























realisation that independence, defined as sovereign
statehood, is not possible within the existing geo-political
situation. As for moderate leadership, even whiie radical
outfits continue to cperate in varicus parts of Jammu &
Kashmir, Mirwaiz Omar Farooq has emerged as the
favourite of both New Delhi and Islamabad as a consensus
figure. Leader of the All Party Hurriyat Conference, and
presently a PhD student of Sufi culture, Mirwaiz has
inherited the mantle of high priest of the valley from his
late father, Mirwaiz Mohammad Faroog, who was shot
dead hy assailants in 1990 (see Himal January 20086,
“Himal-Panos Roundtable on Kashmir™).

The sea-change on Kashmir is reflected in the flurry of
activities and meetings that have marked the second
haif of 2006. Prime Minister Singh's special envoy, S K
Lambah, and Gen Musharraf's pointsman, Tarig Aziz, have
held hectic bilateral parleys. Mirwaiz Faroog has been
moving between international capitals and is in touch
with toth the Islamabad and New Delhi poficy
establishments. Even the foreign ministers of hoth
countries have admitted that there has heen progress on
the Kashmir question. And the hroad contours of a
Kashmir soiution are clear - more autonomy to Azad
Kashmir and J & K. on two sides of the LoC, joint control
of certain areas. and softer borders that facilitate greater
contact between the Kashmiris themselves.

Entrenched interests

The task now for Gen Musharraf and Prime Minister Singh
is to deftly move their respective establishments towards
accepting this solution. Of course, several complexities
and obstacles remain. The general has to deal with
sections in the military, intelligence services. religious

cutfits and civil society that have found easy recourse for
six decades on radical rhetoric ahout {ndian occupation
of Kashmir. Many sections have developed not just vested
but entrenched interests in the perpetuation of the conflict.
We are told that when the Foreign Office spokesman in
Islamabad reiterated Gen Musharraf's statement that
Pakistan had never asserted territorial claim over Kashmir,
some journalists walked out of the briefing. On the
Indian side. the rightwing parties and intelligence services
are expected to cppose, and even subvert, any bold
initiative emanating from the prime minister’s office and
South Block.

While there will surely be attempts at derailing the
Kashmir peace process in New Delhi and Islamabad, the
real chaiienge lies within Kashmir proper. Violent outfits,
especially those that have wriggled out of the control of
Islamabad, are likely to try and sahotage the process. We
must expect violence and plan to a) prevent it, and b)
work around it. The Kashmiri moderates, led by Mirwaiz,
will have to proceed gingerly as they try to develop
credibility beyond the support provided from the Indian
and Pakistani capitals. They have the hardest task of all,
hecause theirs is the lived reality, whereas things are
vicarious for New Delhi and Islamabad strategists.

Let the words of caution and scepticism be given their
due weight, but let them not devalue the momentum that
has developed over 2006 on Kashmir, There is possibility
of breakthrough due to the evolution in international and
regional politics, the specific situation in both countries
and, most importantly, pepular aspiration in Kashmir for
peace. Will 2007 see the breakthrough on Kashmir? All
Southasians sincerely hope so, and may the moderates
win the day! A

| REGION
Shia-Sunni:

A rift engineered and
institutionalised

he conflict between Shias and Sunnis, though ancient

in its origins, has ccme to the fore with dramatic
intensity on the international stage with the execution of
custed Iraqi dictator Saddam Hussein. Sectarian strife
rooted in centuries of hostility between these two sects
of Islam has often taken the form of virulent public
campaigns and viclent clashes, too. Yet never before did
it impinge on global consciousness, and consequently in
the realm of public affairs, as is happening now after the
US-led occupation forces in Iraq overturned the rule of
the minority Sunnis - symbolised by Saddam Hussein -
and foisted a puppet regime of Shias.

Initially, the US found the Shia-Sunni conflict useful to
sustain and boost opposition to Hussein's vestigial forces
and reinforce a government that could appeal to the
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majority Shias. However, as the conflict unravelled and
violence between the Shia and Sunni militias spiralied
out of centrol, Washington, DC has come to reatise that
deepening this divide would weaken its grip on Iraq, and
that the militias of both the sects have to be reined-in in
order to achieve a measure of crder. More importantly,
neighbouring Shia-dominated Iran could exploit the
conflict to leverage the crosshorder Shia axis against US
hegemony in the region. This is fraught with dangerous
consequences for the US - not only in keeping a tid on
Iraq but taking on Iran, too, as it has chosen to do.

If the West, trying to play cop in the tinderhox of West
Asia, is now caught in this conflict, Southasia is not
unaffected by the Shia-Sunni divide. In the Subcontinent,
too, the execution of Saddam Hussein provoked anger
and grief among Sunnis, while sections of Shias went
about celebrating. This regressive manifestation - jarringly
more pronounced and visible now - that characterises
Shia-Sunnireiations today ¢an be traced to the late 1970s,
when Pakistan’s General Zia-ul Hag came to power.

Until then. for all the acknowledged religious, political,
juristic and other minor differences, the story of Islfam in
Southasia was largely one of harmony between the Shia
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Blue reds

hile the rest of the

world applauds the
renunciation of violence by
Nepal's Maoists, their
comrades in India have yet
to ceme around on the
evolution of events. In
recent issues of Jung and
Kranti, twa Communist

An eye for an eye,
a city for a city

hile there may be talk of relaxing the visa regime between

India and Pakistan, the same goodwill does rot seem
to apply to the countries’ diplomats. Foreign and home offices
in both countries have continued to engage in petty one-
upmanship this winter. Last autumn. India barred Pakistan
High Commission diplomats in New Delhi from traveiing to
the satellite cities of Gurgaon and Noida, After india did not
reconsider its decision for three months, Pakistan retaliated
in early January by restricting Indian diplomats to Islamabad,
and asking them henceforth to seek permission if they want
1o visit Isfamabad’s twin city Rawalpindi or the nearby hill-
station of Murree.

The titfortat intensified as india suggested that it might
even restrict Pakistani diplomats to precincts of New Delhi.
Not to be outdone, Pakistan countered that, since Islamabad
alsc had two parts (rural and urban), Indian diplomats might
be allowed movement in urban Islamabad only.

India claims that Gurgacn had never been on the approved
list of places Pakistani diplomats could visit without prior
notification, and so the matter was of enforcing an existing
regulation. South Block also argued that by eguating Deihi
and Islamabad. Pakistan ignores the fact that Delhi is
significantly larger than the Pakistani capital: this evidently
implied that there is enough for Pakistani diplomats to do in
New Delhi, while the Indian diplomats in Islamabad could be
seriously cuiturally deprived if they were not able to visit Murree
resorts or Rawalpindi dhabas.

Pakistanidiplomats report that they and their families make
use of many facilities available in the urban sprawl outside of
New Delhi proper. The restrictions aiso made life difficult
because New Delhi’s airport is located in the city's suburbs.
Islamabad insisted that its decisions were made solely on the
haloed principles of reciprocation and retaliation.

This game of petty payback has been brought to a close for
now, however, as an agreement has been made to extend
diplomats access to two restricted towns in either country.
While Pakistan's representatives in New Delhi will no longer
be barred from Gurgaon and Noida, Indian diplomats in
Istamabad are being granted unsupervised access to Taxila
and to Hasanabdal. near Taxila, which hcuses an important
Sikh shrine. s)
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Party of India (Maoist)
publications, Nepal's
Maoists have been
vehemently criticised for
abandoning their
campaign so completely
and so quickly.

While the Communist
Party of Nepal (Maoist)'s
signing of the interim
constituticn and
subsequent entrance
into multi-party politics
have been labelled
“opportunistic and anti-
revolutionary”, particular
scorn has heen set aside
for rebel leader Pushpa
Kamal Dahal
{"Prachanda’}). Indeed,
brooding poet P Varavara
Rao labheiled Dahal's
decade-long guerrilla
career as short and
having had little impact
on the intermational
Maoist movement.

Similar dissatisfaction
was expressed by CPI
(Macist) central
committee member
Azad in Jung: "Prachanda
has scught to ridicule

three decades of Maoist
movement to share
political power in the
Himaltayan kingdom.”
Others have expressed
the view that Dahal
single-handedly decided
the future of the party
withcut gauging the
{assumably more-
fervent) desires of

its members.

The Indian Maoists
appear particularly upset
about the rejection of the
prospects of the much-
hallyhooed ‘red corridor’
stretching from Andhra
Pradesh to Nepal, which
had led to much
consternation in "North
Block', where the indian
Ministry of Home Affairs
resides. In November,
Prachanda had
dismissed the idea as
“an impossibility”. Azad,
in apparent retaliation,
noted that the
Nepali rebel "appears [to
he] heavily under the
influence of the
Chinese government.” A

Economic outlook rosy

espite an extreme
D escalation in conflict
in the island nation, the Sri
Lankan government is
expected to seal
development and financial
deals worth USD two
billion in order to achieve
its target growth rate of
7.5 percent for 2007,
According to Treasury
Secretary P B Jayasundera,
2007 will reap the
henefits of the
momentum created in
2006. “Overall, 2006 was
a healthy year for the Sri
Lankan economy,” he
noted recently. He also
confirmed that exports
had exceeded eight

percent, remittances were
over USD two billion, and
tourism that continued
through the military
offensives had added
USD 450 million to

the economy.

"Except for inflation,” he
said. “last year was a good
year. Government revenue
increased and
unemployment also
dectined to 6.3 percent.
We are equally ambiticus
in 2007." For 2007,
Jayasundera estimated
that official remittances
may exceed USD 2.7
billion, and revenue from
tourism will increase to up
to USD 500 miilion. A
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place in the face of heavy state-sponscred intimidation.
Over this there can be little dispute. Unfortunately,
these were not the reasons why the grand alliance
ultimately withdrew its nomination papers for the
January elections. The real clash between the BNP

and the AL arose over the political allegiance of a
former military dictator, H M Ershad, whose autocratic
regime they had collaborated to topple in a mass
uprising in 1990.

During the last week of December 2006, the Awami
League had accepted the flawed voter list, the
presidency of lajuddin Ahmed as well as the scheming
of M A Aziz. Just as the country was bracing itself for a
major political face-off, the transport blockades and
pitched street battles between the cadres of the AL and
BNP had looked likely to end. The AL subsequently
submitted its nominations to the Election Commission
after a few days of intense negotiations.

Then, during the first week of January. the AL and its
allies radically changed their stance. They accused the
BNP of leaning on the judiciary to resume proceedings
of & corruption case against H M Ershad - a member of
the League's grand alliance - that had disqualified him
from participating in the polls. Ershad is accused of
having helped himself to large amounts of state funds
through crony contracts and theft, and a slew of
corruption cases had been filed against him after he
was ousted from power in 1990. The former general,
who has he!d on to a clutch of parliamentary seats in
the north, was initially courted by the BNP-Jamaat
alliance, and it was presumably in exchange for his
promise of loyalty that a number of corruption cases

against him were dropped in the run-up to the elections.

When Ershad defected to the Al's grand alliance in
early January, however, one of the pending corruption
cases against him suddenly came up for trial; in
accordance with rules that prevent criminals from
running for public office, his election nomination was
subsequently barred.

Whatever reasons the Awami League and its allies
may provide for their boycott of the elections, the reality
is that Ershad’s exclusion from the paolls threw a
spanner into their electoral calculations. The grand
alliance was clearly not ready to participate in elections
it stood a chance of losing.

Further indication is easily found of just how self-
serving and ideclcgically hollow the players of
Bangladesh's pclitical arena have beccme in recent
years. The Awami League - traditionally backed by
Dhaka's intelligentsia for its secular rocts - recently
signed a pact with the minor rightwing Istamist party
Khalefat-e-Majlish, agreeing to legalise fatwa, and to
legislate anti-blasphemy laws during its next stint in
power. Issuing a fatwa is currently a criminal offence
under Bangladeshi law not only because it undermines
the state’s justice system, but also because it has
traditionally been used to perpetuate cruel, outdated,
patriarchal practices. What rationale could justify this
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legal reversal by a political party whose founding fathers
had dreamt of and fought for - a secular
Bangiadesh? The answer is remarkably simple: the
Awami League wants to cosy up to the Islamists, not
only to woo the ‘Muslint’ vote bank that won the BNP
the 2001 elections. but also to attract millions of
dollars in funding from West Asia in exchange for
espousing perceivably ‘Isiamic values'.

And the BNP? During its years in power since 2001,
the party has been content 10 pawn whatever ideals its
own founding fathers had, in exchange for a stronger
grip on the sceptre of power. Over the past five years,
the BNP-Jamaat regime has sanctioned widespread
corruption; unabashedly politicised the judiciary. the
bureaucracy and the police; and tried every means
possible to ensure its safe return to power through
rigged elections. As the country’'s law-and-order
situation spiratied out of control due to the accelerating
merger between political parties and crime, the BNP-
Jamaat alliance tried to appease voters by creating an
elite commando unit, the Rapid Action Battalion, in
early 2004. The RAB has since killed over 700
‘terrorists’ in what are widely believed to be false
encounters, with an immunity that defiles every
democratic ideal. It was also through the political
patronage of powerful BNP leaders that radical Islamist
outfits steadily grew in power and influence,
orchestrating a series of suicide bombings and targeted
assassinations of their critics, even as the government
continually denied their existence.

National soap cpera

While both political parties routinely cite the
Constitution to bar each other's moves, they are
unequivecally opposed to abiding by any rule of the
game that the Constitution specifies. And they are able
to justify the use of every means - legal or violent - to
capture power.

The level of banality to which the political process
has descended is best described by the bitter hatred
between the two leaders of the AL and BNP. Sheikh
Hasina, who heads the former, inherited her party
position from her father, Bangladesh's founder-
president Sheikh Mujibur Rahman, who was killed
along with most members cf his famity in a military
coup in 1975. Khaleda Zia on the other hand is the
widow of Major General Ziaur Rahman, whase four-year
presidency ended with his assassination in a military
coup in 1981, While both women have served terms as
the prime minister or the leader of the opposition in
Parliament over the last 15 years, they never speak to
each other, and often huri the most acrimonicus of
insults at one another through the media.

Sheikh Hasina believes that Ziaur Rahman was
among those who plotted and kilted her father on 15
August 1975, and frequently says as much in public. At
the same time, Khaleda Zia has taken to celebrating
her own birthday on 15 August, baulking its abservance
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The Awami League - traditionally backed by Bhaka's intelligentsia for (s secular
roots — recently signed a pact with the minor rightwing Islamist party Khalefat-e-
Maijlish, agreeing to legalise fatwa, and to legislate anti-blasphemy laws during its

next stint in power.

as a day of naticnal mourning when the AL is in power,
and cancelling state mourning altogether when she was
prime minister.

During her stint in power from 1996-2001, Sheikh
Hasina changed school textbooks to depict her father
as the hero of the country’s 1971 War of Independence
against Pakistan, and the one who made the ultimate
proclamation of independence. She also made it
mandatory far every government and guasi-government
office to hang partraits of Sheikh Mujib, prociaiming
him as the father of the nation and issuing bank notes
depicting his image. When Khaleda Zia came to power
in 2001, she had the textbooks rewritten, and they now
depict her iate husband as the 1971 war hero and
credit him with the proclamation of independence. She
also had Sheikh Mujibur Rahman's portraits removed
from government offices, and replaced the bank notes
with a new issue.

EXU&-CDHSUIUHDHG[ mtervention

It is against this backdrep that the recent assumption
of pawer by a non-political third force is being seen by
Dhaka’s middle and upper classes as a ‘compulsion of
natjional interest’. Dhaka's influential elite believe a
‘massive clean-up’ is necessary before the political
process resumes, and the interim government, led by a
former World Bank economist, has already announced
that it may not be able to hold elections for another Six
months at least. !n its first week in power, the interim
government made ample use of its powers to arrest
without warrant. With the army prowling the streets.
over 12,000 pecple have been arrested, and the crime
godfathers are reportedly in hiding. The interim
government has alsc taken steps to separate the
judiciary from the executive branch and it now plans o
launch a nationwide voter-!D-card project to resolve
controversies over the voter rolls.

There is a sense of heady exhilaration among
Dhaka’s educated classes - a feeling that the interim
government will indeed be able to translate rhetoric
into reality and stem the country's corruption and
potitical acrimony in one fell swoop. Unable to curb
their enthusiasm, a number of editors of influential
national dailies - who assume they speak as the
nation's conscience - have already stamped their
endorsement of the right of a government
that - well-intenticned as it may be - is undemocratic
and non-political. to make decisions on the people’s
behaif. For their part, the political parties are playing
the waiting game, intimidated by the possibility that
the interim administration may punish dissent by

18

probing the links some of them have to organised crime
and big business.

