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their entire
chequered

The threats of war and possible nuclear
exchange have escalated since the new govern-
ments assumed power. Both have tested new
versions of nuclear-capable missiles, expelled
diplomats over charges of spying, exchanged
blame for sabotage activities in each other’s
countries, continued with the regular border
skirmishes, and hurled diplomatic abuse at
each other. With bilateral ties at their lowest ebb,
the Indian Airlines hijack in late December was
a diplomatic disaster. Two months after the
hijack, India-Pakistan ties still haven't reverted
to even the poor state before the episode.

And if all this wasn't enough for the roller-
coaster 12 months since the peace bus, to round
off the eventful year, there is now the bizarre
spectacle of both haggling over US President
Bill Clinton’s trip to South Asia. The journey
will surely serve to sour the India-Pakistan
relationship further, and indicate what havoc a
year can wreak in bilateral relations. The only
sign of hope is that the Delhi-Lahore bus service,
which kicked off the turbulent year in the first
place, is still running packed. 4

—Adnan Rehmat

SRI LANKA

WAY OUT WITH
NORWAY?

WHAT HAD only been conceded informally
earlier, finally became official on 16 February
when visiting Norwegian Foreign Minister
Knut Vollebaek announced in Colombo that his
country had accepted the task of acting as third-
party intermediary to help resolve one of South
Asia’s longest civil wars. Norway will work
towards bringing Sri Lanka’s predominantly
Sinhala People’s Alliance (PA) government and
the Liberation Tigers of Tamil Elam (LTTE)
together for a dialogue aimed at bringing ina
negotiated settlement to the island’s ethnic
crisis.

An official communiqué quotes Vollebaek
as saying: “The conflict in Sri Lanka can only
be solved by political means. A basis for a
dialogue must be established between the
parties. Upon a request from the president and
following a wish from the LTTE, I have today
informed the president that Norway is willing
to accept the challenging task of trying to bring
the parties together in such a dialogue. We have
also discussed modalities for commencing

direct talks. This places a heavy responsibility
on the parties themselves. I am encouraged by
the expressed willingness to seek a political
solution. However this will take time. It will be
difficult, It will require courage and sacrifices
and it will require the necessary political will
from the parties.”

It is quite apparent from the Norwegian
minister’s comments that he has no illusions
about the task he has been entrusted with. The
Scandinavian country has a tremendous
reputation for having helped resolve some of
the world’s most intractable condlicts, ranging
from Palestine to Guatemala, and Vollebaek
himself is well versed in the art of peacemaking.
But this is the first time that the Norsemen have
sailed into the turbulent seas of a South Asian
conflict, and the nuances and parameters of
the Sri Lankan situation comprise an imbroglio
that may prove tough to untangle for even those
most experienced at brokering peace. But that
is yet to be seen.

Prior to visiting Colombo, Vollebaek met
with LTTE political adviser and theoretician
Anton Balasingham in London for a 115-minute
one-on-one meeting, and they are expected to
interact once again to finalise the modalities
concerning the government-LTTE dialogue.
Tentative procedures envisage the preliminary
round to take place within three months, either
in London or in Oslo, and if the LTTE wants to
fly out delegates from 5ri Lanka for the talks,
Colombo is obliged to provide all assistance
and security for it. Neither side is to impose
any pre-conditions and a ceasefire will be
announced only after the initial discussions.
Both sides, however, are expected to undertake
mutual confidence-building measures, create
a conducive climate on the ground and
gradually de-escalate the conflict as a prelude
to direct negotiations. The talks are expected to
conclude within 14 months.

A significant bone of contention between the
two sides right now is in the definition of the
third-party role itself. In deference to Indian
reservations as well as Sinhala sentiment, the
government does not want a “mediator” but
only a “facilitator”. The LTTE, on the other hand,
is quite insistent that third-party mediation is
absolutely essential because of what it says
is the untrustworthy track record of the
government in this respect. For the moment,
given Colombo’s sensitivity over the question
of the intermediary assuming a facilitatory and
not a mediatory role, Norway has confined its
role strictly to that of providing its good offices
only. A puerile debate over semantics it may
appear to the outsider, but it is one that could
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is not engaged in a nuclear arms race, which it
is. India has come out with its Draft Nuclear
Doctrine and Pakistan has announced the
command-and-control structure of
its nuclear programme. There has been a
hardening of nuclear postures on both sides
and, like little boys messing for a fight, there is
too easy a recourse to the use of threat of nuclear
annihilation. This is dangerous to the extreme,
but the leve! of concern (and outright fear)
which ought to be there, is simply missing.
By testing its nuclear weaponry in May
1998 at Pokhran, New Delhi’s politicians,
bureaucrats and scientists set off a lethal trigger,
not limited to Pakistan’s entirely unnecessary
response with its own nuclear blasts at Chaghai.
What we saw subsequently was an adventurism
by the Pakistani military in Kargil, which was
obviously linked to the supposed umbrella

