Chaudhry in
March, which has since generated
significant country-wide protest. #

- Laxmi Murthy

square yards fetches up to PKR 5 million. This is a sum
far beyond the reach of ordinary Balochs.

Another port recently developed is Port Qasim on
the Makran coast, built in cooperation with Kuwait.
The Jiwani peninsula, near the Iranian border, is being
developed as a strategic airport together with a berthing
facility for naval ships. Jiwani and nearby areas are
also being explored for petroleum, while some Chinese
firms aim to explore offshore for oil reserves. The
Makran coast alse reportedly has a covert port facility
near Ormara, used by DPakistan’s Hangor
Class submarincs. There have also been recent
indications that Adi and Damb, on the Senmiani Bay,
are being developed as strategic ports, reportedly with
US assistance.

Chinese interest in Balochistan - described by some
as the ‘Gateway to the Central Asian heartland” — is
significant. Aside from its collaboration with Pakistan
in nuclear and missile technology, and its development
of mining facilities and the Gwadar port, China is
interested in a joint operation with Tran and Pakistan
for laying oil and gas pipelines to run from the Makran
coast through inland Balochistan, Sindh, Punjab and
Pakistan-administered Kashmir, to destinations in
China’s Xinjiang province. Amidst the modern ‘great
game’ being played out on the Baloch landscape, the
locals feel un-consulted and marginalised, and
have decided one more time to try and flex their
considerable muscle.

CIA, KGB, RAW

The current crisis in Balochistan erupted following the
January 2005 rape, allegedly by an army captain, of
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Shazia Khalid, a medical doctor working for Pakistan
Petroleum Limited in Sui. Before any official inquiry
was conducted, Gen Musharraf publicly stated that
no army captain had been involved. Although an
inquiry was eventually made, the government has not
publicised details of its findings, nor disclosed the
name(s) of the guilty. Over the past two years, this issue
has infuriated Baloch leaders, for whom Baloch honour
has long been a cause around which they have rallied
their followers. In an attempt to stemn the fallout from
the incident, government officials fashed out at Nawab
Bugti and his tribesmen, accusing them of blackmailing
the government.

Bugti began to be described as being a mastermind
behind the Baloch Liberation Armyv, and accused of
securing its support from neighbouring India. Other
than the fact of its emergence in the 1970s, the BLA's
origins remain unclear {see box). It is known to be
fighting for Balochistan’s independence, and has been
held responsible for most of the militant attacks carried
out in Balochistan over the past cight years. The BLA
was officially outlawed last year, after a crisis began
brewing around the case of Shazia Khalid.

Since the army operation began in Balochistan two
vears ago, 4 significant (though unknown) nu mber of
Baloch people have disappeared after being detained
on charges of “spying for an enemy country”, or for
alleged connections with the BLA. The independent
Human Rights Commission of Pakistan maintains that
400-500 people are currently missing, while nationalist
leaders place that number at more than 4000. Many of
those who have been picked up have either been Bugti
tribesmen or otherwise had connections with Nawab
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Bugti. The government has continuously refuted
charges of mass arrests, but Interior Minister Aftab
Ahmed Khan Sherpao has publicly admitted that
around 4000 people have been arrested in connection
with the Baloch conflict. Meanwhile, for two
vears Pakistan’s armed forces have indiscriminately
bombed civilian scttlements in Balochistan, 1t 1s a
campaign of fear marked by disappearances, torture
and custodial killings.

For their part, many lslamabad policymakers
profess to be convinced that the reasons behind the
Baloch unrest are to be found in foreign intervention,
and their finger points to India, Afghanistan and [ran.
“All this violence is a part of a greater conspiracy,”
Gen Musharraf said in a countrvwide address a tew
days atter Nawab Bugti was killed. “These militants
would not be challenging the government so openly
without the back-up of a foreign hand.” Without
naming any other country, he claimed that
surrendered militants had disclosed to authorities
how massive loads of weapons and tonnes of rupees
were being supplied to them from the governments of
neighbouring countries. {And indeed, both before
and after Nawab Bugti’'s murder, dezens of his
commanders  pubticly admitted that money
and weapons had been supplied to them by sources
in India.)

some government officials in Balochistan cven
suggest that the BLA's two main teaders — Berhmada
Bugti, the grandson of Nawab Bugti, and
Hairbiyvar Marri, the son of Nawab Khair Bakhsh
Marri — are currently residing in Afghanistan at the
invitation of tHamid Karzai, allegedly on the insistence
of India. Although available intormation does
indicate that these two are in Afghanistan at present,
the rest appears to be conjecture. Intelligence
officials in Islamabad maintain that there are various
ptaces in Zhob and Naushki districts, on
the Balochistan-Afghanistan frentier, through
which money and weapons are supplied to Baloch
rebel leaders. These sources maintain that over
the past two years, Baloch insurgents have
procured weapons worth PKR 500 miilien (USD .2
millien) from the Kabul government.

Baloch locals reject such claims, pointing out that
every time they have raised their collective voice they
have been dubbed “forcign agents” -~ a convenient
diversion, they say. “When the operation against

the nationalists was launched in the 1960s, they
were described as belonging to the CTA. In the 1970s,
these nationalists were dubbed as KGB agents.
Now they are branding them as RAW,” said a
Quetta college teacher. “It is always casy to
tarnish the image of genuine movements. And, just
for argument’s sake, let us say that this is true, then
the government should think about why
these locals are compelled to seek support from
foreign hands.”
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United Baischistan

Untit Islamabad - which is viewed from the Baloch
periphery a= the capital not of Pakistan but of
‘Tunjabistan’ — does more to address the grievances
and accommodate the ethnic, cultural, cconomic and
other interests of the majority of the people in
Balochistan, no solution to the current situation is
possible. Because introspection o [slamabad scems
unlikely in the near future, the decade-old stalemate in
Balochisian looks set to continue, possibly to worsen.

In the run-up to the general clections scheduled for
later this vear, Gen Musharraf, who at ene point
appeared to have a relatively selid hold on his
administration and ZOVEINan, has been increasingly
losing contrel. Following the assassination of Nawab
Bugti, the people of Balochistan have lost any faith in
Gen Musharraf they may have once had, and the
problems  the province currently  faces will
almost certainly continue until he is out ot office. Ata
time when Pakistanis throughout the country have also
rapidly lost faith in Gen Musharrat’s administration,
in preparing for the general clections his
administration’s prioerities will be on Punjab and
Sindh, rather than on addressing Baloch grievances.

The importance of Balochistan to Pakistan lies not
only in its natural resources but also in its strategic
focation. Quetta, Pakistan’s all-important road-head
to Kandahar in Afghanistan, witnessed the
considerable maobilisation by Pakistan, the US, Saudi
Arabia and others to fight the Soviet ferces in
Afghanistan. In addition to being used by the Afghan
mujahideen and mercenaries under Osama bin Laden’s
command, Quetta also houses the operational forward
basc of Pakistan’s Inter Services [Intelligence (1S 1t is
also rumoured that, to date, Islamabad is supporting
the resurgent Taliban forces in Quetta, and that under
no circumstances would it allow Afghan, Indian or
other forces to gain a tochold in the strategically
important capital of Batochistan.

But if the now two-year-eld military operation has
driven home the fact that there is little hope of
‘containing” the Baloch issue on the current
administration’s watch, there is also little prospect for
the success of the Baloch insurgents’ desire for
self-determination. This will remain the case until the
militants are able to gather together their divided
clan-based lovalties, overcome intra-tribal feuds and
articulate a unified Baloch nationalism. 1f the goal
remains independence, Baloch nationalist and militant
organisations remain too scattered and un-unified to
achieve their aims. What they can do, however, is
continue to attract frustrated young people to their fiery
cause, incvitably feeding a cycle of militancy and
military response with which Islamabad seems only
too willing to play aleng. Those who would lose in
this are the Baloch people, caught between rivalries at
home and the demination of ‘Punjabistan’, as they
would see it. A

May 2007 | Himal Southasian






government continues to maintain otherwise, such an
outcome is inevitable given that the majority of Baloch
labour is unskilled, and will therefore not be able to fill
positions available only to a skilled workforce. As such,
outsiders {from Punjab, Sindh and NWFD) are likely to
gain most from these opportunities. Already, it is
common to find non-Baloch workers emploved across
the hicrarchy of jobs in both the public and private
sectors in Quetta and elsewhere. Given the feelings of
anti-Punjabi resentment in the province, a development
agenda that is perceived to be no more than another
avenue to enhance Punjabi domination in Balochistan
could trigger a counterproductive reaction and alienate
the Baloch populace even further. In an extreme
scenario, this could even lead to a strengthening of anti-
state sardari elements, which are sure to stress the
disproportional development benefits to non-Balochis
in a quest to rally the masses,

One is hard-pressed to find a way out of this
dilemma. 1t is impossible for development to take place,
at least in the short run, without the exacerbation of
some traditional grievances. Perhaps the only option
for the state would be to formulate a mutually agrecable
arrangement, by assuring benefits for locals, with an
eve towards co-opting those Baloch anxious about
losing out in the grand development scheme.