In not internalising that this interim government, 100,
will have its own compuisions, the Bangladeshi
intelligentsia may be setting itself up for
disillusionment. The Bangiadeshi Constitution demands
that when a state of emergency is declared, the next
parliament must amend the Constitution to ratify the
actions undertaken during that emergency. When the
interim government eventually lifts its state of
emergency to hold elections, it will face becoming extra-
constitutional and its members liable for prosecuticon
uniess the Constitution is changed by the next
Parliament in order to retrospectively justify its actions
and to legalise its members’ tenure, Amendments to
the Constitution. however, can only be made through a
two-thirds majority decision in Parliament. This will
require the support of both major political parties, as
neither is likely to hold a two-thirds majority on its own if
existing alliances hoid. It was similar circumstances
that led former military dictator H M Ershad to form his
Jatiya Party in 1986, which swept the sham elfections
he held and went on to amend the Constitution and
legalise his rule.

The first signs of decay are already evident in the
current interim government's actions. Detainees have
started suddenly falling "ill" and dying at the hands of
igw enforcers. Black-money magnates are eluding
arrest as the joint forces run window-cdressing night
raids on brothels. Dhaka's roads are wider because its
makeshift kitchen markets have been bulldozed and
its hawkers banished. but few of the fortunes made
during the tenure of the past BNP government are being
scrutinised. There are rumours that the ambitious voter-
ID-card project could take over a year 1o compiete,
paving the way for a long stint in power of an non-
elected government that, as the media has recently
found. has no compulsion to be accountable.

Sadly, it seems increasingly that the promised clean-
up of the political process, crack-down on corruption
and reform of the electoral mechanism are not as likely
as they had seemed in the second week of January.
This realisation is now percolating through society, and
people are reconciling themselves to the fact that they
must consider once again the age-old question of "what
can realistically be achieved’ in their hopes for the
interim government. As this happens, the question is
being asked as to whether the citizens of Bangladesh
are willing to see their fundamental human rights
suspended in a state of emergency perpetrated by a
government they di¢ not elect, A
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Many of the attacks which contributed to stalling the
peace process have to be situated within this scenario.
The Assamese hawks are wary of any dialogue. and it 1S
also true that a long-drawn cenflict creates its own
vested interests. The low-intensity warfare has been
heneficial to the security forces and to those who are
involved in the arms and drug trades. Meanwhile, the
power centres controiling the economy would have a
strong vested interest against rapprochement and
consideration of autonamy demands, because that
would automatically signal loss of cantrol over the
economic levers. Similar vested interesis have also
developed within the militant groups. with rampant
extortion and consolidation of social and political power
amidst the insurgency. Some Guwahati analysts believe
that many security operations are conducted not
because they are needed, but to forestail the dialogue
process. The security forces themselves on cccasion
are thought to be engineering explosions.

But no one considers the hardliners in the ULFA to be
innocent. and the latest killings are seen to be their
handiwork. In a plebiscite conducted on the matter of
'sovereignty’ recently, out of three million Assamese
polied, 95 percent opposed sovereignty. Newspapers
wilh little sympathy for the cause of autonomy
highlighted this issue. ldentifying ‘sovereignty’ with
‘independence’. these papers presented the ULFA as
isolated from the Assamese population. The Killings
came two days later, as a message from the ULFA
hardliners that they cannot be taken for granted.

immigrant demographics
The Northeast and Assam have had an immigrant
problem, and the focus of the media and the political
parties is on the Bangladeshi migrants. In reality. the
2001 census shows that the Bengali-speaking Muslims
make up only about a third of the immigrants. in 2001,
Assam had four million more immigrants than shown in
the 1971 census. and about 1,7 million of those were
Bengali-speaking Muslims, the rest being Biharis and
Nepalis. The Muslims five mostly in western and
southern Assam, while the Hindi-speakers are
concentrated in Upper Assam, particularly in Tinsukia.

The Assamese view the growing numher of outsiders
- whether Bengali, Hindi-speaking of Nepali - as an
attack cn their identity, and also as a threat to their
econamy through land encroachments. The immigrants
also do low-paid jobs as construction workers, rickshaw
pullers and the like. In the context of high
unemployment in Assam - about three milfion is the
estimate in a population of 27 million - resentment is
easily developed towards them. The Bengali-speaker
becomes the prime target as the predominant group in
lower Assam, whereas in Upper Assam and Karbi
Anglong it is the Hindi-speaking Biharis.

The immigrant encroachments to an extent explain
the ambiguity in the muted reaction of ethnic Assamese
to the January Killings. Most of them condemned the
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action. but local groups such as the All Assam Students’
Union did not call a bandh. That call was given by the
Bihari-dominated Assam Bhojpufi Association. which
received poor response from the iocals and was
observed mainly on the main highways and in the Barak
valley of southern Assam, where there are a good
number of Bengali-speaking immigrants.

There are more complexities under the surface. The
Hindu-fundamentalist forces in the state are alleging
thal the killings were a conspiracy 1o turn Assam into a
Muslinm-majority state by sending Hindus away. A daily
newspapet went as far as to ask the ULFA why it was
attacking Hindu Bihans and not the Muslim
Bangladeshis, cverlocking the fact that Upper Assam
does not have many Muslim immigrants. The overall
reaction of the political parties and state hodies
was to demand retribution with no taik of & search for
peace based on justice. In the process. the
thinking that identifies ‘sgvereignty’ with
‘independence’ is legitimised.

Indira Goswami, the facilitator of the dialogue
hetween the establishment and the rebels, has
declared at a press conference that she does not
support sovereignty. Meanwhile, the killings have
provided the security forces the iegitimacy required to
take charge of the region, and the Bihar Regiment has
been brought to Upper Assam. During the next few
months one can expect every Assamese village to
feel the burden of threat, The fear will result in
resentment, and one can expect ihe cause of the ULFA
to gain sympathisers. Many of the new converts
will be hardliners.

The central government takes a large portion of the
blame for the renewed descent into violence in Assam.
It has maintained an ambiguous position with regard to
the PCG as the civil-society interlocutor, knowing full
well that the ULFA requires such a group 10 facilitate the
parley. Most of the ULFA cadre who had a pclitical
understanding of the issues and would be in a position
to skilfully negotiate were killed in the Bhutan cperation
of December 2003. The equivocal position of the state
and central governments towards the PCG was also
reflected in the media.

It is important to realise that the ULFA represents the
socio-economic and political aspirations of ihe people
of Assam, even as most Assamese do not support the
means it uses. Bui the fact is that the matter of
militancy in Assam cannot be resolved through use of
the armed forces against the ULFA. The political process
has to be re-started. and the national-security issue, as
seen through a New Delhi lens, must not be allowed to
dominate the agenda. Territory is not the central issue
in Assam: it is the matter of identity and autonomy. If
repression becomes the main tool, ane can expect
resentment to grow and violence to follow, The
vicious circle in Assam has to be broken through a
political process, for which the state side must
reactivate civil society. )
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While a wider consensus is important, realpolitik decrees that a bi-partisan consensus
of the SLFP and UNP is essential to the functioning of any process of political change.

the Vitharana proposais do not differ
substantially from those of
that document.

Sowhen Pranab Mukherjee arrived
in Colecmbo on 10 January, the Sri
Lankan government had proposals
ready to show. Vitharana was made
to present at Rajapakse’s meeting
with Mukherjee, and the professor
assured the Indian foreign minister
that the final document would be
ready in three menths. Mukherjee
seemed impressed.

Three possibilities
Several rounds of discussions are
expected to take place in the coming
weeks, in preparation of the final
report. According to constitutionai
pundits, the woarking paper remains
the best effort in proposed reform
thus far. It remains to be seen whether
the proposals will benefit or suffer
from further deliberations. Three
developments threaten the future
course of the APRC. One is the
pressure mounted on Rajapakse by
Sinhala ultra-nationalists, and it will
ke important to watch how he reacts
to this pressure. It has been reported
that the president is displeased with
the Vitharana proposals and that he
would like to jettison them. As
Rajapakse was elected on a hard-line
platform with much support from
Sinhala hawks, it may be difficult for
him to disregard their influence even
if he wouid like to do so.

Another development to watch is
the scur turn in the relationship

between the government and the
chief opposition. The history of post-
Independence Sri Lanka is replete
with instances of massive politica!
rivalry between the currently ruling Sri
Lanka Freedom Party (SLFP) and the
UNP. This rivalry has badly impacted
the ethnic problem, as when one
proposes a soluticn the other
almost invariably opposes it. The
growth of the two-party system in Sri
Lanka can be argued to be closely
inter-related to the deterioration in
ethnic relations.

International observers have
identified the lack of a majoritarian
or even a Sinhala or Scouthern
consensus as one of the major
impediments to resolving the Tamil
national guestion, and the APRC is a
result of subsequent international
efforts. The committee would not
have come into being, however,
without the memorandum of
understanding signed between the
SLFP and UNP last Qctober. While a
wider censensus is important,
realpolitik decrees that a bi-partisan
consensus of the SLFP and UNP is
essential to the functioning of any
nrocess of political change. Together,
these two parties make up almost
two-thirds of the present Parliament.
They also share 72 percent
of the popular vote. Since major
amendments to the present
Constitution as weil as the promulga-
tion of a new constitution both require
a two-thirds majority and ratification
hy a nation-wide referendum, a SLFP-

UNP ailiance is indispensable.

While the signing of the
memarandum of understanding, by
which both parties pledged to work
together to find a political settlement
to the ethnic probiem, and the
participation of the UNP in the APRC
both gave the committee a significant
hoost, now a new problem has
appeared. Between 15 and 20
MPs from the UNP are currently trying
to defect to the ranks of the
government. Rajapakse is en-
couraging the defections in order to
bolster his majority in the Parliament.
The UNP has pointed out that such
actions would violate the spirit of the
MolU, and Rajapakse has been
told to choose between the MolU and
the defections. Indeed, a mass
defection would jeopardise the
Mol, and this in turn would
affect the chances the APRC
has of forging consensus on
constitutional reform.

The third factor that will impact the
proceedings of the APRC is the war, If
the LTTE responds on a greater scale
to the military push by the state
security forces, the conflict could
intensify and spread. Escalation
would alter the paolitical climate
drastically, and a major casualty could
be the constitutional-reform process.
Whatever pitfalls lie ahead, there is
no denying that progress has been
made on the road to constituticnal
reform. There is light at the end of the
tunnel. Let us hope it comes from a

place we want to be. B

Himal Southasian available at Oxford!

Renders cmn now find issues of Mimal every month ot Oxford Bookstores throughout Indio — in New Dethi, Caleutte,

Bangalore, Madras and Bambay.

' Thoughtful ~- Irreverent - Coherent - Regional
Hima! Southasion — The monthiy magazine from Kathmandy

www.himalmag.com

www.oxfordboakstore.com

Himal Southasian | February 2007

23
















slated to head the new Burma Army, would soon be killed
as well, by unknown assailants. Even worse, the country's
leading communists - including many of the brightest
and most capable of their generation - had gone
underground and were plotiing rebelfion. By the time the
iast of the Yorkshire Light Infantry had sailed away from
Rangoon harbour to the tune of "Auld Lang Syne”, Burma
was already at civil war - a war that has continued without
interruption to this very day, the longest-running armed
conflict in the world.

For months, the infant Burmese government, under
Aung San's friend and colleague U Nu, battled against an
array of communist insurgencies, at first depending on
the loyalty of ethnic Karen and Kachin battalions, trained
by the British and now merged together with the Japanese-
trained battalions of Aung San's partisan force. Slowly,
however, the army began to splinter. New militia and
bandit gangs overran the \rrawaddy Valley. Meanwhile,
the Karen, seeking their own state within the
Commonwealth, split from the Burma Army and raised
their own flag of rebellion. In early 1949, the Karens and
the communists jeintly occupied Mandalay. The soldiers
of U Nu's government, led by General Ne Win, fought to
hold the frontline just outside Rangoon. Over the next few
years, the fighting would only intensify, but with a new
inter-ethnic element, adding to the immense destruction
already wrought by the Second World War.

Today, sixty years later, there is a belief among many
that the ‘Burma problem’ is something new. The anti-
government demonstraticns of 1988, crushed with great
brutality; the failure of the military government to respect
the resuits of the 1990 elections; the rise of Aung San
Suu Kyi as leader of the opposition - all of these frame a
seemingly straightforward picture of ‘democracy vs
tyranny’ and 'progressive change vs intransigence’. For
many, the problem of Burma is the problem of the present
military government and that government's failure to
move towards meaningfui democratic referm. There is a
sense that all would be well if only the military would step
aside. and to make this happen many advocate sanctions,
boycotts and long-distance condemnation as a way of
pressuring the Burmese generals to see the error of their
ways. But all this is based on a singularly ahistarical
understanding of Burma's present predicament, of the
country's poverty, war and dictatorship. To be more mindful
of the country's past is the first step in knowing better
how to help Burma today.

The old kingdom

There is no doubting that the Burmese military
governments are much to blame. That blame runs deep.
not just to the past ten or 15 years put to the very
peginnings of army rule in 1962, and perhaps even further
back to the corrosive role of militant nationalism during
the country's emergence from colonial rule i the 1940s.
But we must begin at an even earlier date: 1885, the end
of the old kingdom.

it was in 1885 that Lord Randolph Churchill, Secretary
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of State for India, decided that the kingaom of Burma
would be annexed to the British Indian Empire. His hope
was for a speedy colonial victory. one which would bolster
chances for his Conservative Party in the general
glections that November. The expeditionary force under
Sir Harry Prendergast reached Mandalay with little
opposition and immediately exiled King Thibaw to
Madras, and then to Ratnagiri on the Konkan coast. But
soon, unexpectedly, a determined guerrilla campaign
emerged to fight the British accupation. To crush this
would require a further 40,000 British and Indian troops,
summary executions and the targe-scale forced
displacement of entire communities. By the end of it all.
in the early 1890s, Burmese society had been turned
upside down. The oid social structure, one which had
evolved in the Irrawaddy Valley over centuries, was no
mare. Burma, mare than any other part of the British
Empire in Asia, would enter the 20th century with an
abrupt. traumatic rupture with the past.

The Burmese were left with other problematic colonial
legacies. With the old crder destroyed, the British
imported nearly wholesale the governing institutions of
the rest of British India, entirely alien to the Burmese
experience and political culture. A massive flood of
people from all parts of the Subcontinent then entered
the country in the wake of the occupation. Immigration
on a large scale is bound to have its difficulties in any
country, but to have this happen under colonial
domination led to a bottling up of tensions that in the
1920s spilled over into violence. The hill regions of
Burma, inhabited by minority peoples and comprising
about a third of the country’'s population, were
deliberately kept apart by British policy - something
which would have dire consegquences for the future. Then,
the British withdrew almost as guickly as they had come,
after only some 60-0dd years. Colonialism dismantled
Burmese tradition but left behind only the most fragile of
institutions for the new. post-independence ieadership.

It was into this vacuum that the Burmese army
stepped. n the 1940s the army was down to a couple of
thousand men, inciuding the lapanese-trained officers
of General Ne Win's own Fourth Burma Rifles. They fought
back the insurgents and reclaimed territory, all the while
expanding, purchasing new arms from abroad, learning
lessons. becoming more professional and, in many
places, forming the de facto administration. There were
setbacks, and there was foreign interference. The US.
for example, supported remnants of Chiang Kai-Shek’s
nationalist armies as they retreated intc eastern Burma
and established opium-producing sanctuaries. Thailand
long supported the Karen fighters along its border. And
Beijing. in the late 1960s, all but invaded Burma in order
to claim a vast swathe of territory for its protéges in the
Burma Cammunist Party. Slowly, however, the Burmese
army prevailed. mounting new and ever more brutal
counter-insurgency campaigns, and becoming for all
purposes a shadow government. In 1962, it was easily
able to overthrow U Nu's elected government,
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The media soon brought to light glaring gaps in the
government’s story. The newspaper Andamans Today
exposed the fact that those arrested and killed in the
operation belonged to the National United Party of

Arakan {NUPA) and the Karen National Union (KNU), '

cthnic nationalitics” organisations from Burma that
have been fighting against the military regime for
decades for seclf-determination and human rights. Tt
was discovered that they had come to India after an
agreement with Indian intelligence operatives that they
would be allowed a base at Landfall Island in the
Andaman and Nicobar atoll in exchange for their
cooperation with intelligence gathering along the
Burmese coast. One particular Indian military
intelligence officer, a certain Lieutenant Colonet
Grewal, was found to have betrayed the trust of
the Burmese freedom fighters at the behest of the
military junta and to have killed six of their leaders in
cold bloed.

The freedom fighters were kept under illegal
detention at Campbell Camp on Nicobar Island in
horrific conditions for several months and then
transferred to the prison at Port Blair. The Indian
Central Burcau of Investigation (CBI) failed to file a
charge sheet for a full six and half vears. lts
representatives told the lower court that they could
not fiie one because the Ministry of Defence was not
co-operating with them.

Those that tried to reach the detainees were
intimidated. When the Delhi-based South Asia Human
Rights Documentation Centre sent the lawyer Henry
Tiphagne to assist them, for instance, he was roughed
up and denied access. The Calcutta-based Association
for Protection of Demaocratic Rights (APDR) sent a team
led by its general secretary, Sujato Bhadra, to Port Blair,
but the intelligence agencies did not allow the team to
meet the jailed Burmese, Despite the intimidation and
lack of access, human rights lawyer Nandita Haksar
managed to file a petition for bail on their behalf. The
detainees were granted bail, but the Port Blair police
immediately rearrested them and put them under
police detention.