In South Asia, with two governments actualty planning
for the eventuality of 3 nuclear war, we are probably
the closest to Armageddon than any other sets of
adversaries have ever been.

provided by its nuclear capability.

The threat by religio-political fanatics on
both sides of the Attari-Wagah divide to use
nuclear weapons to blast the enemy off the map
may be dismissed by some as just so much
bombast. But when the danger is of unpreceden-
ted mayhem the kind that the world has never,
never seen, should we not be speaking of
pulling back from the nuclear precipice?
Should we not be reminding ourselves that
here, in South Asia, with two governments
actually planning for the eventuality of a
nuclear war, we are probably the closest to
Armageddon than any other sets of adversaries
have ever been? To be sure, the loose talk
concerning use of nuclear weaponry that
we have heard in India and Pakistan, did not
oceur in the US-Soviet nuclear arms race (in
retrospect, so much more civilised).

There was a conference of South Asian anti-
nuclear scholars and activists called in Dhaka
in the middle of February, which sought to try
and arrest the nuclear tailspin that all us South
Asians are willy-nilly part of at this stage.
Unfortunately, because ‘peacenik’ is a dirty
word among the analysts who pander so
successfully to the politico-military complexes
of South Asia, the very sanity of the conclusions
of this conference seems to have been reason

enough for the nationalist media in India and
Pakistan to ignore its recommendations.

As for the members of the intelligentsia of
the smaller neighbours of Bangladesh, Nepal
and Sri Lanka, they seem to have put their
intellectualism in cold-storage when it comes
to analysing the distressing nuclear scenario
we are all faced with. When will the entire
region wake up to the realisation that the
nuclear arms race in South Asia is very much
everyone’s concern and not something to be
left only to the professor sahibs and sahibas of
the Jawaharlal Nehru University? When
will the reality strike that work is actually
progressing to develop not just nuclear devices
but nuclear bombs, and equally to have delivery
systems in place so that missiles can quickly
fly the few minutes required to cross each
other’s frontiers to finish the other side
off? When will we come to the tragi-comic
realisation that missiles were actually invented
as the delivery weapons of choice for atom and
hydrogen bombs because the United States and
the Soviet Union are widely separated by ocean,
and that in South Asia it is the simplest thing
for a nuclear device to be put in a largish trunk
and placed in downtown Lahore or Amritsar?
(There is nothing to it.)

The Dhaka conference made some sanc
suggestions — it demanded that India and
Pakistan (when it comes to de-escalation, both
have to act at once, and not one before the other)
immediately frecze and dismantle their nuclear
armament and missile programmes. To be more
specific, the delegates called on New Delhi and
Islamabad to confirm the following:

a) No assemibly of weapons

b) No ‘mating' of weapons with delivery systems

¢) No deployment, no induction of nuclear
weapons

d) No further testing of nuclear weapons

e) No further missile tests or acquisition of
delivery aircraft

f) Freeze on further production (military or
civilian) of weapons uscable fissile rnaterials

g) Public accountability regarding veracity and
efficacy of the freeze.

If we have any imagination and any honesty,
then the above list should be like a mantra that
we must see through to implementation on
behalf of the more than one billion people of
South Asia, who constitute one-fifth of all
humanity.

And as far as India and Pakistan are
concerned, please Jet us not Jook to Bill Clinton
as Uncle Sam to hetp out on this one. Let us do
this one ourselves. It is our mass life. A
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e are travelling by car towards
Tangail, a district little over two
hours from Dhaka. It's an ancient
habitat and to get there one passes
through some of the sparse forest cover stiil
left in Bangladesh. It is also a place which
has the long fingers of international devel-
opment dug deep inside its belly, evident
from the signs bearing names of various
organisations suggesting ‘development’
and ‘empowerment’ and so on. The sign-
boards stand on both sides of the road, ad-
vertising myriad missions of faith, hope and
charity. Tangail’s a place where NGOs come
to breathe.