There is no denying the fact that it is persistent
mistakes on the part of successive national
governments that have landed Balochistan-Islamabad
relations in complete disarray. However, one cannot
shy away from the fact that those who support

autonomy, development and increased literacy as
solutions remain oblivious to what is involved in
attaining these feats. Given the current power
structures within the province, it is virtually impossible
to imagine a quick-fix implementation mechanism that
could bring Balochistan into the political and
economic mainstream.

Sardari stagnation

While giving due weight to the argument for
autonomy, and to the fact of the marginalisation of
Balochistan in development, it is important also to look
at the other side of the coin. While ensuring social and
economic progress is clearly an imperative,
Balochistan’s tribal culture is currently a major
hindrance in the path of mega-development projects
that promise, in the long term, to bring employvment
and productivity to the province. Islamabad’s
exaggerated version notwithstanding, it is a fact that
each tribal leader has traditionally only been interested
in development projects that arc credited to him, and
that are of primary benefit to his own tribesmen. Thus,
over the years, tribal leaders have remained averse to
development agendas mandated by the provincial
government in Quetta, since they stood to receive little
or no credit. In such a scenario, to expect the
government to be able to successfully employ a
hojistic development framework is naive. The only
option is to diplomatically sideline the influence of
the sardari system, without necessarily preparing for
a head-on collision.

A
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Here is where the Islamabad government has gone
wrong. Rather than targeting the tribal culture for
change in the province, government policy over the
decades has maintained the system, simultaneously
engaging tribal leaders and alienating the common
Baloch. Successive governments have found it prudent
to continue flip-flopping and maintain a foothold by
setting one sardar against another, only to
subsequently reverse whenever the allied sardars
became irritants. This has meant tacit support to the
tribal system at the expense of according importance
to and developing the capacity of the government’s
own functionaries in the province.

An understanding of this dynamic helps to put in
context the routine mode of operation of any inihiative

_<Jertaken by Islamabad, wherein the sardars are
given importance over the provincial authorities. A
classic example of such an approach was seen last
year when, in an effort to find a negotiated settlement
to the Baloch insurgency, Islamabad directed its official
negotiators towards the key sardars, bypassing the
entire provincial and local state apparatus. Moreover,
it is no secret that Islamabad’s current Balochistan
policy completely sidelines the provincial and local
governments. Even the members of the ruling alliance
in Balochistan have been critical of the Centre’s heavy-
handedness. As such, it is hardly surprising that state
functionaries do not command respect in the province,
and are helpless in the face of tribal opposition.

Intrinsically linked to this situation is the concern
over granting autonomy to political actors in the
province. This is extremely difficult to achieve. Perhaps
the toughest question to answer is exactly to whom
that autonomy would apply. Today, fair elections in
Balochistan are certain to produce a tenuous coalition
government, which would be likely to include a
number of nationalist elements, as well as anti-
Islamabad sardari groupings. Keeping in mind the
sardars’ vested interests, the government’s
apprehension about providing autonomy to such a
set-up is not completely unwarranted.

Moreover, given state functionaries’ lack of
influence, an autonomous set-up could quickly provide
prominence to the victorious sardari elements, with
the pro-Islamabad moderates being sidelined. This
possibility accentuates Islamabad’s inherent paranoia
about loosening its tight-fisted control over the
province. On the other hand, if Islamabad decides to
initiate autonomy under a relatively unpopular
government - as would be true if a government were to
be installed with Islamabad’s blessings — there would
be tremendous domestic resistance against allowing
such a set-up to establish its writ.

Educational development

There is one window of opportunity that Islamabad
has not focused upon thus far, and to which it must
urgently turn its attention. This is the growing yet
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underestimated influence of the Baloch middle class,
based in Quetta and Makran District — the only two
major areas that have historically been outside the hold
of the tribal system. Quetta and Makran now possess
a substantial number of indigenous Baloch who are
eager to join the mainstream of development, and are
also supportive of a unified Pakistan (though they still
resent Islamabad’s heavy-handedness). This middle
class presents the most likely Baloch ally for the Centre.
Over the long run, this category could both drive the
province’s devetopment agenda, and provide cadres
who could responsibly handle a relatively
autonomous province.

One crucial key to tostering this type of ability and
empathy — indeed, for the prospect of any long-term
normalcy in Balochistan — is in improving education
in the province. While the sardari system is often cited
as being an obstacle to achieving this end {because, it
is said, of the fear that educated individuals would
challenge the system’s legitimacy), past experience
shows potential for pushing the education agenda
regardless of tribal influence. For example, during the
1990s, the World Bank funded an elaborate project for
female primary education in Balochistan. This
undertaking managed to achieve most of its objectives,
and came to be considered highly successful. One of
the more interesting findings was that parents were
willing to spend more on the scheoling of their
daughters, so long as they were guaranteed a quality
education. Parents even participated actively, through
village committees, to ensure that the process started
by the programme continued. The districts chosen for
the programme included those heavily influenced by
tribal culture, and reactions were largely the same
across the board.

Islamabad needs to draw on these types of
experiences, and invest heavily in education in interior
Balochistan - a responsibility towards which it has
been delinquent partly due to past governments’
priority of engaging the sardars. The state of higher
education in Balochistan, for one, is dismal, with
institutions confined to Quetta for the most part and
even these exhibiting poor standards. Of course,
education will not provide any short-term dividends.
What it will do, however, is ensure a continuous stream
of pro-development citizens in future generations, who
could ultimately benefit from the opportunities
afforded by what will hopefully be a mainstreamed
and relatively autonomous provingce.

Under the present scenario in Balochistan,
implementing any such recipe is more difficult than
most analysts have suggested. Nonetheless, Tslamabad
needs to begin contemplating these issues immediately,
with a priority of reaching a win-win implementation
mechanism. On the positive side, the government
already agrees with the broad parameters of success
in Balochistan as listed above. The unanswered
question is how to achieve them. A
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Getting connected at
the SAARC Summit

Between leveraging India and respecting the spirit of regionalism, the 14th SAARC

Summit took place in Dethi on 3-4 April.

BILASH RAI

BY SUKUMAR MURALIDHARAN

opening of the 14th SAARC Summit in Delhi in

early April, was the flagging-off of a car rally.
Beginning two weeks earlier in Dhaka, the rally had briefly
halted in Delhi en route to covering all of the member
countries {then seven) of the regiona! grouping, in the
space of a month. it was a rather literal-minded effort to
underline the Summit's ostensible theme of
‘connectivity’. But even as the cars went their way, proudly
embtazoned with the emblems of generous Indian
corporate sponsors, nine forlern youths from Maharashtra
were making their way back from the Wagah border. They
had cycled 2000 kilometres over a few weeks, in the
expectation of visiting Lahore on a peace-and-goodwill
mission - only 10 have their visa applications rejected at
the last moment.

Is ‘connectivity’ about a coming tagether of the people
of Southasia? Or is it merely a means of creating greater
oppartunities for Indian business? Certainly, as Prime
Minister Manmohan Singh addressed his summit
partners shortly after assuming the SAARC chair from
Bangladesh, he seemed to be advocating connectivity in
its widest possibie sense - a confiuence not merely of
“physical, economic” attributes, but also “of the mind”.
Southasia as a region, he said. has traditionally only

A mong the ceremonial events that marked the
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flourished when it has been connected within itself and
to the rest of the warld.

Prime Minister Singh was reprising a much-favoured
theme: that of the endeavour to make borders irrelevant,
and to give the people of the region the wherewithal to
mave freely across the vast, populated expanses of
Southasia, searching out and utilising every opportunity
avaitable for both their cwn betterment and the larger
social good. This is undoubtedly a noble vision, yet it
overlooks a significant point. As the cyclists from
Maharashtra found, they probably do not enjoy the same
privileges of cross-border mobility as the owner of a car.
While connectivity within Southasia could become a right
theoretically enjoyed by all, it may in practice remain the
preserve of a mere handful.

To give him due credit, what the Indian prime minister
envisages is a situation in which the freedom to travel
becomes a reality for a broad cross-section of the people
of Southasia. And thus, he promised that India would soon
announce a unilateral liberalisation of visa rules and
procedures for students, academics, journatlists, and
individuals traveling for medical treatment. India would
also provide duty-free and quota-free access for imports
from SAARC member countries that happen to be
classified among the “least developed” - excluding
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Is ‘connectivity’ about a coming together of the people of Southasia? Or is it merely
a means of creating greater opportunities for Indian business?

Pakistan from the party. The sensitive list of commodities
to which the new rules would not apply would, the prime
minister assured, be pared down and soon made public.
No time frame was specified within which these decisions
would be made and operationalised, though the history
of SAARC is strewn with promises made in the effulgence
of a summit, only to be forgotten just as rapidly.