Two of the freedom fighters were alleged to have
absconded in tourist speedboats. The local
administration managed ko recover the speedboats but
they did not give any explanation as to the
whereabouts of the missing men. In a bizarre turn of
events, lawyer T Vasanda, daughter of the cditor of
Andamans  Today, died under suspicious
circumstances. Local papers have linked her murder
to the fact that Vasanda was helping the Burmese
freedom fighters.

Finally, Nandita Haksar filed a writ petition in her
own name before the Supreme Court, stating that the
Burmese were being kept in illegal detention and that
there was no hope ot their being put on trial because
the Ministry of Defence was refusing to co-operate with
the CBI. Within a month, by December 2004, the CBI
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had hastily filed an untenable charge sheet against
the freedom fighters.

The Burmese detainees then filed a transter petition
asking the Supreme Court to transfer their case to
Calcutta. While knowing fult well that they may not
get bail and would probably have to go into judicial
custody, they wanted to be put on trial to prove that
they were freedom tighters, and they were cenfident
that they would get justice in Calcutta. While the
freedom fighters were still in the Andamans, the Indian
intefligence operatives tried to divide them and to sow
sceds of mutual suspicion. They tried to stop the
transfer of the case to Calculta because they did not
want the trial to take place in full public glare.

The Supreme Court requested a former solicitor
general to look at the case’s entire record and then to
recommend whether it should be transferred. The
senior lawyer recommended that cither a trial shoutd
be held in Port Blair with the state paying the lawyers’
fees, or the case should be transferred to Calcutta, The
Burmese detainees wanted the transfer because they
had faith in the solidarity of Indian human rights
groups. The case was finally transferred in October
2006 to a Sessions Court in Calcutta, and the frecdom
fighters were put in the Presidency Jail. The case is
now before City Sessions Judge Ashim Kumar Roy.

Post-Independence jail

Net long after the transfer, the CBI sought to arrange
for the trial to be held within prison. The authorities of
the Presidency Jail have been denying access to the
Burmese prisoners, and it scems that the intelligence
agencies have a hand in this. The freedom fighters are
in a particularly vulnerable position as they are
foreigners in the country in which they are being held
and tried, and most of them do not speak English,
the language of the court. Many of them are also
villagers who became freedom fighters not through
learned ideology but due to the oppressive military
rule they suffered.

On 18 December 2000, the intelligence agencies in
collusion with the jail authorities are believed to have
instigated a clash between the Burmese and the
convicts inside the jail. The unsuspecting Burmese
prisoners were attacked and some of them were very
badly injured. Atter the skirmish, onc of their teaders,
Danyalin, was put in selitary confinement. He
was attacked there as well. All in all, the detainees’
situation is dirc.

Citing security reasons, the CBI putin a request with
the West Bengal state government that the tria be held
inside the jail, away from the public eye. Such a request
is inappropriate on the part of the CBI, which is a party
to the case and which is in no way responsible for the
safety and sccurity of the freedom fighters. The state
government issued an order on 15 December that the
Burmese prisoners not be removed from jail, for reasons
of security. If the trial proceedings are to be held inside
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through pipelines from neighbouring countries, not
least because the price of LNG s firmly linked to crude
prices, which in the last two vears have not only been
volatile, but have distinctly moved to a more expensive
bracket. Besides, once constructed, pipelines offer
security of supply because piped gas, unlike 1.NG
tankers, cannot be diverted by recalcitrant producer
states to other markets,

Natural gas currently accounts for around eight
percentot India’s energy use. With its energy-intensive
growth paradigm, and given technological factors,
efficiency and environmental ebligations, the country
has a virtually bottomless appetite for natural gas,
especially for power generation and fertiliser
production, both of which together constitute over 80
percent of all gas consumed in the country. Gas is an
ideal fuel for power generation because it is converted
into electricity more cfficiently than coal, diesel or fuel
oils and, unlike these, also burns relatively cleanly.
Lnlike hvdropower projects, the use of gas to produce
clectricity does not displace great numbers of people,
and unlike the use of nuclear power it produces no
hazardous waste.

Fortunately, the Indian peninsula is ringed by gas-
rich neighbours on virtually all sides — Pakistan to the
woest, [ran a bit further to the west, Turkmenistan to the
north, Bangladesh to the east, and Burma to the
southeast. In the last few vears, substantial offshore
gas finds have also been reported by Indian companies
in the Krishna-Godavari Basin off the country’s cast
coast. It is estimated that this basin could contain up
to 15 trillion cubic feet {tef) of gas. When brought on-
stream, such a reserve could take away the urgency to
tap neighbeurhood gas. But transnational
pipelines promise to be to Southasia what they have
proven themselves to be the world over: not on lv cnergy
litelines, but the cement for geo-political alliances and
business ties. Also in favour of piping gas from
neighbourhood countries is the fact that the Krishna-
Godavari Basin finds are deep-sea, offshore fields: the
technological challenge they pose and the cost of
extraction renders neighbourhood gas an attractive
alternative for the moment,

South Pars to Southasia

(M the three pipeline projects that are under active
consideration by the Indian government, the Iran-
Pakistan-india (IPD pipeline is perhaps the most
promising. lran is home to the world’s second largest
deposits of natural gas — deposits in the South Pars
offshore region alone are estimated to contain 500 tcf,
a sixth of the world's discovered gas. Especially
given the severe impact of international sanctions,
energy exports are critical to Iran’s economy.
They currently account for 80 percent of the country’s
export carnings.

lhe logical markets for the South Pars field are the
countries closest to Tran. Since those to the west, north
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and south have substantial reserves of ¢il and gas
themselves, it stands to reason that fran will have to
look cast — to Pakistan, India and China. That Tran
and the Subcontinent share cultural and historical ties
augurs well for dinching commercial relationships.
Pakistan's cconomy, unlike Indie’s, is already heavily
Its depleting domestic gas reserves spell a
£as from lmn could mitigate

pas-hased.
vuinerability that piped
to o farge extent.

Seuthasia has been home to simmering hostility and
conflict for many decades now, and this has severely
affected the growth potential of both India and
Pakistan, The building of transnational cnergy
pipelines in other parts of the world has dcmonatratod
the ability of nation slates to put aside political and
other differences in pursuit of what is never a zero-
sum game. There is no reason why India and Pakistan
should not be able to tollow that example. As a
precedent, the two countries have the specific mstance
of the Indus Water Treaty, which has weathered
political ditterences and conflicts.

While there are various estimates being floated
about the extent of tnvestments required to build the
2700 ke 1Pl pipeline, the least it would cost is USID 5
billion. Such a massive investment would create stakes
in peace not only for the supplier and consumers of
gas served by this pipeline, but also for the international
community of tinanciers, bankers and energy
companies involved in the project.

In 2006, there was considerable progress on the 101
project. After regular meetings between ministers and
officials of the three countries to discuss its contours
and structure, there is now some degree of consensus
on the route to be followed. The pipeline frem the
offshore South Mars gas field will pass through Bandar
Abbas and follow the coast of the Gulf of Oman to
reach Karachi, and then moeve on to Munabao on the
Indian border. The fact that this route follows
Pakistan’s road and rail networks means that seCurity
and maintenance will pouse fewer problems. The pipe
will be 36 inches in diameter, and will be able to ferry
up e 6 mitlion cubic meters (mem) of gas per dav to
Pakistan and 90 mem per day to India. This flow will
continue for 25 vears.

While Manmohan Singh commented on a recent
visit to Washington, DC on the difficulty of financing
the 1P pipeline, his statement was made in the context
of the Indo-US nuclear deal and must be taken with a
grain of salt. Disagreements with regards to pricing
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Gas markets are such that yesterday's
extortionate prices may appear
reasonahle today and downright cheap
tomorrow,

formulae are currently the main obstacle in the path of
the pipeline. On this New Delhi and Islamabad are on
the same side, an carly indicator of how gas pipelines
can bring antagonists together. While Iran might insist
on linking the rate to the price of crude oil, both Pakistan
and India would like to agree on a price range with a
set floor and ceiling. In December, UK-based Gatfney,
Cline and Associates was tri-laterally appointed to
advise on the matter. At deadline there was no public
information about the pricing formula recommended
by the consultant, although on 26 January the three
parties “finally” came to an agreement on the gas-
pricing issue.

Pipelines everywhere

Another pipeline project on [ndia’s horizon involves
the reserves in Burma’s Arakan peninsula. india’s
public sector companies Oil and Natural Gas Cerp
(ONGC) Videsh Limited and Gas Authority of [ndia
Limited (GAIL) together hold a 30 percent stake in Shwe
A-1, a field which is operated by Daewoo and said to
contain 8 tef of gas. Four routes have been identified
by which Shwe A-1 gas might reach India, the nearest
market. Two of them traverse the Chittagong tracts of
Bangladesh and make their way west; one enters India
by way of its border with Burma in India’s Northeast;
the last, involving an undersea pipeline to India’s
castern shore, has been declared unfeasible due to the
region’s shifting seabed.

In 2005, a tripartite meeting of energy ministers of
India, Burma and Bangladesh had agreed on building
a pipeline to reach India by way of Bangladesh. Since
then, however, India has been unwilling to cede the
reciprocal conditions Bangladesh has placed. The
proposal of late has thus been a pipeline that would
enter through India’s northeastern states, unlocking
Tripura’s stranded gas reserves along the way.

Opposition ta the pipeline from groups both in
Burma and in the Northeast, however, has been
building steam. The proposed pipeline will traverse
Arakan state, one of the poorest regions of Burma,
where electric supply comes from diesel generators,
that too rationed and only after sunset. This is only
ane of the areas in Burma that could well use the
country’s gas to fuel its own development aspirations.
Further opposition comes from the fact that the
Burmese people’s past experience with gas pipelines
has not been a happy one, The controversial Yadana-
Yetagun pipeline built and operated by Unocal has
supplied gas to Thailand since 1998. It was built
despite opposition from local communities and has
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been under the scrutiny of US courts for alleged
human-rights violations and use of forced labour.
Whether due to opposition or to the ditficulty posed
by the terrain, an alternative proposal has emerged
from Burma. The plan is now to bhuild a power
plant at Sittwe and transmit clectricity to India instead
of gas. If feasible, this is an cminently better
option, since it would give the local people a
stake in the project through the creation of
employment oppaortunities.

The third pipeline project under consideration is
the Turkmenistan-Afghanistan-Pakistan-India
pipeline. Doubly landlocked Turkmenistan is home to
one of the largest gas reserves in the region. Deposits
are currently estimated to contain a staggering 100 tcf,
but it is probablc that reserves as vet undiscovered
contain ten times as much. Until recently,
Turkmenistan only exported its natural gas via a
pipeline that traveled north through Uzbekistan and
Kazakhstan on its wav to Russia. A proposal for a
pipeline originating in Dauletabad on the Afghanistan
border and passing through Pakistan to reach India
has been on the anvil for many years. The Asian
Development Bank recently declared the project prima
facic frasible. The 1680 km pipeline is to run through
Herat and Kandahar in Afghanistan, the Pakistani
cities of Quetta and Multan, and on to the [ndian
border town of Farilka, The construction of the
pipeline up to that point is estimated to cost USD 3.5
hillion. If it is to ke extended to Dethi, it will have to
traverse another 600 km. The proposal had gained
momentum as of November 2006 when, during his
trip to New Delhi, Hamid Karzai expressed a keenness
to facilitate an energy bridge to India.

The ultimate viability of the Tu rkmenistan pipcline
will depend on the amount of surplus gas available in
the country’s fields, over and above what has been
committed to other buvers. In the past, Turkmenistan
has driven away two interested investors — Bridas of
Argentina and Unocal of the US - because of its
unstable and inconsistent policy environment. While
Turkmenistan's ratification of the Energy Charter
Treaty has introduced a modicum of certainty and
stability, the sudden death of President Saparmurat
Niyazov in December 2006 has left political equations
disrupted. Tndia and Pakistan may have to wait for
the dust to settle before planning further.

Cas markets are such that vesterday’s extortionate
prices may appear reasonable todav and downright
cheap tomorrow. The sooner India, for one, can start
accessing gas from its surrounding countrics, the better
it will be for its energy securitv. Politics does stand in
the way, as Turkmen gas cannot really be accessed
until Afghanistan stabilises, and even the P pipeline
will require enormous confidence-building measurcs.
Given its needs, however, it s vital that India do
whatever it can to settle differences with its neighbours
and start building those wonderfu! fuel lines. i
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that troops are being dropped
from helicopters in remote and
heavily wooded areas 1o
pursue the elusive rebels. Four
rebels had been killed in earlier
opnerations, while several
others, including a seven-
member group trying to sneak
into Burma through adjoining
Nagaland, have been captured
along with weaponry. With the
government having responded
to ULFA violence by raising the
stakes, what Assam and the
Northeast have in store for themselves in the immeciate
future is the question on everyone’'s mind.

Goswami

Sovereignty and socialism

It has been more than 16 years since the Indian
government put the army, police and paramilitary on the
ULFA's tail. The counter-insurgency offensive first launched
on the night of 27 November 1990, which was meant to
rapidly neutralise the dreaded group. continues to this
day. Over the years, the ULFA - formed in 1979 with the
objective of achieving a “scvereign, Socialist Assam” -
has established trans-border linkages, and the Indian
security establishment has been openly talking of the
group’s alleged patronage by authorities in Bangladesh
and Pakistan. Indian authorities are convinced that the
outfit's top leaders operate out of Bangladesh, a charge
Dhaka has consistently denied.

In December 2003, the ULFA's largest base outside
india. located in the jungles along southern Bhutan, was
demolished. and up to 2000 fighters expelled by an India-
supported Bhutani military assault. Today, the group is
thought to have major jungle hideouts only in Burma's
Sagaing division. (Bhutani authorities, including Bhutan's
ambassador to India, Dago Tshering, have denied reports
zbcut rebels re-entering Bhutan, although Indian
intelligence cfficials do say that the ULFA has been using
places in Bhutan as temporary resting spots once again.}
Statistics available from the Assam Police show that
petween 1991 and Og¢tober 2006, the indian security
forces nad killed 1128 ULFA cadres and captured 11,173,
During the same period, 8465 militants surrendered
before authorities. Despite these reverses, the ULFA
continues to maintain its presence by striking at regular
intervals. Unlike targeted assassinalions in the past, the
ULFA today does not hesitate to trigger off blasts using
improvised explosive devices in public places. in early
January, for instance, civilians were killed in four explosions
set off in the heart of Guwahati.

Prodded by the state government in Guwahati, which
maintained that a military solution would be difficult to

The government hungled by not talking in upe voie

achieve, New Delhi had agreed 1o search for a negotiated
political settlemant. On 7 September 2005. the rebels
made the surprise announcement of setting up of a
People's Consultative Group (PCG) to prepare the ground
for talks. The nine-member hand-picked team. comprising
journalists, rights activists, lawyers and academics. was
led by Indira Goswami. a celebrated Assamese writer and
Deihi University professor, who was entrusted with the
task of coordinating between the PCG and the indian
government. She was being assisted by Rebati Phukan, a
childhood friend of the ULFA's elusive boss, ‘Chief of Staff’
paresh Barua. Phukan had also served as a go-between
in a failed peace initiative in the early 1990s.

The PCG held three rounds of talks with the federal
authorities in New Delhi, with the first meeting on 26
October 2005 being attended by Manmohan Singh
himself. The second round was held on 7 February 20086,
and the last one. cn 22 June 2008, was attended by
Home Minister Shivraj Patil. What did the PCG achieve in
these three rounds of ‘exploratory tafks’ with New Delhi?

e it was able to tel! the gavernment, from a position
that had the sanction of the ULFA, that the rebel
group was indeed serious about restoration of peace
through an acceptable solution achieved through a
dialogue process.

® it pressed for, and argued with the central
government about the need 10 reiease the five
imprisoned leaders, who are members of its 18-
member decision-making Central Committee, so
they could help prepare for direct ULFA-government.
® |t encouraged the government to go for a temporary
halt to military operations against
the ULFA, which New Delhi did announce in
August 2006.

what the PCG failed to achieve was to create conditions
for a ceasefire between the ULFA and the government. As
a result, violence by the ULFA and the government's
counteransurgency responses - if not full-fledged
‘operations’ - continued even whiie the PCG-government
talks went forward. According to the Assam Police.
between September 2005 and June 2006 the militants
had triggered as many as 52 blasts. During
that period. more than 40 civilians were killed and
135 injured.
Talks break down
why did the ULFA carry out violent activities even while
indicating its willingness to resolve matters through talks?
Security officials feel that the ULFA was buying time by
talking of peace while engaged in regrouping and raising
money through extortion. At the same time, the ULFA is
known to demonstrate its strike potential from time to

tha army’s pxpression of doubts
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gver the peace process through a press statement was SiIcENt and Bnnacessary.
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time, by way of making a point. A much more likely
explanaticn as to the continuing acts of violence is that
the hardliners, who may not necessarily be part of the
ULFA top leadership, couid be unwilling to join the peace
bandwagon as yet. The ULFA, of course, denies that the
group is divided over peace talks, and an independent
assessment is not easy.