I am going there to research a radio se-
ries on working children for the BBC. The
network of child rights NGOs has told us
that Tangail has a number of groups with
whose help working children have been able
to escape child labour and make it to school.
I am looking for happy children.

Tangail is not too far from Dhaka, is ru-
ral enough and, of course, poor. One can
visit a development centre, relish local food
and be back in the capital before bedtime.
Good for development visits if you hate
spending nights in non air-conditioned
bedrooms.

Our transport rushes through Bangla-
desh’s schizophrenic countryside where
the modern and the eternal get together in a
strange dance. Unfed peasants stand list-
lessly on the road watching the huge mod-
ern buses—imported from countries with
better road systems —lumber across a high-
way that is annually washed away by an-
gry rains and inundated by floods. People
are at work, and small fires belch dirty thick
smoke as pitch is melied and bricks are
chipped to repair the roads in one of the
perennial rituals of poverty and develop-
ment which haunts this land.

It's on these roads that one sees the pro-
verbial hyper-poor of Bangladesh, naked
and unhidden. Those who provide good
copy for the Western media and whose
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bodies and faces win photo competitions.
But then as you delve deeper, you find out
that there is no such thing as simply The
Poot. There are hierarchies, the rich poor
and the poor poor. We have much to learn.

The people by the roadside are the poor-
est of the poor, so poor that they do noteven
qualify for micro-credit loans. They are a
world unto themselves, a world kept alive
by custom-designed charity programmes
which keep the roads going, canals dug,
and rice and wheat bags doled out. The
programmes are meant for Vulnerable
Groups, for Vulnerable Group sounds bet-
ter than Extreme Poor. '

Wholesale and retail

In Dhaka, while following up on the micro-
credit story, we visited Hussain Zillur
Rahman of the Bangladesh Institute of De-
velopment Studies (BIDS), who has been
tracking poverty in Bangladesh for the last
decade or so. The regular political ritual of
hartal has kept him home and he has time
to explain a number of issues. “Let’s say
that micro-credit has met a very important
need. There is no question that it is a neces-
sary and reliable instrument for poverty
alleviation. But the point is how much
can it do and how. And what should be
done next.”

According to his research, the poor can
be split into Extreme Poor, Middle Poor and
Tomorrow’s Poor. Micro-credit is primarily
for the Middle Poor. But access to it doesn’t
automatically ensure graduation from pov-
erty. Many lapse back into poverty over a
petiod of time and that is why Tomorrow’s
Poor has become a depressing reminder of
the enormous task of eradicating poverty in
a devastatingly impoverished land like
Bangladesh.

So, is micro-credit doing enough to ease
poverty in Bangladesh? Zillur Rahman an-
swers: “Micro-credit is a very significant
weapon in the fight to become less poor.
Poverty has declined for the last few years

1



MICRO-CREDIT, defined as credit for the poor without
collateral, started in 1976, when Mohammed Yunus, the
founder of Grameen Bank, began an experimental project
in rural Chittagong, which later in 1983 was established as
a specialised bank, providing an organised credit access
system to the poor. Before Grameen Bank, Akhter Hamid
Khan, the pioneer of the Comilla Model, had initiated a
rural credit programme but it did not work well for vari-
ous reasons. The Dheke Loan Scheme (Paddy Husking
Programme), was also launched by the Bangladesh Bank
in 1978. Meanwhile, NGOs also moved into this sector.
However, it was with the advent of the Grameen model
of microcredit, with its focus on group responsibility for
loans, and strict supervision, that it became a model to
follow. Today, there are around a thousand international,
national and local MFIs that run micro-credit programmes
in Bangladesh.