It was little surprise that the assembled dignitaries were
underwheimed by Prime Minister Singh's announcement.
1z former Indian Foreign Secretary Muchkund Dubey has
commented, trade liberalisation in Southasia has been
“flawed” from the start - and this has been a conscious
“political choice" on ail sides. A key aspect of all such
agreements is the '‘negative list’, which specifies the
product lines where free trade does not apply. As yet, no
Southasian country, least of all the region’s largest, has
shown the generosity or courage to prune this list to a
meaningful level. In the inchoately formed and
contentiously interpreted South Asian Free Trade
Agreement (SAFTA), India's negative list is four times larger
than that on the most recent offer it has made to the
Association of Southeast Asian Nations (ASEAN]),

Regional tokenism

When it is not of purely symbolic value, the fact is that
‘duty free' access could alsc be a means of increasing
opportunities for Indian business. India's free trade
agreement (FTA) with Sri Lanka, which came inte effect in
2000, has been an umbrella under which shrewd
businessmen have managed 1o arbitrage customs-duty
differentials on third-country imports. Sri Lanka, for
instance, allows duty-free imports of copper scrap and
Indian businessmen have been sharp encugh to spot the
oppoertunities this affords for investing in copper smelters
in Sri Lanka, for re-export to India. A similar process has
been underway in the vegetable-oils market. Value
addition in 5ri Lanka from these exports, which account
for the bulk of its trade with India, is minimal. The principal
upshot has been that a few Indian businessmen
have managed to enrich themseives. How Sri Lankan
business groups have fared in the same sectors remains
to be documented.

On the cther hand, India could be using the promise of
duty-free access for the region’s least-developed member
countries as a means of leveraging greater trade cpenings
within Southasia, with an eye towards emerging as a major
investor in regiconal light industry, transport and telecom.
This is likely to encounter competition from China, which
perhaps could underline its own investment ambitions
with a greater infusion of funds. Moreover, as long as the
smaller countries in Southasia remain locked in a
low-level equilibrium of poverty and slow growth, the
opportunities for such investments are not likely to be
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particularty large in the near future.

As home to the largest coricentration of the world's poor,
Southasia needs to recansider how well the process of
trade liberalisation truly aids in increasing social welfare.
There is at least an equal risk that liberalisation within the
region could become a zero-sum game, with each country
trying to out-compete the other in lowering wage
levels - in other words, in using poverty as a source of
competitive advantage. Trade liberalisation has all too
often been seen exclusively as a charter of rights for
business. What Southasia needs in order to escape from
its grinding poverty is a social charter, one that will
secure at least the barest entitlements to subsistence for
its people.

Of all the pronouncements made in the Summit's Delhi
Deciaration of 4 April, two may have a direct bearing on
mass welfare. The first concerns the SAARC Development
Fund, which has now been ordered operationalised in full
conformity with the charter of the association. Second is
the creation of the SAARC Food Bank, which is intended to
“supplement nationa! efforts to provide food security to
the people of the region”. Scepticism would not be out of
place with regard to either of these endeavours, especially
since India’s management of its own food economy over
the past decade and a half of giobalisation has been little
short of chactic. In short order, the depleted warehouses
of the early 1990s were swamped with an over-abundance
of food, which was subsequently disposed of by exporting
it at prices lower than those reserved for India's poor. Since
the severe drought of 2002, the pace of stock depletion
has acceterated, and the last two years have seen grain
imports of unprecedented magnitude.

When the efforts of national governments have been
so disastrously askew, there seems little reason to believe
that trans-national efforts at cooperation will fare much
better. Anybody viewing the financial allocations that have
been made would be justified in concluding that these
programmes are but the barest tokenism. They would serve
little purpose other than of sustaining the somnolent
SAARC bureaucracy through another year. The
much-needed fillip they would impart to the various
track-two efforts that have rather ineffectively sought to
energise ‘regionalism’ thus far would be an cutcome to
celebrate, even if it is unintended.

A regional institution

This does not mean that the Delhi Summit was a complete
fiasco. As Indian Foreign Minister Pranab Mukherjee said,
it was the smoothest and least contenticus such gathering
in many years. This despite SAARC’s new member,
Afghanistan, having provided a rather colourful prelude, in
President Hamid Karzai’s trenchant attack on Pakistan
just before his arrival in Delhi. In remarks to The New York
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The manner of appointment of election commissioners does signify the extent to
which politicians are willing to forgo control and accept the high level of political
uncertainty that accompanies competitive elections.

uniformity in the responsibilities
assigned to the institutions, despite
variations in the level of autonomy.
Important tasks common to all
the commissions include the
registration of voters, political
parties and candidates; the counting
of votes and certification of results,
the appointment of observers;
the detimitation of constituency
boundaries; and the regulation
of campaign finances. In addition to
this complex array, the eiection
commission is also important for its
research on electorai systems, as
well as its promotion of the
education of voters and the norms of
gender representation.

Not one of these tasks has been
un-peliticised. In Bangladesh, for
instance, the Constitution envisaged
the national election commission as
an impartial body with extensive
powers of electoral management.
But the resignation of five election
commissioners in late January and
the outright postponement of the
general elections brought the
question of impartiality into sharp
relief. The resignations were the result
of a prolonged agitation led by the
Awammi League-ied opposition over
the perceived partiality of the EC
towards the then-ruting Bangladesh
Nationalist Party (BNP). One of the AL's
centra!l concerns had been the illicit
addition of more than 12 million
names to the electeral rolls, an
accusation that was cenfirmed by a
pre-election assessment report by the
US-based National Demeocratic
Institute for International Affairs. That
report outlined cther discrepancies as
well, including a lack of regulation in
the financing of political campaigns,
and the inadequacy of measures 10
ensure the security of baliot boxes.

Carving out autonomy

How deo election commissions
ensure autonomy in managing
elections? ECs in Southasia are
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performing a highly politicised task,
and are attempting to bring about
electoral reform in the face of
increased partisan pressure. In the
current context, it may be helpful for
the region’s governments and political
watchers to explore the processes by
which the Election Commission of
India (ECI) has, for the past haif-
century, worked to reform the
electoral process in that country, as
well as the obstacles that is has faced.

indeed, the contestation over
transparent elections in India has
been closely linked to the institutional
evolution of India's election
commission. Records from the Indian
Constituent Assembly debates
concerning the creation of electoral
law indicate that policymakers were
initially sceptical about the need to
establish an independent election
commission. At the outset, legislators
ensured that Parliament would have
supremacy in all matters of electoral
law, and attempted to controi the
most critical aspects of the electoral
system - ie, the power to legislate
gver term limits, the number of
seats, the eligibility of electors and the
delimitation of the boundaries of
constituencies. As former Chief
Election Commissioner James
Michael Lyngdoh indicated in his book
on the landmark Jammu & Kashmir
assembly polls of 2002, electoral law
in India with respect to corrupt
practices was intenticnalty designed
1o apply only to individual offenders
and political candidates - not to
political parties, despite the fact
that the parties were always
considered the biggest violators
during election time.

There have been four particularly
important measures instituted by the
ECI, which have allowed for a degree
of official leverage over political
parties and candidates. These
include the stricter enforcement of
the Model Code of Conduct for
Political Parties since 1991; the

linking of the official recognition of a
party (and its pelitical symbols) to
that party’'s compliance with
ECI regulations, after the 1994
modification of the 1968 Symbols
Order: the implementation of
the Electors Photo Identity Cards
programme in 1993; and the
extensive use of electronic
voting machines since the 2004
general elections.

The Mode} Code of Conduct is a
set of norms that governs the
hehaviour of political parties during
elections. Many of the guidelines are
not present in the body of electoral
law legislated by Parliament, and
include norms that prevent
malpractices such as the distribution
of gifts during campaigns, the
disruption of social peace, the
mobilisation of voters along
communa!l lines, and the misuse of
publicly funded media and
other rescurces.

Ever since its inception in 1950,
the Election Commission of India has
been involved in a continuous
process of litigation, and has been
able to use critical judicial decisions
to expand the purview of its
constitutional mandate. At the centre
of many of these decisions has been
the contradiction between the Indian
Constitution’s Article 324 - which
empowers the election commission
tosupervise all aspects of the election
process - and Article 327, which
ensures parliamentary supremacy in
all matters of election law. It is
significant that the judiciary has
repeatedly asserted in its decisions
that, in situations wherein electoral
law has remained silent, it is well
within the constitutional mandate of
the ECI| to formulate rules and
regulaticns to ensure the smooth
conduct of the election process.

The application of this principle
can be seen in a Supreme Court order
of 2000, with reference to Election
Commission of india v Union of India
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and others. The order now enables
the election commission to assume
disciplinary powers over officials
deputed for election duty from the
states, as well as over central security
forces. The principle was similarly
apptied two years later in Union of
india v Association for Democratic
Reforms, a case that was instructive
as to how iegislators try to obstruct
electoral reform.