There are those in the Indian security establishment
who ask whether the ULFA top brass even has the
freedom to take independent decisions on starting a
peace dialogue to resoive the 28-year-long insurrection
in Assam. They ask the guestion because, in their
assessment, the top ULFA leaders are based in
Bangladesh and are under the ‘care and influence' of
the Pakistani inter Services Intelligence (ISi) and its
Bangladeshi equivalent, the Directorate General of Forces
Intelligence (DGFI).

Significantly. the issue of ceasefire or no ceasefire was
not what led to the stalemate, if not derailment, of the
peace process in Assam, What were the reasons the
peace process went off track?

® The government of india wanted the ULFA to
formally name its negotiating team, while the
insurgents responded that for this they needed the
five Central Committee members freed.

# New Delhi then calied for a firm commitment
from the ULFA, in writing, that it was interested in
talking peace with the government. The ULFA
responded by asking New Delhi to give a written
assurance that the group's core issue of sovereignty
would figure in the talks.

® The ULFA also insisted on information on the
whereabouts of 14 of its members who had gone
‘missing’ after the 2003 Bhutani military operation.
® The army expressed its doubts publicly through a
press statement about the ULFA's intentions, even
while the so-called truce was on, suggesting that
the Centre was talking in different tongues.

Eventually, as the ULFA violence continued, New Dethi
calted off its unilaterai decision of August 2006 to
suspend counter-insurgency operations in Assam, and
the security forces were once again put on the ULFA's
trail on 24 September.

Hazy outlook

As far as the blame for the return to conflict was
concerned, the government bungled by not talking in one
voice - the army's expression of doubts over the peace
process through a press statement was significant and
unnecessary. The government was also ill-advised in
sticking to its demand for a written assurance from the
ULFA, because if the rebels had not been interested in
peace they would not have set up the PCG in the first
place. The government cculd also have set the five
detained ULFA leaders free unilaterally, which would have
required the ULFA to reciprocate meaningfully.
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It the rebels had not been interested in
neace they would not have set up the
PCG in the first place.

As for the PCG, it made the biggest biunder by formally
announcing that it was withdrawing from the process of
negotiations when the government resumed
military operations in October. It gave the impression
that it was nothing more than & group working under
directions from the ULFA, without any relevance or role
of its own.

The scenario in Assam, and the dynamics for the
engagement between the ULFA, the state government
and the Centre, changed dramaticaliy after the early
January kiilings. The ULFA-endorsed peace facilitator
indira Goswami has openly expressed her distress at
the massacres, and Chief Minister Tarun Gogoi has
conceded that the ULFA used the six-week truce to
regroup and refocus its strategy. The message coming
out now from both the central and state authorities is
that there can be no peace talks with the ULFA unless
the group announces & halt to violence. This would only
mean that the battle is poised to continue for some
time, as such a rejection of violence cannot be expected
from the insurgents at present.

Despite the depressing outlook, however, there are
those who believe that the peace process can be revived
and the stalemate broken if New Dethi were to extend a
fresh invitation to the PCG for resumption of talks. If the
PCG refuses to accept such an invitation, people like
Indira Goswami or Rebati Phukan could be approached
to act as facilitators in their individual capacities. The
Centre would also be advised to appoint an interlocutor
or a'Group of Ministers’ to exclusively deal with the ULFA
issue. Simuftaneously, the government could work out
its own modalities for a ceasefire, publicise them, and
ask the rebels to reciprocate. The five ULFA leaders could
be released if the PCG or facilitators are able to confirm
that such a move would lead to direct talks.

Assuming that the two sides agree to look beyond the
kilting of innocents and actually talk peace, what is it
that the ULFA could settle for to bring the curtains down
on its armed struggle? Everything hinges on the
possibilities on that score. The Bodos, the Karbis or the
Dimasas, all major ethnic groups in Assam, can perhaps
still be given more autonomy. But can the majority
Assamese of Assam &iso be given autonomy under a
new constitutional arrangement? That would, firstly, beg
the question of who is an "Assamese’, for if the Bodo,
Karbi and Dimasa communities are also to be bracketed
under the inclusive term "Assamese’ and regarded as
part of the greater Assamese scciety - which they
actually are - will @ possible autonomy package also
include them? Things are hazy to say the least, and
arriving at acceptable soiutions to these issues will be
no easy task. :
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important - a jug of rum, along with
stories about how the planters came
to the area during the 19th century,
cut the forests to make tea chests,
and pushed the Nagas further from
the valley where they would come to
trade. These stories grew bigger and
more real as he narrated how the
Lahdeigarh Line sequestered the
hill people, and how planters
brought in troops to secure their
precious investments.

Nilikesh's stories, fuelled by a bit
of rum, spoke of the times when his
ancestors, realising the limits of their
power, had made peace with the
Naga people and evolved a civilised
system of respect for each other's
authority. He liked that part of the
past. He half-jokingly wore the mantle
of a fatter-day Supatphaa (Gadadhar
Singha), the great Ahom adventurer
king of the 17th century, and issued
mock commands to his grinning
friends. Later, in the course of this
rough ride up the mountain, he would
fook remorsefully at the ground whiie
being berated for his impossible
projects. To make up for his almost
adolescent trespass, he sang a Naga
Bihu song; "Milakpani te ahibo. sopna
te dekhibo ..." (I shall come to the
River Milak, and you will see me in
your dreams). That song was a
personal anthem of this writer, when
my colleague and | walked the
streets of Bangkok trying to connect
with our Thai cousins. Sitting on the
streets of the city with a bewildered
audience. we sang his song and it
made us proud.

Nilikesh's grasp of history and
politics was unparalleled. He kept a
critical distance from doeminant
pelitical parties and organisations.
His universe was rather small, but
like any good activist. he knew it well.
The plantations that dot the
landscape of Gelekey, the iocal marts
where people barter their good and
incur debts, the small settlements of
migrants - all of these were part of
his politics and life. He knew that the
lines hetween legality and illegaiity
were ambiguous in the frontiers, and
that the presence of a gun hlurred
those boundaries further, As with any
persen who has to survive such a
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He always beleved that legends could not die, they

always regupaa

predicament, he pushed himself into
work that would make fife a little
mare 16 his liking.

He had a bed and & warm meal
ready for him in all the Naga villages
along the foothitis. To them. he was a
friend who could talk to the police
and contain the type of conflicts that
would arise when Naga villagers
would come to the valley markets.
For him. the haga villages were his
home. His political strategies were a
matter of scale. Of course. he also
spoke about the indignities heaped
upon the pecple of Irag. but he was
equally passionate about the
collective farm that he had helped to
start. He was always in a hurry to
point out where history, palitics and
economy met up in his universe of
40 square kilometres.

Ghosts and spirits
One was always surprised with
Nilikesh's natural ability to navigate
through the vicious politics that
surrounded the various security
agencies in the area. For a small
place. Gelekey has an inordinate
number of people with guns. The
government and security agencies
would have us believe that this is
because there are Naga and
Assamese rebels in the area. Even if
that were true, the government. not
to be outdone, has thrown in its
companies of army and paramilitary
personnel. thereby making the area
a veritable garrison. Nilikesh saw
these security forces as temporary
trespassers, lke the Britrsh planters.
He charmed them. perhaps even
infuriated them. but he always looked
right through the barrel of their guns.
His smali-town life was always a
chaotic run for decuments, titles, the
occasional conversation with a friend,
a few stern words to errant
associates; he took all cf this -
incfuding runs-in with the authorities
- in stride. In the evenings, when
friends dropped in from faraway
places, he would wrap his fingers
around a cup of tea and narrate mad

staries about ghosts and spirits.
Forthose of us not used to the layered
life of Gelekey. it seemed that
the ghosts and spirits were all around
us. He would taunt these ghosts,
as he would taunt the armed
paramilitary personnel for their
corruption. He was never exhausted.
and on such evenings he was
nearly unstoppable.

Ironically, that is what the CISF is
now saying - that Nilikesh did not stop
when ordered to do so. His associate
who survived has a dramatically
differing story - that they were shot
and kil'ed without any provocation.
There is talk of a high-level cover up.
even as the state government
announced a compensation package
and arrested one of the accused. As
one tries to come to terms with the
loss, one realises that this is an
unending and vicious cycle of lies and
subterfuge. Following all the
innumerable foss of lives in
Assam, the administration will walk
the tired road and hope for things to
become a little quieter. before
ploughing the barren fields of security
and counter-insurgency.

They may reduce Nilikesh Gogoi
to ancther statistical victim of
counter-insurgency, but if he were
alive he would cackle into his glass of
tea. He always believed that
legends could not die; they always
reappeared in time. This, then, is his
time to reappear.

Nilikesh Gogoi's universe has just
become bigger. From Palo Altc to
Purona Bosti, those who knew him
and what he stood for will sing
his Milakpani song. Those in power
will wonder what this song means. It
is a reminder of peoples’ histories,
passions and dreams that run
against ambiticus state-driven
projects. It i1s, after all, a simple song
about the legends, myths and folklore
of the foothills. it is about how our
pecple live despite the conditions
imposed upon us, and that, in
some wild, wonderful way, justice will
be done. :
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OPINION

Denial and polarisation

2007 offers little hape of a return to peace in Sri Lanka,
as a survey finds alarming support for the escalating
war. Meanwhile, thase in Colombo who speak for peace
and federalism are reviled as anti-nationals.

BY SANJANA HATTOTUWA

he undeclared Eelam War IV

in Sri Lanka shows no signs

of abating. The Ceasefire
Agreement, whatever is left of it, is
enervated and made
irrelevant daily. Violence in the
north and the east increased
dramatically in 2006, Thousands
continue to be displaced - unable
to return to their homes, starving,
without access to basic human
necessities or redress against
repeated human-rights violations.
Many more have fled Sri Lanka to
South India, bringing back
memuories of the exodus of retugees
in the late 1980s. In Celombo, a
draconian government with scant
regard for human rights uses the
continuing intransigence of the
Liberation Tigers of Tamil Felam as
an excuse to clamp down on civil
society, NGOs and the media.
Legislation enacted in 2006,
most notably the anti-terrorism
regulations, has stifled democratic
rights and civil libertics. Many
peace rallies around the country
have been routed by thugs and
goons affiliated to current members
of Parliament.

A growing culture of impunity
pervades the country.  The
establishment of the International
Independent Group of Eminent
Persons {(IIGEP), meant to
display the government’s interest
in  investigating high-profile
assassinations, killings  and
disappearances, is only a half-
hearted attempt for the benefit of the
international community. Supine
government advisors, jostling for
favour, write long columns
espousing military offensives as
the only way towards a sustainable

more
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peace, with a militarily-emaciated
LTTE believed to be more interested
in a victor's peace process.

The L.TTE, for its part, shows no
interest whatsoever in confidence-
building measures and actions that
could lead to a substantive peace
process. The intensity of armed
conflict, coupled with the alleged
suicide bombings and terror attacks
against civilian targets in the south,
galvanisc the perennial suspicion
that the Tigers want ‘Eelam” at any
cost and will net countenance any
other option.

Vanishing middle ground
Given the intransigence on cither
side, securing a modicum of peace
in Sri Lanka in 2007 is going to be
possible enly through an emphasis
on human rights. In this framework,
the denial of livelihoods and the
large-scale displacement of citizens
in the north and east, in the
interests of national security, arc
inexcusable failures of the
Mahinda Rajapakse government.
The idea of those in power to
cleanse the Eastern Province of the
LTTE and position in its place
Karuna and his ’p()litical party’, the
Tamil Makkal Viduthalai Pulikal
CTMVI), is extremely disturbing.
Concerns raised by local activists
and international missions about
the Sri Lankan Army’s complicity
in Karuna's regime of violence in
the east are met with vehement
denial by the renegade rebel as well
as the government. But Karuna is
no democrat, and the allegations of
extortion, killings and violence, to
which the government turns a blind
eve, are true. The emplacement ot
the TMVP would only subject

communitics in the cast to another
regime with scant regard for
democratic governance.

But then, denial is the order of
the dayv. The government has
denied almost every criticism of its
conduct since it assumed power in
November 2003, The polity and
society  in 5ri Lanka today
are increasingly and perhaps
irrevocably divided - one camp
believes that the actions of the
government will foster peace, the
other that they will exacerbate the
conflict. The middle ground has
shrunk immensely, The space in Sri
Lanka for constructive dissent and
debate on contemporary issues
have severely eroded. With the
president himself stating that
citizens are cither with him and the
common man in the war against
terror or against them both, thisis a
difficult time for those who opposc
such gross over-simplifications.
And as po]arisaticm increases,
civil society is progressively
marginalised — especially these
voices in support of a negotiated
settlement and the prioritisation of
human rights. The festering mix of
intolerance and impunity is
creating a situation ripe for the
escalation of violence.

As noted in the November 2006
report of the Peace Confidence
Index (PCI survey conducted by the
Centre for Policy Alternatives,
suppert for a military selution is
rising in the Sinhala community. A
quarter of those Sinhalese surveyed
said they supported a military
solution. The poll finds that
opinion varics  significantly
between the communities when
respondents are asked about the
commitment of the government and
the [LTTE to a negotiated peace
settlement. Many Sinhalese agree
that the government is fully capable
of and committed to a negobiated
peace settlement, and a majority of
up-country Tamils feel that the
LTTE is committed to finding peace
through talks. At the same time, the
majority of those polled believe that
it is likely a war will resume. A
majority of Sinhalese polled also
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agreed that the government should
expand its military action -
including to an all-out war - in
order to weaken the LTTE, possibly
on account of the (willing and
coerced) media blackout on human-
rights violations and ground
conditions in the country’s north
and east.

Norway remains unpopular as
a facilitator amongst the Sinhalese,
the majority of whom are
dissatisfied with its role and
disapprove of it continued
involvement with the peace
process. A majority of Sri Lankans
believe that it is the government that
is responsible for protecting human
rights. While 35 percent of the
Sinhala community believes that
the government has done enough
to protect human rights, there is a
sharp difference of opinion
amongst the Sinhalese and up-
country Tamils on this issue; nearly
78 percent of the latter feel human-
rights protection by the government
is inadequate.

These findings reveal the
splinters of a fractured nation.
Showing growing support for a
resumption of a war (albeit of a
Hobbesian nature) that will quickly
weed out the LTTE and its threat to
Sricl.anka’s territorial integrity; they
aiso tag the growing differences of
opinion regarding conflict and
peace-building between cthnicities,

The victims of this warlike
mentality are both human and
conceptual. The human cost of
renewed conflict is already in the
thousands, not counting the
thousands of families rendered
hemeless and  hopeless. The
conceptual cost of renewed
hostilities, perhaps even more
disturbing, is the stifling of voices
insupport of federalism, democratic
governance and a rights-based
approach to peace-building. Voices
such as that of Kethesh Loganathan
- a noted Tamil-nationalist
intellectual, who at the time of his
assassination was the Deputy
Secretary  (Gencral  of  the
government’s Peace Sccretariat —
have already been brutally silenced.
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Many other people, fearing for their
lives, have contemplated exile, or
are now censoring thetr articies and
interventions in the media and in
public life. The fear of death,
palpable and real, stalks many
leading peace activists in Sri Lanka
today. The genceration of this fear
has largelv escaped international
condemnation because of its
relative invisibility in Light of the
visceral atrocities in the north and
cast of the island.

War for peace?

Given such a scenario, how can one
maintain optimism and hope? This
is a difficult question to answer. The
onlv alternative to the ethnic
conflict in Sri Lanka is a federal,
negotiated solution that secures the
inalienable democratic rights of all
citizens. To this end, war may not
be a mad idea conceptually — if it
miraculously gocs according to
plan, the expectation is that it will
‘liberate’ tracts of lands and peoples
in the north and east, delivering
unto them democracy denied for
over two decades.

Given the warranted suspicion
by many of this ever taking place —
not to mention the democratic
deficit in the south, and the sordid
history of many botched wars-for-
peace efforts in the past — war must
be considered a bad idea. In other
words, military offensives mav
secure tracts of land, but it is
impossible to think that the
incumbent government can secure
the hearts and minds of those who
have borne the brunt of war. And is
it not the case that the same
problems  with  governance,
corruption, nepotism and lack of
delivery of government services that
have led to so much hardship and
despair in the war-atfected areas are
borne by all citizens, even those in
the south? This must be the central
case for federalism — that it 1s not
merely a solution to the ethnic
conflict but a means by which to
sccure better living conditions,
better governance, better service
delivery, and more accountable,
transparent and responsive state

institutions in the service of citizens
in the south, west, east and north of
5r [Lanka.