How micro-credit works

To launch a micro-credit programme in any area, an MFI
first conducts a survey to assess the need (and demand)
for micro-credit and explores probable obstacles. Where
conditions are favourable, the MFl organises people {mostly
women) in groups of 30-40 which are called Samity (Bangla
for “committee”). The Samity itself is splitinto six to eight
smaller groups, which on average have five members.
(Eligibility is strictly limited to people who dor't own more
than half an acre of land, are not members of the same
household, enjoy similar social status and economic
resources and therefore equal bargaining strength, enjoy
mutual trust and confidence, and belong to the same
locality,) This is followed almost universally both by the
NGOs and the GB.

Every group elects a secretary and a chairperson who
is responsible for the discipline of group members. Each
member of the group has to get a chance to be elected.
Groups can continue as long as they wish to be active or
can remain s0. At the end of one loan period, mostly one
year, a new person is elected chief.

Group members make a small savings deposit and are
trained for two to three weeks after group formation. If
members conform to the discipline of the MFL, credit is
issued to individual members. Initially, two members of
the group are given credit, to be repaid within a year in
equal weekly installments, and observed for one or two
months. (Loan amounts start from BDT 3000-4000 and go
up to BDT 20,000. In the case of what are called micro-
enterprises, the loans are bigger in size. BRAC's MELA
programme provides loans up to BDT 100,000.)

If they can pay their weekly instalments and maintain
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A Kendro meefing.

group discipline, new loans are given to the next two mem-
bers. The group leader is customarily the last one to
receive credit. If any member defaults, the whole group is
ineligible for additional loans. This rule forces group mem-
bers to pressurise one another to keep up with regular
payments. In this way, although credit is given to an indi-
vidual membet, the group is ultimately responsible for
loan repayment and maintaining financial and social disci-
pline. Group members can also take multiple loans which
actually show up as new loans.

The place where the Samity meets is called a Kendro
(centre), which is the core of all activities. All transactions
are openly conducted at the centre meetings. Each centre
has an elected chief and a secretary, and is assisted by an
MF! worker, who visits the centre several times a week.
Members are required to attend all meetings. The agenda
and monitoring of transactions is done by consensus. The
centre chief conducts the meeting and enforces member
attendance, weekly payments and discipline. Each centre
chief holds office for one year and a new chief is elected
each year. The centre chief and group chairpersons jointly
monitor loan utilisation on a daily basis. The elected office
bearers don’t receive any remuneration for this extra work.
The MEI staff also monitor loan use. Such close monitoring
is believed to improve the performance of the borrowers.

MEIs also mobilise savings and consider it an integral
part of lending. Each member has to save BDT 5-15 per
week and deposit it at the weekly group meeting. Mem-
bers are also required to contribute 1-2 percent of his or
her borrowed amount to an emergency fund. This fund is
used as insurance against potential defaults due to death,
disability or any other misfortune.

Urban MFI

“Grameen” means “rural” and the name reflects the con-
centration of the poor as it stood in the mid-70s when
Grameen Bank started operations. But the cities have since
swelled with the poor migrating there in a desperate sur-
vival bid. Many programmes have an urban component
now and micro-credit has spawned its urban clones. Given
the social structure in an urban setting, the tested concept
of group responsibility for loans is undergoing a change.
An example of this is Safe-save, a cooperative run in a
Dhaka slum which has successfully demonstrated that with
proper safeguards it is possible to run a small, largely
self-capitalised, non-group based micro-credit initiative.
In fact, individual relationship, as opposed to the almost
hallowed group concept, is emerging strongly as an alter-
native in both urban and rural areas, particularly in the
case of savings.
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by 1 percent annually. That is a decline
but net enough of a decline. And while
playing a major role, micro-credit is not
solely responsible for it. And not all
who experience a decline in poverty
can sustain it.” Again, a reference to
Tomorrow’s Poor.

Salehuddin Ahmed sounds no different.
"Micro-credit isn't an Aladdin’s lamp. It’s
not the onlv strategy or even the principal
strategy. It's one of the strategies because
poverty alleviation is a multiple approach
to a complex problem. Micro-credit is reach-
ing a large number of people and under
proper supervision can alleviate poverty to
a considerable extent. But it's a tool, not a
miracle.” Ahmed is CEO of the government-
supported Polli Karmo Shahyak Founda-
tion (PKSF-—Rural Employment Assistance
Foundation), which is set to become the larg-
est wholesale supplier of credit to NGOs
(which retail out the money as loans to
the poor).