The problem of *criminalisation’ is
inherently difficult to solve. The term
itself refers to the increasing trend of
candidates and legislators contesting
alections in spite of having criminal
- asts. Currently, for instance, there are
more than 700 legislators in India’s
assemblies and 30 members of the
federal Parliament that have criminal
cases pending against them. The lack
of incentives for political candidates
to reveal criminal records or disclose
their financial assets finally led to an
important litigation process initiated
by civil-society groups. This issue was
further complicated because the
making of false declarations about
financial assets and criminal records
was not a justiciable offence.

In 2002, the Supreme Court in
New Delhi issued an c¢rder based
on a petition by the Association
for Democratic Reforms, making
it mandatory for candidates
to disclose criminal proceedings,
assets, liabilities and educational
gqualifications in a pre-election
affidavit. In response, President AP J
Abdul Kalam was compelled by the
cahinet to approve an ordinance that
modified the Representation of the
People Act of 1951, thereby making
such disclosure non-mandatory. This

was eventually chalienged by several
groups and, after a long litigation
process, the court declared the
ordinance unconstitutional. Out of
this litigation emerged another
important development - civil-
society ‘election watches’. which, in
most states, compile and circulate
data on candidates during elections
based on the affidavits filed with the
election commission.

Compliance and
empowerment

There are several lessons that can
he drawn from the politics
surrounding election commissions,
particularly from the Indian context.
First, the degree of autonomy
attributed to an election commission
is dependent on the concentration
of power in the legislative or
executive branches. We are most
likely to find greater constraints on
an election commission when power
is concentrated in a single
dominant faction (such as in the
Maldives), a primarily two-party
system (Bangladesh), or in a
semi-presidential system (Pakistan).
Conversely, the ahility of legislators
to pass laws limiting the powers of
election commissions is decreased
when there are several competing
parties in the legislature, and thus a
higher probability of an eventual veto.
The manner of appointment of
election commissioners is telling of
the extent to which politicians
are willing to forgo control and
accept the high !evel of political
uncertainty that accompanies
competitive elections. Thus, the fact
that the election commissioners

in Pakistan are presidential
appointees will be problematic
in future elections.

Second, connected to the problem
of autonomy is the issue of
compliance. Election commissions
are similar to courts in that they do
not possess independent poiicing
powers to enforce compliance with
their reguiations. As with courts, they
are aiso envisaged as being
accountable to the electorate and
not to the legisiative or executive
branches. On the other hand, there
are very few incentives for political
candidates to disengage from
bhehaviour that allows them to
maximise votes.

This disjuncture - between the
capacity of election commissions to
enforce their regulations and the
willingness of candidates to comply
- is a very real one. The tension
between these opposing forces
determines the type of politics that
surrounds electoral management.
Overlooking the processes by which
legislators strategise about
institutions that safeguard the
election process will be detrimentat
to the quality of democracy. As such,
it is imperative for civil society to
recognise the importance of ECs in
shaping the normative basis for
electoral democracy in the region.
While George Bernard Shaw's adage
guoted at the beginning of this
article holds true much of the time,
the empowerment of election
commissions is one of the most
critical routes through which the
ordinary voter is assured that the act
of casting a vote is indeed a
meaningful one. b
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haoth founded on a culture of patronage and nepotism.
The Nepal Army, having grown in size exponentially to
meet the challenge of the insurgency, will need to adjust
to Nepal's new security requirements, and transform into
a modern, integrated, professional army. The bureaucracy
will also have to be revamped in order to be able to
respond to the changing times, and meet the needs of
the population. In past experience in Sri Lanka,
for example, an entrenched bureaucracy proved an
obstacle to governments seeking to implement
negotiated agreements.

The process in Nepal is slowing down, which is
necessary for consolidation. Indeed, this is a process not
of months but of years, though observers may have been
taken aback by the initial maomentum it gathered with the
People’'s Movement of April 2006 and its immediate
aftermath. In South Africa, the citizenry still considers itself
to be in a transitional period, 13 years after the first post-
Apartheid election. However, the volatility of the transition
will not even begin to subside until substantive
agreements have been made cn the future of the country.
In Nepa!, the political parties are reluctant to enter inte
negotiations on the future compact of the state and society
until after the Constituent Assembly elections. Eight years,
an insurrection, a period of autocratic monarchy and a
popular people’s movement have all passed by since the
last democratic election, and no one has any real idea of
the electora! strength of any political party, least of all the
electorally untested CPN (Maoist). The parties themselves
live between hope of what an election might deliver, and
fear that they will suffer rejection. Thus, the parties, unsure
of themselves, are unwilling to risk engaging with issues
until they became critical.

Other democratic transitions suggest that it is during
this period that practices and norms become embedded
in the nascent democracy. Therefore, it is important that
there is early progress on the structural aspects of
democracy to ensure that, for
example, the values of
inclusion and democratic
practice are embedded,
rather than those of
corruption and nepotism. This
is at ieast Nepal's fourth
attempt at a democratic
transition {after 1950, 1960 and 1990), which suggests
that early progress on such issues is crucial.

Despite the use of the term ‘peace process’, it is
precisely process that is often lacking in building peace.
inctuding in Nepal, process is generally understood as
procedure - for example, the sequencing of events, rather
than the complex web of relationships and analysis that
underpins how the process functions. Agreements
focused only on outcomes do little to change either the
underlying conflict structure or the causes of the conflict.
The inherent authoritarianism of Nepali society and its
political system militates against an approach that
focuses on how the parties relate to each other to achieve
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a shared vision of what is now widely referred to as a
‘New Nepal’. The milestones that have been reached in
Nepal through elite negotiation are impressive, but there
remains a question as to whether this style
can deliver the transformative forces necessary for
a sustainable and secure Nepali democracy.
Power-brokering and crisis-management approaches have
both, in fact, contributed to the problem with the setting
of the date of the Constituent Assembly elections, and
the subsequent blame game when it came time to come
up with a more reahstic timing.

Promise of constituency

The citizens of Nepal were first promised a Constituent
Assembly in 1950, when the Ranas were overthrown.
Nearly a decade of political turmoil thereafter led to a
compromise between the then king and the political
forces. which instead ied to a general election, in 1959,
The short-lived experiment in democracy was brought to
a close the following year, and the autocratic king-led
Panchayat system was introduced. The demise of the
Panchayat system in the spring of 1990 as a result of the
people’s Movement did not lead tc a Constituent Assembly
_ instead, an understanding with King Birendra jed directly
to a Westminster-style parliamentary democracy, which
is what was quashed by Gyanendra, until he was defeated
by the second People's Movement of April 2006. The
unfulfilled demand for a Constituent Assembly was central
to the People’s Movement, and there is a historic fear
that it may be snatched away yet again.

And so, the Nepali people are still waiting for the
Constituent Assembly promised back in 1950. In
mid-April, they learned that they will have to wait a little
longer. after the Chief Election Commissioner declared
that it was not possible to meet the promised date of 20
June. Since April 2006, various election dates have been

‘ pulled out of the palitical
air, but June had appeared
k just about possible when
it was first announced.
However, the work of the
Election Commission -
compiling voting
registers, producing
ballot papers - takes time,
and could only commence
once the political decision-
making about the method of
elections and constituencies took place and
was cemented in law. Delays in that process have
made it impossible for the Election Commission to do its
job on time.

This situation has been known and understood for
some months. However, instead of addressing the
problem, the poiitical parties have engaged in tatk of
abnormal elections for abnormal times. No one was willing
to take the political responsibility of announcing the delay,
which was finally left to the Election Cormmission. The

A sticker commemorating
the first anniversary of the
2006 People’s Movement
reads; “The People’s
Movement continues!”
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assumption is that the election can now not be held until
after the monsoon, which probably means not untit the
end of October or early November, to make time for the
nost-harvest Dasain and Tihar festivals. There will be
several ramifications of this delay, each of which will need
10 be managed. There have already been complaints about
the conditions in the Maoist cantonment camps, for
tnstance, inctuding the fact that these shelters were not
made to withstand a monsoon season.

Since the Constituent Assembly is the necessary
negotiation site for the big guestions regarding Nepal's
future, uncertainty on these questions will most likely
continue for another six months. This may adversely affect
the law-and-order situation, though it does give more time
for the state to organise the justice sector, and to
dismantie the parallel Maoist structures {aithough there
does appear to be some political reluctance to tackle
these contentious issues). Currently, the Maoists are
increasing pressure on the interim government and the
Parliament to take a decision on abolishing the monarchy
- and the subsequent question of republicanism - prior
to the Constituent Assembly. It would not be ideal for an
unelected interim parliament and government to take
such fundamental decisions, which would be
monumentally stronger if made by the Constituent
Assembly. But fear that postpcenement may mean
cancellation could lend support for earlier action on the
question of monarchy.

ldentity conflict

Democratic inclusion and exciusion have become central
to political discourse in Nepal, and successive
demonstrations demanding rights for various groups have
become the norm in the cities, especially Kathmandu.
But it is in the Tarai plains that exclusion has exploded in
a dangerous identity conflict.