Regrettably, the articulation of
such views in 5Sri Lanka today
immediately relegates the speaker
to an increasingly abhorred
minority. Worse, this minority is
one that is perceived to write and
speak in favour of cnemies of the
state, and is thus to be ‘contained’
at all costs. And containment
involves abduction, torture, the
threat of violence and even outright
murder. Today, Sri Lanka is not just
at war against the LTTE. [t is at war
with those who support democracy,
justice, the rule of law and
fundamental rights. It is imperative
that the international community
support democratic voices within
Sri Lanka to ensure that the country
does not emerge victorious against
the LTTE, only to find that it suffers
a severe deficit of democracy.
Accordingly, urgent and sustained
measures are needed to secure and
strengthen  rule of law  and
democracy. And, as noted in the
January 2007 report released by All
PParty Representative Committee
(APRC) chairman Tissa Vitharana,
we need to develop a more robust
idea of what it 1s to be ‘Sri Lankan”

The right of every constituent
people to develop its own language,
Lo develop and promote its culture
and to preserve its history and the
right to its due share of State power
including  the right to due
representation in institutions of
government shall be recopnised
without in any way weakening the

common Srt Lankan identilv.

This larger Sri Lankan identity,
one we are so desperately in need
of today, is founded on respect for
human rights, fostered through
democratic means, sustained
through non-military mecasures
and made possible by meaningful
power-sharing along federal lines.
[t is this simple point that needs to
be drilled into the minds of those in
power, those with arms in Sri Lanka
and those who call for war — this
vear, and in the years to come. 2
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BILASH RAI

BY FAISAL BARI

hroughout the 1990s and

inte the current decade, the

rhetoric of the various
governments in Pakistan regnrding
economic policy and the mantra for
success has revolved around
privatisation, deregulation and
lineralisation — the foundational
pillars of the so-called Washington
Consensus. Svmpathetic Western
cconomists propagated the idea that
these  three acts have four
signiticant effects. First, they would
univash the potential of private
initiative in areas of international
trade, as well as in sectors that the
private sector had pre\'jously been
barred from entering. Second,
they would make the public sector
more competitive by privatising
substantial chunks of it, by
increasing competitive pressures
being offered by private-sectar
alternatives or by introducing of
corporatisation within the public
sector. Third, they would limit the
losses of the public sector. And
fourth, doing so would hopetully
allow the government to fower
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fiscal deficits and possible impacts
of explicit or implicit, actual or
contingent liabiiitics.

By the dictates of the Washington
Consensus, the role of government
is redefined.  Right-sizing’
‘down-sizing” and ‘restructuring’
would allow the government fo
remain only in arcas where it could
actuallv deliver something, or
where its presence was necessary.
The ‘commanding heights” of the
CComOmy were to le turned over to
the private scector, and the
gm'ornmcnt was to become a
guarantor of a Tevel plaving field’,
ensuring that the ‘rules of the game’
were clear and adhered to by all.

And this was not just rhetoric.
The successive governments of
the 1990s and carly 2000 did
indeed pursue these objectives
enthusiastically. Trade barriers
were significantly lessened: average
tariffs were brought down, tariff
spreads reduced, most
quantitative restrictions on imports
and exports were abotlished, and

were

‘negative lists” were trimmed

Failure of
government
to failure
of market

While privatisation hias led
to some impertant gains i
Pakistan in recent years,
islamabad policymakers
have been too accepting
and uncrtical ef Western
market economics. 1n
particular, regulatien in the
countey's newly lineralised
markets needs 1o he
strengthened.

substantially. Most of the industrial
enterprises in the public sector have
now been privatised; banking,
insurance and non-bank financial
sectors are now mostlv private; and
many utilities were prin atised.
What has been left is slated for
pri\'.1ti=~ati0n over the next few
vears, lslamabad has opened up
almost all of the country’s sectors —
barring a fow related to defence,
nuclear encrgy and other strategic
areas — to private investment. Over
the and a half,
government expenditures have
been trimmed, fiscal deficits have
heen more than halved and even
international debt has heen
restructured to furnish more fiscal

last decade

space for the BOVeTN ment.

The deeper thinking behind the
cmphasis on pri\'atiﬁati(m,
deregulation and liberalisation,
has  been
failure {as contrasted with market
failure) the inability of
government-owned and -operated

about povernment
and

organisations to resolve Issues
related to principal-agent problems,
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high-powered incentives, hard
budgets and so on. But what was
not appreciated enough was that
the government had entered these
areas precisely because these
sectors were not very competitive,
had significant fixed- and sunk-
cost clements, were prone to
externalities and other market
failures, and had clements of
oligopolies or monopolics. 50,
while pointing out government
failure was important, it did not
make sense to suggest  that
privatisation, liberalisation and
deregulation woeuld lead to better
outcomes in all sub-sectors and
under all conditions.

Instead, what was necded was a
careful deliberation on market
technologies and market
conditions and structures in these
arcas and a consideration of what
would be the best of four options.
In the first scenario, the government
would continue to be the dominant
plaver in the area, but with better
incentives for delivering efficiency.
In the second, the area wouid be
opened up for competition from the
private sector, but with better
incentives for delivering efficiency.
In the third, the government would
be removed from the sector
completely. And in the fourth, a
sector-specific and/or general
regulator would be introduced
in the area, irrespective of
the constitution of its plavers.
In the forced enforcement of
the Washington Conscnsus,
this careful consideration was
almost completely ignored. FThe
government went in for major
initiatives  1in privatisation,
liberalisation and deregulation,
without carrving out a nuanced
analysis of the sectors beforehand.
This has led to some outcomes in
service areas where the state was
previously that have
definitely not been improvements
over the mitial conditions.

active

Monopoly Gontrol Autharity

In the carly 1990s, the government
of Pakistan decided that it had no
business owning, controtling or
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The only area where the regulater has heen
strengthened sufficiently, and s doing well, 15 in

banking.

operating cement plants. [t thus
decided to allow the private sector
to enter into the area, and to
privatise all the plants that it
owned., By the mid-1990s, most of
the transition had been achieved,
and the control of the sector was
shifted from the State Cement
Corporation to  the market
and private sector. Almost
immediately atter the change of
stewardship, prices in the sector
rose significantly, prompting
charges that a cartel had been
formed to raise prices and that
certain players had begun making
significantly higher protits.

The charge of cartelisation was
not completely absurd. At that time,
as now, the industry had plants that
were both new and old; older plants
had machinery that had been
atready paid for and so had lewer
costs; certain plants were following
different production technologics
and different inputs, But all were
coexisting in the same market. At
the same time, prices were well
above costs of production, and there
was  excess  capacity  lving
unutilised. The price increases also
could not be explained by increases
in costs of inputs or changes on the
demand side. As such, there was
sufficient evidence to suggest that
something was afoot in the sector.

The national Monopoly Control
Authority (MCA) did investigate
the charges, eventually ruling that
the sector was indeed cartelised
and needed intervention. The ruling
was set aside by the government of
the time, but since then there have
been repeated episodes ot price
increases and supply disruptions
in the cement sector, and allegations
of cartels have been commonly
voiced in the media. The MCA has
subsequently investigated the area
multiple times, and there have also
been calls for nvestigations from
the  National  Accountability
Rureau {currently Pakistan’s main

anfi-corruption bodv), but there has
not been anv definitive action
undertaken bv the government.

Prices in the sector do show a
pattern: stable, high prices tor some
time, followed by a period of
decrease and variability in prices
betore they again become high and
stable. This pattern could be the
result of periods of cartel activity
(which would explain the stable
prices) followed by periods when
the cartel breaks down (which
explains the erratic episodes). Such
patterns are possible when, in a
dyvnamic situation, there
incentives for both forming a cartel
and cheating; or when  the
cnvironment keeps intruding - for
instance by unpredictable supply,
cost or demand shocks, or changes
in expectations. Nonetheless, a
more detatled study of the area is
needed o be sure about the facts
and te figure out what should be
done as a remedv.

NEPRA, FTA OGRA &
FEMHA

Herein lies the rub: privatisation of
arcas  with  significant  non-
competitive elements can lead to

are

cartels, monopoly pricing, as well
as other non-competitive
behaviours and practices that can
harm the interests not only of the
consumer, but also of other existing
and patential competitors as well.
In fact, there are certain practices -
such as raising rivals’ costs,
deterring entry, deterring
innovation, and so on - that can
distort competition for the tuture as
well as the pace and direction of
innovation and research and
development of an area. To deal
with such potential eventualities, at
least three elements are necded:
sophisticated competition laws that
acknowledge the possibility of such
activitics; a competition authority

or scctor-specific regulatory
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The senior staff in these requlators all have well-paid
jobs, they do not do a whole lot, do not have the
capacity for the sophisticated work that is needed, and
do not have the necessary government backing.

authority that not only has the
power to keep an eye on things, but
also the power to investigate it any
such activity is indeed hampering
fair competition and it anvonc is
using any unfair practices; and a
legal system that effectively backs
the regulator to give it power and
authority to punish transgressors.

While  privatisation  and
liberatisation started in Pakistan in
the late 1980s, no changes were
made to the competition law and
none instituted in the workings of
the MCA. There were also no
investments made to enhance the
capacity of the MCA to detect and
investigate issues, and there was no
backing for the MCA's role. In fact,
it is only within the last couple of
years that there has been talk of
creating a Competition Authority to
replace the MCA, with a revised
law and increased powers,
resources and capabilities for
rescarch, investigation and
analysis. But this is still just talk,
despite more than a decade of
complaints from the cement sector,

In other areas, privatisation
started before the creation of a
sector-specific regulator and in fact,
the creation of the regulator was
delayed precisely to allow
privatisation to occur before the
regulator could have a role in
managing it. Even once they were
created, the regulators were neither
financed sufficiently, given the
requisite human resource, nor
otherwisc allowed the backing from
the government that they required.
Take the case of Pakistan’s
clectricity sector. Private power
generators were allowed to start
projects in the late 1980s and early
1990s, before the National Electric
Power Regulatory Authority
(NEPRA) was in place and could
start functioning effectively. Even
today, after more than a decade,
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NEPRA does not have the ability to
conduct rescarch on optimal tariffs;
does nof have detailed information
on the cost of production of the
Water and Power Development
Authoritv (WAPDA}; does not have
the capability to analyse most issues
related to the optimal mix of energy,
topping up policies, policies related
to time-of-cay tariffs and so on; does
not have the ability te validate or
invalidate WAPDA's assertions on
costs or cfficiency, and thus
cannot do the job of protecting the
interests of consumers, existing
and competitors,
or socicty as a The
government’s level of commitment
is also apparent in the fact that the
post of the head of NIPRA is
considered a cushy retirement
hangout for army generals.

Tt is clear that the government is
not interested in creating regulators
that are well-financed and well-
cquipped in terms of manpower
and hardware, as the same pattern
is found in the government's
treatment of other regulators. The
Pakistan Telecommunication
Authority (PTA), the Qil and Gas
Regulatory Authority {OCRA), and
Pakistan Electronic Media
Regulatory Authority {PFMRA), all
face the same sorts of problems. The
senior staff in all these regulators
all have well-paid jobs, do not do a
whole lot, do not have the capacity
for the sophisticated work that is
needed, and do nof have the
necessary government backing.

potential
whole.

Dangerous oversight

There are areas that still do not have
cffective  regulators.  Though
Pakistan Railways is being
corporatised, it is still acting as the
sote provider of railway services in
the country, and behaving as if it
were the regulator as well. Clearly
this is not healthy. Private entry has

been allowed in the aviation sector,
but Pakistan International Airlines,
the longtime menopoly provider, is
still the main carrier in the domestic
sector, and other private companics
complain that the government and
related authorities allow it too
much leeway and that the plaving
field is uneven. In service delivery,
as well as in education, health,
water provision and solid-waste
management, the government
has not even started thinking
about regulation n any
svstematic mannet.

The only area in which the
regulator has been strengthened
sufficiently, and is doing wetl, 15 in
banking. The State Bank of
Pakistan, which holds the power
to regulate all of the country’s
banks, has been performing the
function reasonably  well. It
has been able to deter and avoid
many a crisis, or at least to handle
them judiciously.

Poor regulation and regulatory
environment is not just an issue for
the consumer - it creates problems
for competitors and ean create
significant hurdles in the eptimal
development of entire sectors as it
distorts incentives for entry,
competition, innovation and R&D.
The government of Pakistan, in its
haste to privatise, deregulate and
liberalise, has focused on getting
out, cutting its liabilities and
lowering its deficits, In doing so, it
has mainly tried to live up to its
commitments to the multilaterals.
The government authorities have
not given much thought to the
medium- to long-term impacts of
their oversights. In some areas,
Pakistani citizens arc alreadv
sceing the costs of these failings; in
others, they are sure to become
apparent soon enough. The
Islamabad government must
realisc that optimal regulation is a
facilitator of competition and
growth, and not merely a ‘control
mechanism’. Until it does, the
country will continue to pay the
price for one sort of failure (that of
the market) if not for the other {that
of the government). &
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underground force into a mainstream ‘parliamentary’
political party, even if the topmost leaders chose to
stay away from a legislature which they had often
described as a fraud on the people, likening it to a
butcher’s shop. After hiccups and delays over the last
few months, the image came at an important juncture,
for it reassured both the Nepali people and the
international community that the peace process was
on track.

Indeed, in the big political picture, Nepal appcars
to be moving in accordance with the Comprehensive
Peace Agreement (CPA) signed on 21 November 2006,
which declared the end of the Maoists’ People’s War
and laid out a roadmap for the future, The interim
constitution has been promulgated; the process of
monitoring Maoist arms and fighters by the United
Nations has begun; the interim government, with
Maoist participation, will be in place within a few
wecks; and preparations for the conduct of the
Constituent Assembly elections in mid-June are on.
But politics, much less history, is never as unilincar.

The interim constitution, which will define Nepal's
polity during the transition period, has come under
heavy flak from several guarters. There is sceptictsm
about the arms-supervision process, about whether the
rebels will put down all their guns {accompanied by
dark suggestions of a weapons-buying spree in the
Bihar underground), and whether they have indeed
shed their hicrarchical, militarist mindset. Serious
doubts persist about whether elections can be held in
carly June, as per the CPA, Fxcluded communities, and
especially the Madhesis in the Tarai belt in the latest
instance, are agitated that their concerns about
electoral system in place for the assembly polls have
not been heard. A group from the eastern Tarai that
had fractured from the Maoists (and now has itself
also broken into two) has taken up arms to fight the
state for its version of ‘Madhesi rights”.

Political alliances are in ferment in Nepal today, as
the experiments of peacemaking and state-
restructuring move in parallel. There is an air of
anarchy, with the erosion of the state’s authority that
has been progressing since the April People’s
Movement suddenly becoming apparent to one and
all. Amidst the cacophony, there has been little public
debate on the critical campaign issucs that will be part
and parcel of the Constituent Assembly debates on
restructuring of the state - federalism versus
centralism, affirmative action, electoral systems, and
myriad other issues on the basis of which the various

partics will have to formulate their election campaigns.
There is a sense of flux, with even the well-informed
unclear about what the immediate future holds. Indeed,
Nepal is at a critical, and utterly confusing, moment in
its political evolution, a moment that could be used to
build or to destroy.

Political constitutionalism

For all the progress over the past vear, Nepal's political
structure has been in legal limbo. Political changes
since April — from the reinstatement of the House of
Representatives to the flurry of histaric declarations
passed by it, such as the one that clipped the wings of
the monarchy — have drawn their legitimacy from the
Jana Andolan of April, and a consensual interpretation
of what it represented. But formal government systems
require more than an abstract expression of popular
will. While the Constituent Assembly has the mandate
to write a constitution for a ‘new Nepal’, political actors
clearly realised the need for a document that would
award the present situation legitimacy, draw the
Maoists into the mainstream, lay out guidelines for
the transition period, and outline a roadmap for the
assembly elections.

After intense wrangling and deliberation, the Seven
Party Alliance (SPA) and the Communist Party of Nepal
(Maoist) agreed on an interim constitution draft in the
middle of December 2006. Among other provisions,
the detailed statute dealt with the composition of the
interim legislature, the rules during the transition
period, and the electoral system for the Constituent
Assembly. It was decided that the interim legislature
would include 330 members — 209 from the present
Parliament, 73 new Maoist members, and
48 individuals from civil society, a nu mber eventually
split up between the eight parties including
the Maoists.

It took a month for the Parliament to promulgate the
draft — a delay explained by the lack of preparedness
on the part of the state and the Lnited Nations to
institutionalise arrangements for arms management
so soon, as well as the criticism from various quarters
of the interim constitution and the manner in which it
was framed. Strikingty though, the draft was adopted
in its ariginal form by the House, without taking inte
account these concerns. The whip was used by the
party leaders to force through the document without
compromising, a decision they may live to regret with
the instability in Tarai heightening the last week of
January 2007,

Amidst the cacophony, there has been little public debate on the critical campaign
issues that will be part and parcel of the Constituent Assembly debates on restructuring
of the state - federalism versus centralism, affirmative action, alectoral system, and a
myriad other issues on the basis of which the various parties will have to formulate

their election campaigns.
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While the statute does make a reference 1o
the need to restructure the unitary model
of the state, the need for a federal system
has not heen explicitly recognised, which
has angered groups representing

marginalised commumities.

purpose for which if seems to have been framed — it is
an interim document meant to integrate the Maoists
into the political system, legally sidelining the
monarchy, and providing the basis for future
developments. Politicians argue that the fact that
disparate political forces could agree on a common
text is in itself a remarkable achicvement. Indeed, the
text does accommodate divergent interests, which also
possibly explains its detailed nature. But there is no
denying that there is one problem inhercnt in the
olaborate statute, which has the potential to set society
spinning out of control: the document’s lack
of ‘inclusion’ and failure to recognise the plurality of
the populace.

Madhesi cauldron

Across the political spectrum of Madhes — inhabited
by communities of the Tarai plains — the anger is
palpable. [f MPs from the Nepal Sadbhavana Party
(Anandi Devi), representing Tarai aspirations,
presented their objections to the interim constitution
in Parliament, the Madhesi Janadhikar Forum, a
recently formed political outfit, burned copies of the
document outside. The Janatantrik Tarai Mukti
Morcha, a Maoist splinter group led by lai Prakash
Goit, continues its armed rebellion in the south of the
country. A breakaway faction of the JTMM, led by Jwala
Singh, has embarked on a separate armed campaign.
The more radical of these groups have the stated aim
of creating an ‘independent’ Tarai, a slogan which is
seen by most as a bargaining chip in order to get the
hill-centric Nepali political structure to at long last
listen to the Tarai people as full citizens rather than
half-citizens.

While many of these groups do not necessarily have
a coherent set of demands, the common theme i1s the
exploitation of Madhesis by the mid-hill elite
throughout history. In the present context, two
objections come to the fore: the absence of any specific
reference to federalism in the interim constitu tion, and
a blatantly unfair and unrepresentative electoral model
for the Constituent Assembly.

Excluded communities in Nepal, especially the hill
ethnic groups and Madhesis, blame the Bahun-Chhetri-
dominated Kathmandu-centric nature of the state for
the history of suppression they have undergone. While
the statute does make a reference to the necd to

restructure the unitary model of the state, the need for
a federal system has not been explicitly recognised,
which has angered groups representing these
communitics. The tact is that this is moerely an interim
draft, and the debate on federalism has not yet even
begun to take into account the myvriad complexities of
the country. It is indeed the Constituent Assembly that
will deliberate on the specificities of the federal
structure, but this areument does not go down well
with these groups. “The entire political and
constitutional system has becen changed in this
dacument. Why do the leaders remember the
Constituent Assembly only when it comes to the issue
of foderalism? They clearly don’t want to commit
themselves to devalution or share power with the
regions,” sayvs Anil Kumar 1ha, a leader of the Nepal
Sadbhavana Party (A).

While a firmer reference to a federal structure may
be enough to assuage the discontented, what is proving
to be more contentious is the electoral svstem for the
Constiluent Assembly, At present, the CPA and the
interim constitution provide for 425 scats in the
assembly, with a mixed clectoral system. 205 members
are to be elected on the basis of the ‘first past the post’
(FPTT) svstem from the same clectoral constituencies,
which were in place for the earlier Parliament; another
204 members are to be elected according to
pmportional ropresentation {(I’R), wherein parties will
nominate additional members to the assembly
according to the percentage of votes they poil. Another
16 individuals, possibly representing the intelligentsia
and other groups, are to be nominated to the assembly.

Many of the smaller groups, along with some larger
partics — including, claim its leaders, the CPN (Maoist)
— were injtially demanding a completely PR-based
system. [his would, they argued, facilitate the
inclusion of minoritics in the constitution-making
exercise, as such a system is more conducive for partics
that are in a position to garner a sizeable vote share at
a broader level, but not to win in constituencies on
their own. The system could also have required the
major parties to make their lists of candidates inclusive
and representative of population groups.

The choice of the mixed electoral system has thrown
up two broad sets of objections. Analysts point out
that in a context in which parties do not have a good
track record of representing and muaderating
aspirations of ditferent groups, it may have been more
prudent to introduce a completely population-based
proportinnal representation system in the first place.
Groups rcprcsenting Dalits, women, the hill—¢thnic
Janajatis as well as Madhesis are concerned about the
selection of candidates under both systems. They are
demanding an equitable share not only during the
ticket-distribution stage for the FPTP system for 205
geats, but also want the parties to commit themselves
to a list that is representative of diverse population
groups - and prioritises the marginalised communities









demands of their frontal organisations with their role
in government (including the post of ‘senior deputy
prime minister’). The tact that top leaders of the party,
including Dahal, ideologue Baburam Bhattarai and
military commander Ram Bahadur Thapa {‘Badal’)
have not joined the interim legislature mayv provide an
alarming clue to Maoist strategy. With the top leaders
outside, the Maoists clearly pian to play a dual role, by
being in the government as a ruling force as well as on
the streets as a radical opposttion.

While there may be some differences in the number
of arms given up by the erstwhile rebels and the
sovernment’s owin estimation of the number, the
process of arms monitoring is nevertheless expected
to- move smoothly. For something that was considered
the major hurdle till a month ago, "arms management’
15 now regarded as o problem that lms been
surmmmted, just as the Indian “go-ahead” for United
Nations involvement is no longer talked about even
though New Delhi's acquicscence was seen as all-
important till the middle of 2006

The expectation that “arms management” will be
smooth has fundamentally to do with the fact that the
Maoists ~ at all tevels, though with a difference in
degree —have come to terms with the need to engage in
popular politics. Reports that the
in newer and younger recruits to the cantonments,
while keeping soldiers of the People’s Liberation Army
(PLA) outside, may have an element of truth to them.
Bul it is important to keep things in perspective. As
Deepak Thapa, a scholar on the Maoist movement,
explains, “There is little difference between political
and military cadre in such parties. Many PLA members
are out because they wili be used for party
campaigning during the Constituent Assembly
clections.” The assurance regarding the disarmament
process also has to do with confidence in the
involvement of the United Nations in the
monitoring. The UN teamy, which is headed by long-
time international peace-maker lan Martin, former head
of Ammnesty International, is expected not to
make compromiscs on international standards
of disarmament, nor to allow the Maoists to
take shortcuts.

The other challenge is the weakening capacity,
reach and authority of the state. There is currently an
air of anarchy in the country, with groups blocking
roads and bringing the country to a halt at the slightest
pretext. These groups have various demands, and
believe that this is the time, with the state in a relatively
weak position, to make their demands heard. Part of
the problem can alse be ascribed to the continuing
demoralised state of the Nepal Police, which does not
have the political backing to take action for the sake of
maintaining a base level of law and order. Home
Minister Krishna Prasad Sitaula, who is seen to have
acted admirably in the difficult task of ensuring the
‘safe-landing’ of the Maoists, is given failing grades
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for his inability to maintain a semblance of
administration in the country. This has resulted in more
lawlessness than there might otherwise have been

Many observers are worried about the anarchy,
“There is a total erosion of the authoerity of the state,
And civil society, with its unreasonable demands on
the state, is only pushing it further towards death,”
savs journalist Ghimire, referring to the populism
resorted to by many civil-society faces, with some of
the prominent ones being perceived as apologists for
the Maoists, The lack of a minimum level of state
administration has political scientist Hachhethu
concerned as well: “In the past vear, our big success
has been the transtormation of the Maoists into a
mainstream force; our biggest faiture has been in the
realm of governance.”

The frail health of the octogenarian Koirala 1s also a
major source of concern. The prime minister has weak
lungs from 45 vears of chain-smoking, and is extremely
iow on physical energy and stamina. What affer Givifa?
is a question doing the rounds not only in Kathmandu
political circles but across the country. Koirala has
indeed emerged as the tallest leader over the past fow
years — standing up to Gvanendra’s designs, getting
all parliamentary parties on one platform, becoming
indispensable to Dahal and other Maoist leaders in
their movement towards mainstream politics, and
handling the delicate interim phase with what became
the trademark astuteness of a near-recluse.

But Koirala has centralised power in his own person
and has no known licutenant to which he can hand
over the reins. What would happen to the process if he
were to be incapacitated? While there is bound to be a
succession struggle, analysts are confident it will not
now derail the process. Thanks to Koirala himself, the
difficult phase of getting the Maoists on board is over,
and foundatjons for the political evolution ahead have
already been laid. As it has done ever since it facilitated
talks between Dahal, Koirala and others in 2003, and
whether anyone likes it or not, India is expected to
plav an important role in ensuring that the situation
remains on track in case of turbulence pgenerated by
Koirala's withdrawal. The decision-making
mechanisms have thus far included a cast of characters,
and a more collective form of leadership can take
charge and push the process forward.

There is apprehension — with good reason, given
past experiences — that the king, in alliance with the
army, may try some other tricks to subvert the present
process. But the cohabitation of an opportunist army
and an unconstitutional monarch has probably seen
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greater if more time is allowed to lapse — since the
appearance ot anarchy will lead to some having second
thoughts about the institution, and the memoty of
Gvanendra’s excesses will have receded,

I'he timing of the polls will also be determined, to
some extent, by the shape and strength of alliances. In
Nepal's decade-leng democrtic interlude, the most
unlikely coalitions have been formed, with the result
that very few observers today are willing to hazard a
guess about which way political equations are headed.
it is possible that the Sher Bahadur Deuba-led Nepali
Congress (Demaocratic) will merge with its parent party,
Koirata’s Nepali Congress. There is also talk of a
republican front, composed of the left parties. If the left
vote is split, the beneficiary is bound to be the Congress,
which has prompted a few left activists to exert pressure
on the leadership of the UML and the Maoists to forge
some kind of an understanding. Despite narrow
difterences between the two parties at the policy level
{the Maoists having given up the use of the gun),
such an alliance goes against political wisdom. This is
because these left parties are ultimately competing
for the same political space and have a
bitter history that cannoi be shelved this early - the
mermory of violence by Maaists against UML cadre being
still raw.

Some insiders point to an unlikely behind-the-scenes
understanding that is showing signs of cmerging - that
hetween the Nepali Congress and the Maoists. The
Maoists need the NC, for they realise that partnership
with the Congress is the only way to achieve
international legitimacy and credibility. The Congress,
tor its part, sces the Maoists as an effective coun terpoise
to undercut the political base of its main electoral rival,
the CPN {UML). However, despite the permutations and
combinations being worked out in different party
offices and speculation elsewhere, it is entirelv possible
that the main parties may opt te go it alone and test
their strength.

The more important question is not whether the
Constituent Assembly clections are held in June, but
the implications of the polls not being held as per
schedule. Nepal has not had a particularly pleasant
experience with extended interim periods, especially if
one looks back to the 1950s, when the country saw a
decade of instability and roval interventions - this was
also the period during which the promise for clections
to a Constituent Assembly was never fulfilled. Instead,
there was political regression amidst the prowing
anarchy. “If polls are not held on time, it will shake the
people’s confidence in the present process, and give
rise to suspicion about the motives of the parties,”
says journalist Ameet Dhakal. “With all parties
claiming to be the true representatives of the Nepali
jiata at present, the sooner their e;trvngth 1% put to test,
the better for the polity.”

It is also important to remember that the interim state
has neither a truly representative legislature, nor a
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democratically elected government, The interim
constitution is flawed and lacking in seme basic values
of liberal democracy, such as independence of judiciary
and separation of powers, and so the longer it remains
in place the more harm it may do. The draft was put
together as a way te bring the Maoists out of the jungle,
It does not incorporate the crucial values of ‘inclusion’,
which the Constituent Assembly needs now to address.
This is why, some observers argue, it is vital not to
postpene the assembly polls. [t that were to
happen, they would have to be rescheduled according
to the Nepali climato-cultural calendar - after the
monsoon and tollowing the Dashain-Tihar festivals of
mid-autumn.

At the same time, there are voices that point cut that
the aim is not only to have polls for the sake of having
polls, but to make the process as inchusive as possible.,
[ the present context - in which several groups are
unhappy with the clectoral system and other
provisions, with some even threatening to disrupt polls
—itmav make more sense to tirst create a more conducive
cenvironment, even if this means a delayed schedule.
“If the cight parties decide to go in tor elections without
addressing the concerns of protesting groups, it will
not be a free and fair poll, and would give rise to future
conflicts,” warns activist Sushil Pyakurel.

[t is when the polity overcomes this broad set ot
chailenges — flaws in the interim constitution, trouble
in the Tarai, political competition and wrangling, the
continuous process of Maoist transformation,
preparations for the polls — that Nepal wil! finally move
towards a Constituent Assembtly. The logistics scem
manageable; the Maoists are not about to opt out; and
the trouble in the Tarai as well as the disgruntlement of
so many comnuunitios would be addressed if the ecight
parties were to agree on either a full proportional
election, or a formula to make up for the non-
representation in the FUTE 205 seats - either by
recomfiguring constituencies or remedying the gap in
their allocation of the 204 propoertional seats. This
seems o small “price” to pay for the opportunity to build
a new future for the country. And that new future will
be built when the assembly takes decisions on certain
kev issues — the status of monarchy, the nature of the
federal svstem if it is to be a federal one, positive
discrimination and what kind in a country of
minorities, sccurity-sector reform, the electoral system
for the fong term, cconomic and foreign (including
neighbourhood) policy — that warrant and necessitate
considerable thought and preparation,

Itis indeed a perplexing moment in Nepal's history,
with a cacophony of voices and perspoectives reflecting
the confusion that characterises this unique Southasian
peace process. But it is a rare and beautiful opportunity
as well, where the populace and their political
representatives can look forward to shaping a country
of their choice. More history will be made, and more
images captured.
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C K Lal
‘Sezophilia’ and the coming mutiny
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India is oir herseback

Pepsi-Cola in oue Jund, chifching coidom in another
Third armed with Rampurt knife, in fourth the "Hart Om’” banner
What a seductive, dashing fellow, udia on frorseluack.
— Ashtabhuja Shukla in Bharat ghode par sabar

ow Okhla Industrial Development

Authority (NOIDA] falls in the territory

of Uttar Pradesh and is administered
from Lucknow. But for all practical purposes,
itis an extension of the New Delhi metropolis.
This teeming township is the brainchild of
Sanjay Gandhi, cnfant terrible of the Nehru-
Gandhi dvnasty. He conceived Noida as an
urban cluster that would take the “immigrant
load” off the stately boulevards of New Delhi.

At the height of his megalomania, during
the years of dreaded Fmergency {1975-1977),
Sanjay initiated a brutal beautification drive
ta free the Indian capital of what he called
7GR, He wanted the streets of Noew Dethi
safe for his People’s Car. Though he failed to
produce a single piece of his put vehicle, the
ideology that he let loose has begun to canter.
Consumerism, chauvinism, criminality and
communalism are the four arms of the monster
astride the horse called Growth - with an
upper-case G, as in Globalisation. This beast
tramples over the weak, the marginalised, the
poor and the differently-abted, even as its
rider gloats over the devastation it has
wrought in its wake. The village of Nithari on
the outskirts of Noida is a testimony to the
cruelties of this brute {see accompmrying story.
“Questions about Nithari”).

It is tempting to dismiss the horrors of
Nithari as an aberration. [t is even more
convenient to make a scapegoat of the culprits.
Explanations of personal pathology have the
strange effect of fransforming perpetrators of
grisly crimes into victims of human failings.
But the case with which Moninder Singh
Pandher and his servant Surender Koli are
accused of engaging in horrifyving acts of
malestation and murder of children is a
symptom of a much deeper malaise, a social
disease slowly eating into the innards of
Southasian society. 1t is dreadtully difficult
to describe a devil, and superstitiousty
dangerous to name it; but call it ‘Sexophilia’,
as in paedophilia, to understand its nature.
Sezophilia claims many victims as it matures,
but it begins to devour migrants from the
moment its initial symptoms manifest.

Sezophilia is named after Special Fconomic
Zones (SEZs), hybrid territorial entities that
enjov maore ‘liberal’ cconomic laws than does
the rest of a country. Deng Xiaoping 1s
credited with having pioncercd the concept
in the 1980s, swith an cye fowards letting
capitalism enter ;;ingur‘ly into the world’s
strongest communist bastion. e disease has
since completely transformed the People’s
Republic of China; now it is a safe haven for
exploitative capitalists from all over the world.
Asa Jnhnn_\-‘—cmnc—latel} to the liberalisation,
privatisation and globalisation race, India
wants to do in two yvears what China took
v decades to achieve,

According to the [ndian gm'ernment’s
investment policies, SEZs are deemed to be
foreign territories for the purpose of trade,
duties and tariffs. New Delhi has already
created over 200 SEZs across the tength and
breadth of India, and wants ko have many more
to encourage the Salems and latas of the
world to feel welcome and safe in Nandigram
and Singur. A multi-partisan consensus
germs to have developed over the desirability
of SFZs. The Communist Party of India
(Marxist) wants them in West Bengal and
Kerata, Congress {1) would love to have them
all over the place, and the Bharativa Janata
[Partv cannot do without these enclaves in
Gujarat and Rajasthan. The Samata Party of
Amar Singh would do anvthing to let
monevbags have their way in Uttar Pradesh.