Since April 2006, there has been a strong pattern of
mobilisation in the Tarai, where the simple bipolar conflict
between the Macists and the government has been
replaced by a complex and dynamic ethnically-based
conflict. The Madhesi people of the Tarai, who are of ‘plains
origin’, have long been treated as outsiders, which is
qualitatively different to the ‘insider discrimination’
expertenced by the Janajatis and Dalits of the hilis.

The Madhesi people were treated as second-class
citizens more than were other groups, due to the hill
identity taken on historically by the Nepali nation state. In
the modern era, there has also been a denial of citizenship
to many, as the Pahadis (hill people) fear Indian infiltration
through the open border to the south. Having for the past
decade promoted the rights of excluded peopies, the CPN
(Maoist) saw the populous Tarai as a lucrative vote bank.
Both Madhav Kumar Nepal, the head of the mainstream
Communist Party of Nepal {(Unified Marxist-Leninist), and
Prime Minister Girija Prasad Koirala's home constituencies
are in the eastern Tarai, and there is a strong history of
involvement in the demogcratic struggle in the plains.

But, high expectaticns after Jana Andotan i (the 2006
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People's Movement) led to a series of protests, some
violent, across the Tarai. The violence increased through
2006, pravoked by groups including the Maoist-breakaway
Janatantrik Tarai Mukti Morcha {the JTMM, which has since
broken into two additional groups) and other groups
espousing violence. The Madhesi Peopies’ Rights Forum
(MPRF), led by an ex-Maoist, was initially a peaceful
organisation but has also become implicated in violence.

Fear of not being proportionally elected in the course
of the Constituent Assembly elections led to great
disaffection, particuiarly among the Madhesi people of
the eastern Tarai. On 25 December, violence in the plains
came to a head after a Tarai strike was called by the Nepal
Sadbhavana Party-Anandi Devi (NSP-A), a member of the
SPA government, to protest the signing of the interim
constitution. The response by both the police and CPN
(Maoist) cadres was coordinated and violent. Violence
continued across the Tarai - further inflamed by incidents
at Lahan in mid-january - even with the occasional offers
of talks being made by the government.

The official response to the unrest in the Tarai has been
clumsy and confused. The firstinstinct of the government
and the CPN (Maoist) - which was already in the interim
partiament and preparing to joint the interim government
_ was to use force to try to quell the protests. This merely
fuelied the indignation and determination of the Madhesi
groups, however, and aided their mobilisation. The strong
role played by the Maoists in using force alsc lent a
hollowness to the offers to negotiate by the CPN {Manoist)
Madhesi leader, Matrika Yadav. Mare than two dozen
died in what many called the ‘Madhesi Jana Andolan’, but
the government seemed to be insensitive to so
many deaths - more than the total of the April 2006
People’'s Movement.

In March there was a clash of a different nature in
Gaur, between MPRF members and Maoist cadres and
sympathisers. At least 27 were beaten to death with
bamboo poles and more than 40 others were injured,
most of whom were affiliated with the Maoists. The deaths
shocked Nepalis, and ended any claim to pacifism on the
part of the MPRF. The violence also showed the leve! of
disappointment and resentment many Madhesis feel
towards the CPN {Maoist).

A hurried amendment

As the violence mounted, the government appeared to
panic, and unilaterally amended the interim constitution
to change the government structure to a federal system,
with guarantees of representation for disadvantaged
groups in all state bodies. [t did not, however, specify as to
how these constitutiona! objectives were to be achieved.
This was a classic case of doing the right thing the wrong
way, and only succeeded in buying a 10-day respite in the
Tarai violence.

In times of conflict, the tendency is to concentrate on
what will end the conflict. The government’s handling of
the constitutional amendment illustrates the problems
inherent if the eventual solution is not the culmination of
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a truly inciusive process. The timing of the promulgation
of such solutions is also important, as windows of
oppartunity open and close guickly in conflict situations.
The constitutional amendment failed to stem the
Madhesi conflict both because of its unilateral nature
and because it was too little, too late. The Madhesis saw
it as a concession that had been squeezed out of the
government, rather than a right freely granted. It was
therefore heavily scrutinised and found wanting in its lack
of elaboration on how federalism and inclusion would be
granted. Madhesi leaders subsequently drew the
conclusion that they would have to continue to agitate in
order for these constitutional clauses to become a reality.
So far, there have been no official negotiations with the
Madhesi groups.

Fven the concession that was granted by the
government, to increase Tarai constituencies, was given
as a gift from on-high, rather than through a process of
negotiation. As such, the Madhesi groups who might in
fact have celebrated did not do so because they were
shown not to have been involved. The position that the
government took was bolstered by Maoist hardliners, who
were fuelled by internecine tendencies. This, in addition
to the rebels’ inexperience in the arena of co-operation
and pluralism, seems to have led the government o
bungle in addressing the Madhesi situation.

The government response to the violence in the Tarai
has made other affected groups unhappy. particularly
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because an impression has been created that you
have to be violent to be heard. The restive hill
ethnic communities - as well as the Tharu of the Tarai,
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_ are at this time extremely disgruntled. Of course, it is
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sleeping a little casier now that the Nepali rebels are
well on their way to becoming part of the ‘cstablishment’
in Kathmandu and arc seemingly quite ‘sensitive’ to
New Delhi's views on geopolitical matters.

Sino-Bhutani tranquillity

Given Bhutan's ostensible new foreign-policy freedem,
it will be particularly interesting to watch the course of
Sino-Bhutani relations in the days to come. Though the
two countries share a 470 km border, Thimphu
currently does not have diplomatic ties with Beijing.
Although Bhutan never had a policy of “equi-closeness’
or ‘equi-distance’ vis-a-vis China, in recent years there
have been high-level visits in both directions. This is
due largely to direet border talks, which from 1984
onwards fricd to resodve various boundary disputes.

It was in 1954, after the communist revolution and
subsequent integration of Tibet, that China first laid
claim over Bhutan. Four years later, Chincesc troops
moved to occupy about 300 square miles of Bhutani
territory in the country’s north and northeast. In 1960,
Chinese claims on Bhutan resurfaced after Beijing
openly declared that, “Bhutanese, Sikkimese and
Ladakhis form a united family in Tibet. They have
always been subject to Tibet and to the great motherland
of China. They must once again be united and taught
the communist doctrine.”

Unti} the 1970s, Bhutan's border issues with China
were incorporated under the rubric of the Sino-Indian
border dialogue. With the coming of the Janata Party
government in New Delhi in 1977, relations between
India and China showed some signs of improvement.
In 1981, a process was started o initiate direct dialogue
with China, and the Boundary Commission of Bhutan
was established, Preliminary border talks began in
1981, facilitated by the United Nations and Indian
diplomats. It was not until 1984, however, that the first
formal mecting between Chinese and Bhutani officials
took place.

Signs of Thimphu and Beijing embarking on a road
to friendship started appearing in 1990. In addition to
Bhutani delegations traveling to various international
events in China, since 1995 Bhutan has also shown a
degree of international support for China. For instance,
Thimphu representatives have helped to defeat various
drafts perceived to be anti-China sponsored by the
United Nations High Commissioner for Refugecs
{(UNHCR); they also voted against the draft for Taiwan’s
participation at the UN, and rejected Taiwan's bid to
host the 2002 Asian Games. Since 1994, the Chinese
ambassador in India has regularly visited Bhutan,
while Bhutan's ambassador to India visited Beijing in
2000. Both China and Bhutan have now
been talking of a territory exchange for some time, and
the chances of this happening have risen significantly
with the signing of the new Indo-Bhutani treaty.

In December 1998, the so-called Agreement
on Maintenance of Peace and Tranquillity in
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Bhutan-China Border Arcas was signed — the first ever
inter—gm-'ernmental agreement between the two
countries. In it, Beijing reaffirmed that it “completely
respects the independence, sovereignty and territorial
integrity of Bhutan”. That undoubtedly offered
some solace to Bhutan: the situation for New Delhi,
however, is less rosy. With China’s ongoing bid to
establish handholds throughout Southasia, Tndian
policymakers will surely keep a close watch on Beijing-
Thimphu relations in the days ahcad.

Just as interesting will be the evolving relationship
between Bhutan and Nepal, particularly because
bilateral relations between the two neighbours, whom
many consider ‘natural allics’, have been affected by
the issue of the Nepali-speaking Lhotshampa
refugees, who have been living in UNHCR-aided
camps in southeastern Nepal for the past 16 years.
The Lhotshampa departure began in the late 1980s
as a result of the Thimphu government’s attempt
to imposc Drukpa culture ento all the countrv’s
ethmic groups.

By mid-1990, [ hotshampa in exile had formed the
Bhutan People’s Party {(BPP), which demanded civil
rights and drastic changes to the political system.
Thimphu dubbed the Lhotshampa as “anti-nationals’
and cracked down harshly, subscquently setting off a
mass exodus from Bhutan into Nepal. Today, there are
roughly 106,000 Bhutani refugees living in seven
camps in Nepal's Thapa and Morang districts.
Ironically, the democratic transition demanded by the
Lhotshampa activists is in the process of being put in
place in their absence.