SEZs have thus all too quickly become fait
accompli in India. These territorial creations
seem to he compulsions of a future Southasia,
as states of the region vie with cach other for
ever-elusive foreign investment currently
flowing towards Thaitand, Vietnam and other
ASEAN countries. At this juncture, attempts
need to be made to understand the symptoms
of Sezophilia so that social treatments for its
debilitating ps_\'chol()gical cffects can be
devised before it is too late,

Conternpt for the powerless
The logic of SEZ-based economic growlth

.

assumus that ‘back-the-winnes is the best
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strategy for countries mired in poverty, lack
of savings, low investment, slow prowth and
low consumption leading to stagnancy and
deprivation. This is the reasoning that
sometimes makes race-horse breeders shoot
the infirm in the stables. State-of-the-art
technoelogy, competitive pay packages and
cutthroat completion make SEZs vases of
‘excellence’ in the desert of mediocrity. Even
when there is acute shortage of d rinking water
in New Delhi, sprinklers on the Noida golf
course —said tobe among the best in the region
- ranonas usual. Were it not for the objections
of the super-rich in their designer houses, the
Noida administration would have built a
kilometre-high building to mark the arrival of
India on the global capitalist map.

Another manifestation of Sexophilia s the
creation of urban agglomeration sans
urbanisation. Urbanisation implies
development of secondary associations. In an
urban scttlement, trade unions, social clubs,
cultural associations and professional
organisations take the place of institutions of
primary  bonding such  as family,
neighbourhood, clan, caste or tribe. In
settlements that grow around SEZs, every
individual of some means is a ruthless
dictator, unwilling to submit to any
association that he cannot dominate. Pandher
probably thought that he could lord over
Nithari village with relative ecase, so he built
his koffii away from the dwellings of his cquals.

The third symptom of the social discase is
cven moere insidious, as “Westoxication” (the
fixation on svmbols of the West) is understood
as the only method of modernisation. Masala
chai in earthen cups is a thing of ridicule, but
sweetened soda in a p]a%tic bottle is a badge
of honour. Eating puri-bhaji from a leaf plate
is infra dig, but gnawing at stale meat in a
burger is posh. These innocent symptoms hide
a deeper contempt for the powerless than
visible on the surface, The modernised elite
begin to treat the laggards as lesser beings.
The victims of Muktsar in Punjab were rag-
pickers. The women and children of Nithari
were poor immigrants from Bihar, Bengal and
Nepal. They were aliens for the comfortable
classes of Noida - the administration, the
police, the media, and the civil society did not
think ot them as being worthy of their
attention. The establishment was forced out
of its slumber only when the court poked in
its nose and wanted an answer concerning
the whereabouts of a missing teenager girl
from Uttarakhand. At least 40 victims appear
to have been devoured in Nithari alone, but
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the Indian intelligentsia refuses to recognise it
as the manitestation of a lurking disease
worthy of serious attention.

The fourth manifestation of this social
pathology strikes its victims who flock to SEZs
like moth to flames. They either die by its
mtense heat — as when their children are run
over by speeding SUVs, which the police refuse
to record even as accidents — or are condemned
to live in the darkness below the lamp. Pandher
and Koli attracted their victims with promises
of sweets or a seat on the sofa at the screening
of DV D movies. Born and brought upr in tightly-
packed basfiz where one cannot survive for a
single day without blindly trusting the
nel)_‘hboma these children were betraved by
their gullibility. Attracted by the opportunity
to take a peek at heaven — for that is precisely
what thev presume to be inside the kotfiis — they
were consumed by the fire of hell that resides
in the houses of the rich without conscience,

Migrants on the margins

Without cheap migrant labour, the harse of
growth will starve and the engine of capitalism
will grind to a halt. Capitalism thrives by
creating migrants — it eviets poor cultivators
from their farmlands, marginalises the
unskilled by introducing  high-tech
manufacturing and forces organised labour to
accept contract employment. The result is
invariably the same: helpless, hepeless and
desperate drifters at the margins of ¢ities begin
to flock to savieurs on horseback. In Bombay,
organised crime shelters and exploits migrants
from Purvanchal and Udipi alike. In New
Delhi, they rush to dealers of vote-bank polities
tor protection and are often mistreated and
abused in return.

Like a swashbuckling knight astride a
stellion, Manmohan Singh is buax spreading
the gospel of globalisation evervwhere. [t seems
that the ruling ¢lique in New Delhi has
accepted the inevitability of thousands of
Nitharis, as hundreds of SEZs are built to
produce millions of Pandhers. Perhaps that is
the price a passive population has to pay to
catch up with those ahead. Or there may be a
far more destabilising outcome: mutiny of the
masses, which will destroy islands ot
prosperity in the sea of poverty. Indira Gandhi
tearnt quickly the lesson of neglect of the
masses. Her heir and super-premier, Sonia
Gandhi, seems to be besotted with the legacy
of her brother-in-law Sanjav. Even if only one
of the ‘million mutinices” gets out of hand, there
is no telling the fate of globalising India - and
by implication, the entire Southasia.

RUETERS
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REFLECTIONS

Questions about Nithari

How serious is our engagement with the trauma of the Noida killings?

BY ASHIS ROY

-
I
]
]
oL
-3
=
z
o
[
o
=

concealed eyesore”, according to one newspaper

account. It is inhabited by migrant labourers, some
employed as domestic servants in the surrounding
bungalows and some as drivers and fruit vendors.
About two years ago. the children of the village began to
go missing. Family members reported to the police but
received no response. The parents of one cf the
missing girls were told that she must have eloped.
Despite the number of complaints, the police did not
register even one case. Newspaper reports now suggest
that the villagers knew that something was amiss in D-5
of Sector 31, Noida. They suspected the cook who
stayed in that house - Surinder Kohti, also known as
Satish - of having designs on their children.
Homeowner Moninder Singh Pandher was rarely seen
and neighbours had always been discouraged from
entering his house. When 20-year-old Payal went
missing, investigations led the police 10 Surinder.
And then, unexpectedly, out tumbled confessions of
sexual assault and the murder of six of the village's
missing children.

As the media picked up the story, it emerged that
Maninder had studied at the elite institutions of Bishop
Cotton School, Shimia and St Stephen's College, Delhi.
He drank a lot, said one of his relatives during &
television interview: he was absolutely fine, said a
friend from school on NOTV channel’'s We the People
programme. He was employed in Joseph Cyril Bamford.
a construction and agricultural equipment
manufacturing company, was married but separated
from his wife, and was a loving father - who could not
have done such a thing, said his son. Television

It's a village surrounded by villas. Nithari. A “well-
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programmes described the incident with the headlines
-Children of a lesser God' and "Noida Kilings: India’s
Shame'. Upon finding the remains of their children, the
aggrieved and outraged parents attempted to destroy
the house. “There was blood in the batnroom inside the
house,” said one of the parents; “The police don't want
us to go In.” In the midst of all this, the younger brother
of Uttar Pradesh Chief Minister Mulayam Singh Yadav,
Shivpa! Yadav, who visited Nitharl to offer condolences,
said, “Such incidents keep on happening.” Such a blasé
statement does seem fitting after the neglect with
which the children’'s disappearances were treated for
so long.

The news regarding Nithari has charged. Nithari has
entered the imagination: it is now a landscape of the
mind. It has subsumed the accused. The case is no
longer about Surinder and Moninder Singh. Could
Nithari have happened without them?

A question dogs the mind: Why didn’t the poiice do
anything? According to some reports, the residents of
the village even hired a private investigator when their
children went missing. He too pointed at Surinder and
Moninder. Even then, the focal police thana was not
bothered. On the episode of We the Peopie devoted to
the Nithari killings. Director General of the Bureau of
Police Research and Development Kiran Bedi lamented
piaring oversights such as this. and suggested that they
occcur because the police are not trained. Another
paneiist was Rajat Mitra, a nsychologist heading
Swanchetan, an NGO that works with the Delhi Police in
the area of crisis interventicn. He said that when
children go missing in many other countries, the police
are immediately on the lookout for paedophiles. Mitra
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felt that people like Moninder are diabolical in nature,
irespective of their socio-economic backgrounds. Was
background impontant here?

By saying that the Nithari atrocities are ‘India's
shame’ and that the missing were ‘Children of a lesser
God', are we giving the victims and their families their
due? Is such media portrayal of the incidents the only
way we have of trying to understand the lives of the
residents of Nithari? Moninder lived in a villa while his
victims came from what could be called a slum. What if
there had not been a class divide? Would the media’s
representation of the case be the same? As reflected in
the coverage that we consume, is it our desire to do
away with the shame highlighted by the press, and then
to move on? Or is there some way that we can become
neighbours to the residents of Nithari?

Some of the families of the Noida victims have
received compensation, the amount of which was
raised from two to five lakh INR. The Congress Party, the
Bahujan Samaj Party and the Bharatiya Janata Party
have criticised Mulayam Singh Yadav's UP government
on various fronts and demanded that the chief minister
step aside and hand the case over to the Central
Bureau of Investigation. People who have been through
trauma related to viclence on their children, such as
Naresh Gupta, CEO of Adobe India, whose toddler
son was kidnapped and then found last year, and
Neelam Katara, who is fighting a (egal battle to punish
the murderers of her son Nitish Katara, have also
visited Nithari.

What do the residents of Nithari feel? What is their
sense of rage, impotence, anger, and despair? How
does it fee!l to be part of a group of people who knew
that something was happening around them, that their
missing children might have been through unspeakable
suffering, that others were probably in danger? Who
tried to do something about it, but could not? Some
have identified their children, others are hopeful of
finding theirs. What sort of trauma dces a separation
like this create? What sort of mourning can there be
after such horrific deaths?

Why is it that, tili the time of writing, there has been
no effort to extend any mental health services such as
counselling or therapy to these people? What
compensation is meney for their loss? How long are
people going to continue to visit the victim families at
Nithari, or to want to visit them? When the visitors stop
coming, what good will their visits have done? What
does one say to parents who have seen the severed
limbs of their chilc, who are left with the knowledge
that their child was sexually abused and then
slaughtered? The media has reported experiences of
auditory hallucinations by the residents of Nithari, as a
symptom, as an aftermath. What do the villagers hear?
And will they be heard? Or will the discovery of their
lives and their tragedy be an accident - something
happened upon by chance, a small anomaly that
might have been overlooked - like the finding of

Himal Southasian | February 2007

Payal's cell phone?

Pornographic CDs have been recovered which
contain footage of Moninder. The torsos of the bodies
are missing. Have they been eaten? The bodies had
been dismembered in an identical manner and the
vertebral columns spiit. These are some of the bits of
information and fantasy that have made the rounds. A
section of the media wants to ‘enter’ Moninder. After
announcing, “And now we will enter the mind of
Meninder Singh,” the anchor of We the Pecpie turned to
Maoninder's childhoed friend, who told the audience
that the man was absolutely normal. A sociologist on
the same programme said that Meninder was just one
of many, a part of the system of organ trade. The crgan-
trade theory 1s suspect because it requires more
specialisation, for instance in storage equipment, than
what the findings suggest.

More questions: Were the duo born to de this or did
they make a choice? Can we make sense of the lives
they have led? Is it enough that they be convicted and
sentenced? As a scciety, where are we |left after that?
What was the reality they inhabited and how did they
construct a reality that involved not only having sex with
children but mutilating and killing them? And if the
Noida killings were connected to the organ trade, what
are the social conditicns that sancticn this?

In his book The Anatomy of Human Destructiveness,
Erich Fromm, a psychologist with a psycheoanalytic
orientation, writes about sexual and non-sexual
necrophilia, the desire to be close to corpses and to
dismember them. Some of the questions that he deals
with pertain t¢ the manner in and the degree to which
specific conditions of human existence are responsible
for the quality and intensity of a person’s lust for killing
and torturing. According to Fromm, the passion for
transforming something from alive into ‘unalive’ is
something that surfaces only in humans. What quality
do people possess for whom this becomes an active
interest? In Fromm's words, it is the manifestation of a
feeling of nothingness within. This form of love with the
dead is a wish to do away with life. To end all. To have to
Kill. To return to where one started, by destroying -
repeatediy. The necrophilious desire is not the same as
the sadistic desire, for which control over the object of
desire is imperative. For a sadist, the victim needs to
remain living, whereas for a necrophiliac, the person
needs to be destroyed and dismembered. What
perversion compels a person to indulge in such
intimacy as the sexual act and then to dismember the
body? Is this an attempt to ‘dc away with’ both the
crime and the compulsion? What creates such an urge?
What sort of a life does such a person iive?

The media now reports of dead bodies being found
elsewhere. The terror of the serial killer has spread.
What will become of Nithari, what legacy it will leave, is
difficult to say. If something has happened at the
margins of society, near the capital of the country and in
a culture that predominantly sees it as shameful, it is
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‘Pragatisheel Swechchha Jomi
Bikreta, Shilpa Sthapan O Shahar
Unnayan Committee {Committee of
Progressive, Voluntary Land-Sellers.
Supporters of Industrialisation and
City Development)’. These people
were apparently dying to give up
their land at prices far below
the market rate for the noble cause
of industrialisation!

Be the case of the "land-seller’ as
it may, what about the animal called
the sharecropper? What about the
pecple who work the land but do not
own it? What about those for whom
the CPI{M) had in the early 1980s
devised the well-known ‘Operation
Barga', to protect their tenure by
means of registraticn? By the time
Singur happened, however, the
landless peasant/sharecropper had
all but disappeared from CPI(M)'s
horizon. When cornered, the party’'s
leaders said they had ensured that
the landless would be given jobs in
the factory. Given that all labour laws
are null and void within an SEZ. it was
left unclear how CPI{M}! would
ensure that the job guarantee would
be affected.

Critics have pointed out that even
government statistics show 333.372
hectares of fallow and 119.146
hectares of wuncultivable land
available in West Bengal, in addition
to over 40,000 acres of land iocked
in mills and factories no longer
functioning, which could be used for
the purpose of setting up a new
factory. Amitdyuti Kumar, vice-
president of the Association for the
Protection of Democratic Rights
(APDR), also refers to a memorandum
submitted by the CPI{M) MP Santasri
Chatterjee, president of the Hooghly
District chapter of the Centre of Indian
Trade Unions, to the local district
magistrate, demanding use of such
premises for the establishment of
new industrial units.

Interestingly, Chatterjee’s
memorandum also states that the
Birlas were given 744 acres in 1948
in order to set up Hind Motors in the
district, but that they only used 252
acres - 500 acres hac remained
unused for 58 years. Critics argue that
automobile factories, including the
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Tatas’ own. do not need such large
parcels of land. They also point out
that, even by Tata Motors’ estimates,
there is nc way the project will
generate more than 2000 jobs. Yet
the number of people losing
livelihoods, including sharecroppers.
is likely to be in the region of 15,000.

The government's claim that the
Singur land is good cnly for single-crop
cultivation, or that it is wasteland, has
also been shown to be false. Most of
the land concerned is fertile multi-
crop land. and the government's
claims on the matter seem to be
based on land records that have not
been updated for decades. Noted
leftwing historian Sumit Sarkar
recently affirmed. after a visit to
Singuy, that most of the govern ment's
claims are indeed highly guestionable:
neither was the process of acquisition
democratic and transparent, nor was
the ¢laim that the land was single-
crop cerrect.

Outsiders, wisidees

Singur was still creating a stirwhen a
major eruption occurred in the
Nandigram area of East Midnapore
District. Here, in early January, the
villagers were up in arms, as News
reached them of an order by the
Haldia Develcpment Authority, under
which Nandigram falls, identifying
tand for acquisition in the preparation
of two new SEZs in the area. One of
these is 10 be set up by the Salim
Group, an Indonesian multinational
carporation that was at the centre of
much controversy last year, as
Buddhadeb had committed it 5000
acres of land without consultation
with other government functionaries.
The drastic amendments he
proposed to existing laws in order to
facilitate these acquisitions, however,
were rejected by a unanimous vote
of the state assembly.

The two SEZs in the Haldia area
will involve much more land than did
the Tatas' venture - somewhat over
14,500 acres 1o begin with. As the
leaked news reached Nandigram,
panic set in and preparations were
made on a war footing for the possible
arrival of police and paramilitary
forces, to implement the land

acquisition. The rage of the
population feil on the local CPI(M)
cadres, whao had to flee for their lives.
An angry crowd also setthe local party
office an fire and put up roadblocks
inthe approachesto the village. Sumit
Sarkar's report on_Singur laments
that the word cacre has become a
term of abuse in local parlance.
The nparty's response to this
gutburst was to mobilise more
‘cadres’ from neighbouring areas and
ta launch a pre-meditated
counterattack in which at least six
people were killed.

In the course of its troubles in
Singur and Nandigram, the CPI(M)
teadership needed a scapegoat by
means of which to discredit the
struggle against its policies. They
found this in the figure of the
‘outsider’. a representation that
encompasses anyone who s not
directly affected by the land
acquisiticns. The outsider could be
Medha Patkar, the local Naxalite
activist, students or intellectuals
from Calculla, or even local activists
of parties such as the Trinamool
Congress and the Socialist Unity
Centre of India {SUCDH. This is a
strange argument  for the
communists to make, given that not
one of their unions in any factory
could have been set up without the
active support of people from
‘sutside’. But more to the point, might
one be pardoned for asking, Are the
Tatas and the Salim group of
industries ‘insiders'? Is Buddha Babu,
who committed other people's land
to these companies against the will
of the owners, an insider?

Though there is an apparent calm
for the time being, the West Bengal
countryside is simmering, and much
will depend on whether Mr
Bhattacharya and the CPI{M) are
prepared to rethink their strategy of
rapid industrialisation. Agriculture in
its present form might not be the
best option, but if the rationale
hehind industrialisation is that it will
create more jobs, it is clearly
misplaced. Does Buddha Babu have
any other strategy in mind, and will
he act on it before irreversible
damage is done? &
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SMS where the Internet was not
accessible. On ancther occasion, a
management institute sent two
bloggers a "legally notarised email”
in an attempt to intimidate them into
deleting certain posts critical of it. The
bloggers made this a publicissue, and
their outrage gained wide sympathy
and brought irreparabie disrepute to
the institute. In the brouhaha that
followed, the management institute
even managed to pressure the
employer of one of the bloggers
into sacking him. The incident
established an important precedent
for commercial organisations
dealing with bloggers. Many Indian
companies, especially in banking and
telecommunications., now hire
specialised Internet marketing
agencies to watch what people are
saying about their services online.
Those expressing dissatisfaction
with @ company's services are
often approached directly in order to
provide solutions to the problems they
have faced.

In & third case, the Indian
government arbitrarily ordered
internet service providers (ISPs) to
block 17 websites last year. Four of
them were blogs hosted on Google's
Blogger service - essentially sub-
domains on www.blogspot.com.
Incompetent as they were, and
unable to censor specific sub-
domains, the [ISPs blocked
www.blogspot.com as a whole, thus
impeding access by the entire country
to millicns of non-Indian and Indian
blogs. The government and ISPs took
a week to correct the mistake, after
bringing themselves international
embarrassment which inciuded
somewhat exaggerated comparisons
with Internet censorship in China.

What was common to all three
cases was that a few dozen bloggers
had come together to share
information and resources and to
petition government officials or file
Right to Information applicaticns - all
over the internet. This was like 50
Journalists working on one hig story,
together and at the same time. The
term collaboration is too mild to
describe the excitement of such an
experience. In the case involving the
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management institute, the bloggers
that united in protest managed to
LUnearth informaticn about actions
that the institute engaged in that were
even more questionable than those
that had originally caused offence,
These are examples of what
is somewhat pompously called
‘citizen journalism’, a phencmenon
mainstream media cutlets in India
and the world over are desperately
trying to co-opt. TV channels. for
instance, have begun asking viewers
to send in pictures of newsworthy
events or stories on video tape - such
materials are used particularly in
times of calamity. But on an average
day blogging is hardly journalism, and
although the media features stories
from time to time in which ‘prominent’
bloggers are displayed like exotic
animals in a zoo, ncne of these have
been able to capture the mood of the
Indian blogosphere or to analyse the
place it holds as alternative media.

Libertanian cartel

Perhaps it is difficult to understand
the werid of blogging if one has not
experienced the bliss of creating a
media ptatform single-handedly in
which one is writer, editor, and
marketing agent ail at the same time.
Blogging truly begins to excite once
one’s site has a hit counter, which tells
how many people have visited and
from where, and who has read which
posts. The stereotype that bloggers
are lonely individuals sitting in dark
rooms and typing away to catharsis is
untrue as bloggers actively participate
in a public sphere. As Rebecca
MacKinnon, former CNN journalist
and co-founder of the blog aggregator
‘Global Voices Gnline’, famously said,
“We use the Web not to escape our
humanity but to assert it.”

Instead of repeating ad nauseaum
that blogging is trash, as The Times of
India does, the mainstream media
should be interested to see what this
‘sphere’ is actually up to. What are
the congerns, motivations and trends
it reveals? If the blogosphere is an
adda - and it can well be likened to a
teashop where people meet and
discuss the day’s news over a cuppa
- what is being said there?

What is perhaps most fascinating
about the Indian blogosphere is the
great presence here of right-wing
voices - far greater than is to be found
in the mainstream English media.
Many bloggers, forinstance, have long
insisted that the India-Pakistan peace
process ought to be scrapped. as
Pakistan has not given up the use of
terrorism as a state policy. When the
Bombay train system was bombed in
July, these blogs seemed to say “We
told you so0.” This stands in direct
contrast to the insipid way in which
the media toes the South Block line
on relations with Pakistan, at the
present time in an indulgent tone.

Debates on economic policy in
India often centre cn whether or not
profit-making public sector units
should be privatised. A group of
bloggers who would insist that the
answer is obvious have organised
themselves into what they ironically
call “the libertarian cartel of Indian
bloggers™. Given that they bring to
pubic attention an ideology that has
few takers in India. it is no wonder
that the “cartellians™ have their ¢ritics.
The blogosphere allows ideologies
such as libertarianism to surface
because  writers here are
independent individuals whe need
not follow an agenda set by an editor
or a big media house. This is only one
example of issues, debates and
ideciogies found on the web that are
absent in mainstream media.
Comparison with the blogosphere
brings to light the uncomfortable truth
that mucnh of the B JP-voting middle
class does not find its perspectives
reflected in the Indian media in
English, which is largety dominated by
various shades cf left-liberal opinion.

Of course it is not only when it
comes to right-wing views that the
blogosphere provides a space for
issues and opinions that otherwise
do not receive coverage. The Blank
Noise Project, started by Banglore-
based photo-artist Jasmeen Patheja,
is one example. Gn the eve of
Women's Day, Patheja’'s site invited
visitors to write posts on street sexual
harassment, abuse that is suffered
by virtually every Southasian woman
but which receives next to no space
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National boundaries do not exist on the Internet: why
do Indian bloggers act as if they do?

or airtime in conventional media. The
web thus once again became a space
in which people frustrated with a
problem could become the media
themselves. The Blank Noise Project
soon expanded from its origins on
the internet to become a movement
on the street, and the coverage
it attracted on primetime news
brought the issues it raised to much
wider attention.

Wwhen the Indian government
announced its intention to extend
reservations to the Other Backward
Classes, coverage on TV channels and
in newspapers was overwhelmingly in
opposition. Many publications and
programmes recalled the protests
against the first measure to bring
about reservations for OBCs in 1991.
Images of a student immolating
himself that year were played and
replayed. as if the media were calling
students out into the streets: can we

have some protests please? The
protests did come some ten days later,
but until then there were only taking
place on the web, and especialty on
biogs. It was perhaps the first time in
India that an internet protest became
the lead story in a paper: “Mandal !l is
being fought in Cyberia”. But among
the voices the MSM missed, and it
seems deliberately so, were those
that defended the government's
move. These included a new site
called 'OBC Voice', written by a
Banglore-based copywriter and
definitely the best blog to be found
on the subject. At a time when the
media - conventional and online -
was piling wholesale on to the anti-
reservation bandwagon, OBC Voice
had stepped in to fill a gaping void in
the counter direction.

Bombings in Bombay and Dethi
tend to receive much attention in the
blogosphere while those in Guwahati

do not. This is once again a reminder
of the insular nature of the middle
class. The insularity of the Indian
biogosphere becomes even more
apparent when one realises thatl
events in the rest of Southasia, let
alone in the wider world, are
immaterial to it. Even diasporic biogs
rarely write about the poliitics of the
countries from which they are written
unless it directly involves the Indian
diaspora. National boundaries do
not exist on the Internet: why do
Indian bloggers act as if they do?
Perhaps it is not surprising that
international news has been a dud
as far as the Indian media is
concerned: Indians don't want to read
it. To draw lessons from citizen-
generated media for mainstream
media and vice versa, and to have
more and better discussions
between the two, would surely lead
to the broadening of public debate in
India. It is time that the two media
put personal differences aside tc
pursue the wide world of journalism
that awaits them. H
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called A, B, Cand D, allthe wayto Z -
and this is one of the ways in which
this fictional account of the violence
marks its difference from non-
fictional reports and analyses of the
atrocities of that day. Nor are the dead
named - the opening statement
offers a set of binaries instead, such
as “bird beast, black blue, Hindu
Muslim, Mustim Hindu, fire ice...”

It is for non-fictional accounts to
record the survivors' testimonies, list
out the dead, identify the accused,
frame charges and hand out
convictions. What, then, is the role of
fiction? In May 2002, Jha, a
newspaper journalist himself, wrote
a nan-fictional account of his visit to
Gujarat. It was structured as a show-
and-te!l description of things he
discovered during his visit, including
a child’'s textbook, an IIT research
paper, and the empty gaze of four
Muslim boys at the Shah Alam refief
camp. The report appeared in the

Repression,
co-option and
BY ANAGHA NEELAKANTAN

controversial cover of The

Economist last year asked,

with not much self-reflexive
irony, “Who killed the newspaper?”
The suggestion of death seems, in
hindsight, grossly exaggerated. Asia
Media Report: A crisis within explores
a more specific and far-reaching
concern: the death of news as we
know t.

This is familiar ground. The large-
scale takeover of news outlets by big-
money corporations and the
concomitant rise of infotainment to
cater (advertisers insist) to the needs
of a mythical dumbed-down ‘market’
have heen widely lamented, as have

Asia Media Report: A crisis within
edited by Johanna Son, Satya
Sivaraman, Suman Pradhan
IPS Asia-Pacific Centre Foundation,
2006
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{ndian Express on 13 May 2002, titled
“{ Went To Gujarat As A Riot Tourist
And All | Got Was This.” Already, within
the crisp newspaper format of the
report, one could sense the stories
struggling to emerge. clamouring
insistently to be heard - the uterus
that marched for justice; the child's
textocok, with what Jha calls its
“first-owner-may-have-been-burnt-
alive smell”.

Stories wanted to tell themselves,
they wanted the open space through
which to surge into the world, and that
is what Fireproof is most powerfully
about. It is fiction, after all, that can
take us deepest into the heart of
darkness; imagination that can give
us a fleeting sense of what happened
and how it must have felt. Fiction can
redefine words and give new
meanings - “Friendship,” forexample.
now stands for the moment “when
both of you watch the fire burn.” Only
fiction can make the human body

triumph

the problems of Cross-ownership anc
consclidation, and the challenges of
reperting and publishing news under
repressive regimes or in otherwise
hostile environments,

But this multi-part, multi-authar
report. commissioned and published
by Inter Press Service Asia-Pacific, 18
not just a hand-wringing ode to a lost
cause. It presents articulate essays on
specific trends in countries across the
region, including how news for people

fireproof. Within the demacratic space
of the novel, even the dead can speak
- and they do speak to us. directly, in
matter-cf-fact tones, from the other
side of the violence. They speak from
the footnotes of every chapter. from
under water, inside ice and across
worlds: they challenge us from the
empty pages of a schoolbook. from
the blank face of a watch, and from
the cover of this book itself. saying,
demanding, "HELP ME."

Not least of all. if justice still
remains to be done. perhaps it is
fiction's turn to see what it can do.
Not only to let the dead tell their own
stories. but also to let them write a
new story in which they can hegin to
set right the wrongs that have
been done to them - and restore the
moral fabric of our world so that
corpses needn’t rain down on
the streets again. This is the
important, audacious project at the
heart of Fireproof, ;

living in Burma is produced in exile,
and how entertainment in Pakistan
comes increasingly in the form of
spiritual teachings that are both arch-
conservative and designed to attract
arban youth. Also included are
assessments of the ‘media
environment in different countries.
such as under dictatorship in Nepal,
and amid the lure and power of money
in India and Thailand. And in each
analysis. the report makes strong
empirical arguments for its premise:
that free, respensible media is
indispensable to the success of any
democracy.

Political repression is the
straightforward part of the story. Under
next-to-impossible conditions,
Burmese journalists in exile produce
news for their fellow citizens back
home. During King Gyanendra’s
dictatorial rule. Nepali journalists
fought back with metaphorical or
ansurd editorials, printed gibberish
when a defiant blank space was not
allowed, sang the news on FM radio,
and more.

Where politics is violent and
enmesned with economic interests
from the most local to the highest
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national level, it becomes less easy to
identify a single 'enemy of the fourth
estate’. And yet, though the suppressor
and its affinities may change from
region to region, the results remain
the same for journalists who challenge
the local status quo: physical attacks
and murder.

Aless deadly - but more depressing
- response to corruption in politics and
the state's dismissal of its citizens’
concerns is discussed in an essay on
the Philippines. Here, it is argued,
entertainment does not just rule the
rcost, but even the news takes on the
forms, methods and outcomes of
entertainment - frem the indiscretions
and media-whorishness of TV stars, to
the peccadiloes of politicians. Politics
itself has become a spectator sport,
says author Antonio P Contreras, and
the knee-jerk clinging to entertainment
is how Filipinos maintain their sanity
in a country plagued by crises. It is, he
says, a “postmodern” state of
spectacle. This defence of "bad
[profetarian] taste” makes a modicum
of sense, but it is still a way of
encouraging people to revel in their
powerlessness while letting the media
off the hcok with regard to its role in
keeping the state accountable.

More insidious than politicai
repression, or the wholesale
abandonment of the idea that media
- and its lower-end consumers - have
a role to play in keeping civic concerns
in the limelight, are financial influences
and considerations. A Crisis Within
examines two ways that big money
leaches away the media's sphere of
influence. In Thailand, under former
Prime Minister Thaksin Shinawatra,
the power of money indirectly dictated
what could and could not be
covered in the press. Thaksin's vast
empire included advertisers
whose non-participation could
bankrupt publications.

in India and Indonesia the situation
looks even worse, and here business
has, for the most part, not gotten into
bed with pclitics. The report explores
the manner in which once-respected
Indian publications have undergone a
“Murdochisation”, whereby editorial
space and time are treated as
products to generate revenue, and
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news is limited to items that are
sensational, feet-good. lifestyle-
oriented and jingoistically nationalist,
but which rarely present the realities
of the majority of the population. In
India the greater the strides the
econcmy appears to make, the more
conservative the media becomes by
compulsion or by cheice.

In indcnesia, despite & boom in
local television and radio, ownership
- and cross-ownership - of media
remains with a handful of people with
close connections to the upper political
and econcmic strata of society. The
report sees cross-ownership of media
as undermining the content presented
to the Nepali public as well.

A thousand ways arsund
But not all is gloom and doom. A Crisis
Within also examines creative
responses to restrictions on media.
The case study of China’'s respected
Caijing weekly shows how a ncn-
negotiable editorial emphasis on
detailed, irrefutable research findings,
a strict separation of editorial and
marketing roles, and a wealthy but
hands-off ownership together allow a
publication the roles of watchdog,
whistlebiower and respected analyst.

Often, the report shows, the path to
editorial freedom lies in adopting a
new husiness model. The example is
given of the attempt of the Malaysian
malaysiakini.com to turn into an
economically viable long-term product
a website that began as a mere space
for dissenting opinion following the
arrest of then-Deputy Prime Minister
Anwar Ibrahim in 1998. Seven years
later, Malaysiakini still relies on
occasion on donor money, and its
online subscription drives have not
always been successful; nonetheless,
it continues to exist.

A Crisis Within is valuable also
because it contains cautionary tales
about what happens when radical or
underground media outlets are
institutionalised. An analysis of the
case of Hankyoreh, the ‘citizen-owned’
Korean daily, shows how an editorial
stance, when it sticks to a particular
line of dissent and does not respond
to changes, can become ossified -
even to the extent that a publication

which has its origins in a popular civil
movement comes to be associated
with the state, or is left behind by
competitors that now cover the same
socigl issues but more
comprehensively. Palestinian media,
which before the Oslo accords were
signed played an important role in
political conscicusness-raising. should
in the freer environment of recen:
years have been discussing how to
build the Palestinian state. Instead,
they continue to focus largely on the
dynamic of ‘evil |srael vs pocr,
victimised Palestine’.

One introductory overview of the
report rightly points to the irony that
although - or perhaps because - radio
is a cheap medium with enormous
reach, it is tightly controlled across
Asia. Here, Nepal's proliferation of
community radio stations provides a
notable exception, though India and
Sri Lanka are mentioned as being
likely to follow suit. In Thailand, the
report notes the “mushrooming” of
community radio, despite the fact that
community access to frequencies
(which by policy are under public
ownership) 1s heavily restricted.

The next edition of IPS's report. if
there is one, wouid do well to include
comparative analyses that for now are
left to the reader. There are also a few
noteworthy omissicns in the case
studies: the Korean Ohmynews
‘citizen journalist’” model. and the
challenge posed by Al Jazeera TV to
Western-directed coverage of the
Arab-speaking world. However, these
are minor gripes. The case studies,
general country essays and media
indicators in A Crisis Within are well-
written and informative, and some of
the illustrations are witty and
could have replaced a few pages
of pontificating.,

In every instance here, erosion of
the independence of media is
accompanied by a lcwering of the
volume of discussion about citizens
and their rights. The many illustrious
writers present a uniformly liberal front
and do a good job of showing, rather
than telling, why media and its
freedoms need to be "defended by
maximum application”, even when
not under overt threat.
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