Although the refugee issue has shown possibility
of reselution recently - with the Kathmandu
government for the first time allowing for the possibility
of third-country resettlement in response to the United
States’ offer to ‘take in’ 60,000 refugecs — Kathmandu-
Thimphu retations remain extremely chilly. Last
December, bilateral discussions between the two
capitals on the refugee issue — in their 16th round -
again broke down. Whether Nepal-based 1hotshampa
political forces with linkages into Bhutan can become
a factor in the country’s elections next year remains to
be seen. It will be important to watch, however, how
Thimphu proceeds in dealing with the problem with
its newfound foreign-policy freedom,

While India-Bhutan relations remain firm for the
time being, they will no longer have the concrete
assuredness on which Indian diplomats and
policymakers have for so long been able to count. New
Delhi will now need to keep in view external factors
and influences that could strain future ties. India’s
security concerns aside, however, on paper Bhutan has
now been cut loose frem India’s influence if not
munificence - largesse that always came with strings
attached. How both sides react to the new situation in
the coming years will go far in defining a whole new
dynamic in this land-locked corner of Southasia. &
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As if there can
be anything
more vulgar

than a
conciave on
extravagance
in a country
that is home to
the majority

of the

planet’s poor.
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Nepal was asserting its trans-Himalayan
links. Amidst all of this confusion and
insecurity with regards to the neighbours,
India stood alone in imperious isolation — it
was its territory that connected all
Southasian countries to each other. Through
the early 1990s, there were still many
scholars in New Delhi who interpreted
SAARC as a malicious attempt to encircle
India. In an endeavour to phrase a
non-controversial charter, the SAARC
declarations became exercises in futility.

It was the unintended consequences of
annual summits, however, that gave
impetus to Southasian solidarity. A range
of professionals began to discover, and then
to value, pan-Southasian fraternity. The
Track Il crowd of former burcaucrats, retired
diplomats and conscientious intellectuals
suddenly found that there was a low-risk
cause célebre waiting to be championed. By
the end of the 1990s, a Southasian identity
had become acceptable in alternative circles
of Colombo, Dhaka, Islamabad and
Kathmandu. New Delhi socialites needed a
bit of convincing; but thanks to the
penetration and persuasive powers of
Gujralsaheb, the ‘1IC crowd” at Lodi Estate
too began to extend its reach beyond the
candlelight vigils at the Wagah border,
and to consider the entire Subcontinent as
its domain.

But the mainstreaming of the Southasian
agenda was still limited. 1t had not yet gone
to the region’s ‘others’; the marginalised, the
excluded and the disempowered were still
left out. The challenge was to address this
constituency in such a way that pressure
from below would build up to accelerate the
process of regional cooperation. This is what
a series of events preceding the 14th SAARC
Summit, including Imagine a New
Southasia, intended to achieve: to create
awareness about the importance of
Southasian unity. But the mainstream media
refused to cooperate, instead deciding to
wait for the pomp and show of the
ceremonial surrumnit,

The Imagine a New Southasia (INSA)
initiative was audacious in the sense that it
began by talking of a common currency, a
common market, and a commaon passport
for all of Southasia, to be governed by a
Southasian Parliament formed according to
the provisions of a Southasian Constitution.
With an India-born president in Islamabad
and Pakistan-born premier in New Delhi, it
seems that the time has mdeed come to think

of regional unity in concrefe terms.

Manmohan Singh dreams of breakfast in
Amritsar, lunch in Laheore and dinner in
Kabul. While that kind of dream is
important, it does nothing to inspire those
for whom the daily meal is breakfast, lunch
and dinner, all rolled into one. Nonetheless,
in order for it to become a reality, they too
need to share the dream of Southasian unity.
INSA attempted to address these concerns
by advocating for the creation of pan-
Southasian institutions.

A Southasian Commission on Poverty
Alleviation need not ruffle too many feathers
in the region’s various capitals. Similarly,
the Kabul-born grammarian Tanini
deserves a pan-subcontinental Academy of
Southasian Languages dedicated to his
memory — the region, home to nearly half of
the world’s 25 major languages, deserves
the same. Meanwhile, a Southasian
Minority Commission, a Southasian
Commission for Human Rights and a string
of Southasian Centres of Higher
Studies would create the necessary
conditions for the ultimate creation of a
Southasian confederation.

The European Union emerged from the
debris of World War 1l by improving
‘connectivity’, increasing interactions and
deepening understanding. The process then
progressed with the formation of an
cconomic union, which is likely to result in
the creation of a shared but not common
political identity. The Association of South
East Asian Nations (ASEAN) was created
by the US to contain China and repel the
Soviet Union from a region considered to be
a bastion of capitalism. But it has failed to
outgrow its role and acquire political
relevance. While there are lessons from both
of these experiences for Southasia, the
workd’s most populous culturally affiliated
but unintegrated region, Southasia will
nonetheless have to chart its own course
towards creating a shared identity.

[t might even be that we will succeed better
than all the other groupings, our late start
notwithstanding. The Subcontinent does
have what few regions elsewhere in the
world share: a legacy of intertwined history,
and the possibility of casy connectivity. In
addition to (or instead of) an overarching
institution such as SAARC, Southasia
needs multiple bridges between cultures of
the same Indic civilisation — s0 that each
person can eventually discover that she is
no different from any other in the region. 4
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Ttalian journalists are more equal
than Afghan journalists, it scems,
for the Kabul government, for
Taliban extremists, and even for
the International Federation of
Journalists. In early March, a
kidnapped journalist working for
La Repubbiica was released after
ransom was paid by the Italian and Afghan
authorities. But when Kabul refused to meet new
demands to free the [talian journatlist’s working
companion, journalist Ajmal Nagshbandi, the
Taliban murdered him with “cynical and sickening
brutality”, in the words of the IF]. But then, the
international watchdog’s own worries seemed more
concerned with foreign correspondents than with the
local journalists who face daily trials and tribulations.
IFf's 8 April press releasc was titled “Bargaining with
Taliban Increases Risk to Foreign Media”. Why this
extreme concern for foreign media when a local
journalist has just been killed? Is this lack of
perspective breathtaking, or what?

Hameed Harcon, the publisher
of Karachi’s Dawn, has issued
a public appeal for support
against the Pakistani
government’s actions against
his newspaper, specifically the
drastic reduction in government
advertising. He writes online,
“Of late, the government headed
by President Musharraf has
become increasingly intolerant towards criticism in
the press and towards the publishing of news that
reflects poorly on the performance of his government
on security matters.” Haroon maintains that the
directives emanate mainly from President Pervez
Musharraf’s office, and are activated by the
newspaper’s independent reporting on two broad
areas: the escalating developments in Balochistan and
in North and South Waziristan, and the Pakistani
government's war against al-Qaeda and the Taliban.
“ Alsor irksome have been the DAWN Group’s related
attempts to monitor a recurring tendency toward
covert militancy among responsible decision-makers
in government,” Haroon notes. The publisher
presents a complete dossier listing the continuing
conflict between the DAWN Group and the
Musharraf government since 2004. In the first phase,
he writes, the government attempted to cxert pressure
through the proxy of the Sindh provincial government,
which imposed a complete ban on advertising in
the publications of the Group. This was followed
by a comprehensive ban on government
advertising imposed by Islamabad itself, “with
an intent to provoke the financial collapse of the
DAWN Group.”
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MEDIAFILE

Al Chhetrin Patrakar has to
say about Hameed Haroon’s
detaited j'recise against Prez
Mush’s administration is -
wow! Only a media group
that is in extremely dire
straits, or one whose hands are extremely clean, would
dare go public the way the DAWN has. CT believes,
and knows it to be true, that the case is the latter. 50,
hats off to the DAWN Group, and may other media
companies, from Kathmandu to Colombo te Delhi to
Dhaka, have similar courage of their convictions. And
why should only Pakistanis express their protest to
the various bigwigs listed (with phone numbers) in
Haroon's note? Let all Southasians vent their ire by
calling {albeit by long distance) the following numbers.
The country and area codes are +9251 for all.

DAWN

LN T ERNET
e D 1 T 1 o Ry
hitp://DAWN com

CGen Pervez Musharraf, 9221388

Shaukat Aziz, Prime Minister, 9212866

Rana Bhagwandas, Acting Chief Justice, 9213452
Mohammed Ali Durrani, Minister for Information
Development, 9203740

The selfsame Pakistani Info-
rmation Minister, Mohammed Ali
Durrani, seemed to have
over-reached in late March to ciaim
that Pakistan’s media had become
a model of press freedom in
Southasia. Durrani put this
questionable trend down to his
government’s efforts to make the
sector more ‘dynamic’ and ‘professional’. So let us
check out the media rankings on press freedom, as
given out by Reporters without Borders: out of 168
countries, Pakistan is placed at 157th. True, the country
is ranked higher than two other Southasian countries
- Nepal (159) and Burma (164). However, it is no model
for the Maldives (144), Sri Lanka (141), Bangladesh
{137}, Indlia {105} or even neighbour Afghanistan, with
its neophvte media (130). Indeed, if therce is a press-
freedoms model for Southasia, according to RSF that
would be Bhutan (98), which rose an astounding 44
places in a single vear due to the opening of the
kingdom's first (marginally) privately owned
newspaper. Now, if Chiwetrin Patrakar might turn away
from Islamabad-bashing to question the RSF — which
planct are they on to rank Nepal so poorly? Do they
not know that there has been a People’s Movement a
year ago, and the press is now freer than earlier? ls
there another country called Nepal?

Fven though the Male government did finally legalisc
private broadcasting in the Maldives, the honeymeon
has been short-lived. When the head of the national
Telecommunications Authority, Mohamed Amir made
the long-awaited announcement recently, he said that
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the government of Maumoon Abdul Gayoom would
only be making available five national and eight Male-
based frequencies to private broadcasters. Amir put
the decision down to “limited resources”, as well as
to previously cxisting broadcasts. In fact, other than
the expatriate opposition Minivan Radio, the only
organisations at this peint taking up the
spectrum are the state-owned Voice of Maldives
radio and TV Maldives. According to Amir, a
“semi-independent” board, made up of members
appointed by President Gayoom without any
parliamentary oversight, would now be vested with
making the decision as to which broadcasters are
allowed licenses to use the new frequencies.

The willing eooption of the
Communist Party of Nepal
{Maoist) scems to have picked up
steam after it joined the interim
government of Girija I'rasad
Koirala in early April. The rebel
supremo PPushpa Kamal Dahal
{'Prachanda’) had been torcefully
arguing against foreign
investment in Nepali media, rhetoric that had been
clearly directed at a particular publishing house
known to be owned by Indian interests. So what
would the CPN (Maoist) do when its third-ranking
leader, Krishna Bahadur Mahara, suddenly got the
position of Minister of Information? The minister’s
seat had not even warmed when he went public to
concede that, while he disliked foreign investment, it
was “impossible” to stop the inflow. The minister
then announced that the Miss Nepal beauty contest,
being organised by the Indian multinational Dabur,
would not be aHowed to air on the state-owned Nepal
Television — a threat that Mahara was not able to
tollow through on, given that the contract between
NTV and Dabur was alreadv a done deal. The good
news 15 that the Maoists are well on the way to
obeying the rule of law. The bad news is that thev are
losing some “face’ in the process.

Over on Male island, the attacks on press freedoms
during the past month have secemed rather modest.
The informational dissident website Miiivan News
was briefly hacked on 13 April, with the front page

Minivanews

indenenxiant news i 1he Faonwss

altered to display a picture of President Gavoom, a
hanner reading “Cur Nation, Qur Culture” and the
quote “Chur strength is our unity, don’t let anvone
break it. Protect this country from those peeple who
are trying to corrupt it.” The problem was corrected
overnight, while the editors put out a notice to say
that they saw the episode “as another attack on the
freedom of the media in the Maldives.”
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Authoritarian stupidities
abound, in India as in
Pakistan. On 16 April, the
offices of the Burmesc
dissident Mizzima News

vl

);;f';n, . organisation were sealed by
AT hitima New Delhi police and

municipal officers. Soe Myvint, the chief editor,
reported that the ostensible reason given was that
Mizzima was operating on a commercial basis in a
residential area. However, in all likelihood the raid
was related to Mizzima's coverage of Burma, which
goes increasingly against the grain of [ndian foreign
policy of engagement with the Rangoon junta. Now
the good news: on 18 April, the Indian authorities
decided to allow Mizzima to resume operations,
reportedly after recognising that its activities were
“exclusively journalistic”. And now the warning:
Dear Indian authorities, please do not meddie with
the one organisation that has continucusly covered
human-tights and other abuses within Burma, just
because you arc cosying up to the generals. The
Burmese right to freedom of the press has to be
protected within India, too.

[n a studv supported
by the organisation
Panos South Asia
and published on the
media monitoring site
The Heol, journalist
Shubha Singh contrasts the “sporadic attention” the
[ndian press gives to Bangladesh in contrast to the
detailed coverage of events in Pakistan. The study
covered the five English-language dailies - the
Hindustan Times, the Times of India, Indian
Express, The Hindu and The Asian Age (the last two of
which have their own correspondents in Pakistan).
Singh contrasted these with the news coming out of
Pakistan during March (essentially the stand-off
hetween the Chief Justice and Prez Musharraf), and
Bangladesh, where the interim administration was
engaged in high-profile raids on the residences of
Begum Khaleda Zia and Sheikh Hasina Wajed, and
in the arrest of the Begum’s son, Tarique Rehman.
Writes Singh, “The events in Bangladesh were
almost as significant as the agitation in Pakistan ...
But it merited just a day’s detailed coverage with only
one newspaper choosing to comment on the
happenings. Indian commentators have continued
to stress on P'resident Musharraf choosing to
remain army chiet while ignoring the army’s
involvement in installing the interim government in
Bangladesh.” Oh well, the quicker the Indian
national media gets over its Makistan fetish, the better
oft we all will be in this neighbourhood in the
southern part of Asial

— Chhetria Patrakar
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teams’ batsmen. How would | have taken to East
Bengali bowlers cutting short Sourav's innings?
Days later, the Bangladeshi team defeated South
Africa, the world’s top-ranked squad, doing much to
demenstrate that their win against India was not a
fluke. West Bengal's largest-circulating Bangla daily,
Anandabazar Patrika, carried huge headlines
trumpeting, “Bengalis stun the world’s best!”
Bangladesh had the sudden chance of a glory run,
and I found that I wanted to cheer it all the way - my
conscience perhaps cleared by India’s elimination.

United in grief

An inward-l?ﬁoking state cxperiences great problems
witlt transitational [oyalties and animosities assuciated
with those lovalties. Nowhere were the disad vantages
of this scen more clearly than in this year’s Cricket
World Cup. It is widely acknowiedged that Southasia,
specifically India and Pakistan, are the lifeblood of
commercial cricket (See Himal November 2006, “Cricket
cosperation”). Southasian interests are the major
stakeholders in wooing sponsors, popularising the
game, worshipping the players, studying the telecasts,
watching the ads, performing related ceremonies,
baying for the blood of fallen stars, critiquing the teams,
purchasing the tickets, buying the players. The majority
of this exuberance has not spilled over into other
global c¢ricket audiences, except possibly the
West Indies in an earlier era.

[n the 2007 Cricket World Cup, all of this was
fantastically plaved up. India lost unceremoniously
to an unrated but spirited Bangladesh. Pakistan lost
to freland, one of the weakest teams in the series. The
drama reached its bizarre crescendo after the Pakistani
loss, when the South African coach of the Pakistani
team, Bob Woolmer, was found murdered in his hotel
roem. Rumour had it that Woolner had learned that

the match had been fixed, and that he might have had

specific names. The reaction in India and Pakistan was
one of shellshock. Normally larger-than-life cricketers
came back home as social outlaws under cover of
darkness, to avoid the wrath of fans. Allegations flew
wildly, as did dispensations on what had ZONC Wrong,.
India’s coach Greg Chappell resigned days later,
checking himself into a hospital, reportedly fearing
for his life. Only one plaver received a hero’s welcome
upon his return to India, and that was Sourav Ganguly.
Some Bengalis might have taken satisfaction in the
thought that they had not been the ones who had lost.
In the West Bengal imagination, India had.

With an estimated 70 percent of global cricket
viewership residing in India and Pakistan, the
cconomic fallout of the losses of these two teams was
enormous. International and national corporations
had invested tens of millions of dollars in television
commercials touting the countries’ cricket stars, while
broadcasters were charging up to three times more for
advertising during Indian games. Following the losses,
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many advertisers pulled out, with some of the largest
atterﬁpting to default on contracts. The poor showing
from these two tcams also hit the host West Indies
hard. An overwheiming number of travel and
accommodation bookings had been made from
India and Pakistan, and their near-simultaneous
losses brought in a wave of cancellations and demands
for refunds.

In the midst of all this, one heard oft-repeated
laments of how invincible a combined India-Pakistan
team would have been. In sleek television studios, ex-
cricket stars frankly criticised their respective
cricketing establishments, and even took the liberty of
the moment to give advice to the other side. It was one
of those rare moments when st'ﬁments c)f the Indian

and ["akistani populace were united in grief —and cven
sympathetic to the grief of the other.

T'hese tosses, however, did not have much direct
emotional impact on me. [ (along with many others,
evidently) was still looking out for Bangladesh, and
was finding doing so surprisingly easy. Given the
refatively low expectation from Bangiadesh, a loss did
not bring sadness, but wins were unmistakably joyful.
Segments of the Indian and Pakistani audiences may
have broadly turned oft emotionally from the game,
but that only went to show how the ethnic continuums
that spread across Southasian borders make it so tricky
tor the inward-loeking nation states of Southasia to
promote tendencies of crossborder solidarity.
Cricket in Southasia is not a game; it is sezi@y
business, and & regular metaphor for )
imagination and expression. Cricket has been used as
an acid test for loyalty to one's country. In general, it
docs not leave much space to reach across and support
the neighbours.

But primitive loyalties know no political fronticrs,
however strong the efforts of Southasian states to seek
out exclusive loyalties. Rather, this more gutturat type
of devotion inevitably finds its own space in private
imagination; crossborder organic connections, after all,
predate the Southasian political landscape — not to
mention cricket itself. But what can be used as a tool to
solidify lovalty to a nation state can also act as an
avenue of private, almost unconscious, subversion.
Because the relationship between a country and its
citizens has been moulded into one of either loyalty or
defiance, this process inevitably comes with guilt.

Can we not imagine beyond this? If political
identities in Southasia are largely imagined, then
forceful transnational identitics are potent triggers for
an organic re-imagining of the region. Guilt makes the
private dissident crave legitimacy, for intimate
alternative identitics do not like suppression. The
dissident can only hope that organic continuities will
eventually make states negotiate with transnational
toyalties, with the audacious hope that such
negotiations will be obligatory to the long-term survival
of nation states in Southasia. A
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REVIEW

Guilty until proven innocent

espite the hype over the
US-led ‘war con terror’,
overwhelming global concern

continues to be centred on poverty.
The persistence of poverty in large
parts of the world has created the
conditions for the rise of various forms
of extremism, while attempts by
development agencies to fight
poverty have proven sluggish, and the
gains uneven. At least for many non-
American donors, the realisation has
finally begun to dawn that a form of
governance that ensures dignity and
security for all is necessary for the
alleviation of poverty. Consequently,
‘participatory governance' is the new
mantra of the diplomatic community.

Demccracy gives a government
popular legitimacy, in that it
symbolises the consent of the
governed. Democratic governments
claim to represent the people, and
rule in their name. Weak democracies
can foster fissiparous tendencies, as
populist and chauvinistic politictans
fan the fear of the inimical ‘other’ to
consclidate their own hold over
the masses. It has been argued
that the historical Greek democracies

Political Parties in South Asia: The
chalienge of change

by K C Suri, et al

Internationa! IDEA, 2007
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disintegrated largely due to lack
of discipline.

Scientific explorations of causes,
effects and possible remedies of
democratic process are now needed,
as are comprehensive studies
of political parties, commensurate
with their role and relevance in
governance. After all, strengthening
of political parties cannot
be accomplished without first
understanding their dynamics, and
such a comparative analysis has been
particularly lacking in the Southasian
context. The Stockholm-based
International Institute for Democracy
and Electoral Assistance {IDEA) has

now attempted to fill that need by
sponsoring the study and publication
of @ book dedicated to the functioning
of political parties in the region.
Irrespective of the quality of its
contents, such a publication is an
achievement in itself.

Based on research on and dialogue
with political parties in the region,
Pclitical Parties in South Asia: The
challenge of change follows the
standard format favoured by
international consultants. Had the
hook come ring-bound, it would
probably have failed to stand cut
among the deluge of reporis that flow
from organisations similar to IDEA.
That would have been a pity. Even
though this publication is data-heavy
and insight-deficient, it succeeds in
laying important groundwork for more
substantive debates regarding the
capacity-building of Southasian
political parties.

In studying the political parties of
Bangladesh, India, Nepal, Pakistan
and Sri Lanka, the authors discover
three ways in which these entities
came into being. The first and
foremost is as the legatees of
independence movements, such as
the Awami League in Bangiacesh,
Congress (1) in India and the Nepali
Congress in Nepal, though the iatter
fought for ‘incependence’ from the
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Ranas. These parties continue to fight
electoral battles in the names of
their founders.

Second, ideology-based parties
create or exploit fissures between
different population groups. Based on
class, community, caste or religion, a
group identity is created to be pitted
against an external group that
supposedly threatens "us’'. Class
solidarity helped in the entrenchment
of the Communist Party of India
{Marxist) in West Bengal. Religicus
sentiment created the necessary
conditions for the Muslim teague to
create Pakistan from British India.
Caste calculations produced populist
teaders such as Lalu Prasad Yadav in
Bihar, Mayawati in Uttar Pradesh
and the anti-Brahmin platform
in Tamil Nadu.

The evolution of a third type of
poiitical outfit is the most interesting
phenomenon. When ambiticus
political entrepreneurs find that
existing ocrganisations are too
crowded for them to reach the
forefront, they divide the parent party
and c¢reate their gwn vehicle. Such
manoeuvring begins with moralistic
rhetoric, ang ends in hard-headed
bargaining for power and pelf. Indira
Gandhi dumped her party's candidate
for a personal favourite in the
presidential electicns of 1969, and
portrayed herself as above the
institution. Charan Singh wrecked the
Janata Party experiment for what
turned out to be a very temporary
premiearship. Sher Bahadur
Deuba facilitated the creeping
authoritarianism of King Gyanendra
for the same reason by splitting from
Girija Prasad Koirala's party. Nepal's
Maoist supremo Pushpa Kamal Dahal
(aka '‘Prachanda’y embarked on his
armed adventure by erecting a
political outfit from the debris of the
party known as Unity Centre. It is easy
to discern parties built by
political entrepreneurs: they prefer
the royal ‘we’ over the humble 'I' of
simpler activists.

Saviour syndrome

The pathology of democracy in
general and political parties in
particular arises from the peculiar
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‘saviour syndrome’ common to most
developing societies. Often, an
ambitious man on horseback will
decide that he can be a better saviour
than a civilian claimant, and proceeds
to capture state power. Since
politicians are assumed guilty till
proven innocent, it is relatively easy
for military usurpers to sell the ethical
cleansing of public life.

There is a certain pattern in the
pathologies of political parties.
Decadence is common to parties
that grow cout of independence
movements. Dynastic succession can
evolve anywhere, but legatees of
imperial traditions are mare at risk.
Demagoguery comes naturally 1o the
‘us versus them' parties, such as the
Bharatiya Janata Party and the
Communist Party of India (Marxistl.
Despotism is endemic to parties
founded by political entrepreneurs
such as Prabhakaran and Pushpa
Kamal Dahal. These are also the
outfits that degenerate into politics
of desperation and annihilation.

Despite its critical tone. Political
Parties in South Asia gives a strange
sense of satisfaction to the reader.
Scuthasians seem to be one in
censuring their political parties. but
fleck to the same institutions when
kings and dictaters make their
periodic appearances as saviours.
Poiitical parties have to be
strengthened to reduce conflict,
improve governance and create
conditions for sustainable peace.
The book alsgc provides opportunity
for a discussion of participatory
governance, that concept most dear
to the international community.

Participatory governance has at
ieast three dimensions. its base
consists of democracy, wherein
instruments of free, fair and periodic
elections, a multiplicity of political
parties, voters’ education, electoral
campaigns and coalition-building are
some of the indispensable elements.
Second., effective governance
requires that certain broadly-shared
values be made inviolable. The
consent of the governed is conditional
upon the government adhering to
universal principles of governance,
incorporating the republican

dimension of democracy {rule of law,
separation of powers, etcetera).
However, when rule of law ossifies in
the ahbsence of periodic democratic
renewal, republics turn into empires
and begin their collapse.

The third dimension that gives
depth to democracy consists of
identity and dignity. Human rights,
individual liberty, multinlicity of
identities and diversity of cultures are
some important concerns Of
democratic governance. The
Universal Declaration of Human
Rights, though violated too often to
remain sanguine about its own
sanctity, has nonetheless become
universally accepted. The inviolability
of human rights is now more
important than national sovereignty.

If one were to compare academic
studies on the dimensions
of participatory governance, republic-
anism would likely emerge on top,
with tomes deveted to it from the time
of Plato and Kautilya onwards. Even
though identity politics is a relatively
new area of intellectual exploration,
the collapse of the Sgviet Union
inspired hectic academic exercises in
this field. In comparison, the
functioning of democracy remains the
cbhsession onily of the media.
That may be because republicanism
is a political science, identity an art,
and democracy a politics that
falls somewhere in between.
Nonetheless, democracy remains
the very base of society, and deserves
more attention than it has thus
far received.

Change management
in line with the obsession of donor
apgencies with gender politics, a whole
chapter in Political Parties in South
Asia 1s devoted to the study of
women's participation in the
Southasian political sphere. But it is
comparatively weak in the exploration
of exclusion (of Dalits, for example}
and marginalisation - two issues that
will test the mettle of all of the region’s
pclitical parties in the days to come.
In suggesting remedial measures
for political parties, IDEA's
researchers rely on conventional
wisdom: leadership, electoral reforms
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