We also learn that the micro-credit sec-
tor is not a monolithic one. There are varia-
tions and clusters within the broad frame,
We know that there are: a) NGOs that get
grants from donors, often directly, to work
as micro-finance institutions (MFIs); b)
wholesalers like PKSF that conduit loans to
borrowers through NGOs; large organisa-
tions like BRAC, ASA, PROSHIKA, etc, which
have in the meantime moved from credit
retailing to wholesaling as well; ¢} Grameen
Trust, a subsidiary of Grameen Bank {GB)
that has lent money to NGOs in 20 countries
of the world to initiate the GB model; d} the
government which loans through its chan-
nels, especially the Bangladesh Rural De-
velopment Board; and e) nationalised com-
mercial banks. Thus, for the large players,
roles change and re-change as they f{low
with the market and there are differences
regarding interest rates and conditionali-
ties as well.

As we talk to more people, we hear
that the world of development in Bangla-
desh is divided into pro-micro-credit and
anti-micro-credit partisans. Yet, interest-
ingly, not all seem to know enough to like or
hate it.

Hard-sell backlash

For long, micro-credit has more or less been
presented as the universal cure for eco-
nomic ills. If it wasn't, nobody among the
micro-credit pioneers protested either. But
in a land or a region where poverty is con-
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sidered as inevitable as floods and death, it
can suddenly start sounding like peddling
a ‘'miracle medicine’ sold by reoadside char-
latans to gullible pecple suffering from in-
curable ailments.

But as poverty didn’t visibly decline over
the years even as micro-credit went to work
and Bangladesh continued to gain a repu-
tation as the land that mothered the most
poor people on earth, negative reactions
began to be heard. The local press reacted
too. If micro-credit was so good, how come
it had not eradicated poverty? Why didn't
the cricket team win the World Cup either?
It was backlash time.

Was this backlash for all the good press
micro-credit got when it began its rise in the
mid-70s? The hard over-sell. In fact, one of
the best PR jobs ever. One feeling is that the
underlying reason for the Western press’s
love towards CGrameen Bank and micro-
credit in general is that they link rural
Bangladesh to international markets. Bill
Gates’ parents, Bill Clinton’s wife and many
others have come and gone. Last February
was the turn of Queen Sophia of Belgium.
Enough interest to arouse suspicion as to
intent, perhaps?

The questions keep coming up. Why
should micro-credit be considered any dif-
terent from any other kind of money lend-
ing? Why (and, true, unbeknownest to most
of the world) are the interest rates so high?
Are we less poor after the introduction of
micro-credit? Can you change the life of the
poor with donor money? Do you really
know how they make people repay loans?
Is it not true that women take loans and men
use them?

The level of scepticism about what mi-
cro-credit can or cannot do is as high as the
confidence about the power of development
initiatives to change lives is low. It has much
to do with the fact that micro-credit, posi-
tioned as a development activity, began its
advocacy amongst other things, not just
with performance reports, but also with
ambitiously titled books such as the one
called Chasing the Miracle. Obviously,
Bangladesh needed a miracle and that prob-
ably caused so many to see one in micro-
credit as well.

The fact is that the miracle never ap-
peared. It turned out to be a chimera. That is
why the resentment level appears so high.
Having sold the idea of a ‘miracle chase’,
many can't climb down from the horse of
promise they ride.

Sailehuddin Ahmed
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even removing poverty, but of improving the
quality of life. Maybe there is a difference,
maybe not. But it is not about a simple bank-
ing operation.

That is why it is necessary to look at a
feature that is not always discussed but has
a great impact on the sector —the quality of
manpower in the field. The salary level is
low and even if it sounds odd, the pressure
is mounting on organisations to make it pro-
fessionally consonant with other salary
scales operating in the country. Many, in-
cluding Grameen Bank, are facing problems
in retaining staff and maintaining staff mo-
rale, which has a direct bearing on select-
ing loanees and ensuring recovery. This is
reflected in the top tier of the micro-credit
business as well. As Cracknell puts
it: “[L]eading Bangladeshi micro-tinance
practitioners, who have limited time to per-
form consultancies, are able to command
greater consulting rates overscas than in
Bangladesh.”

But MFIs have a small amount of sur-
plus to play with. Many are stretched be-
yond capacity. This is part of the sectoral
reality and affects performance in many
cases. Whether these organisations can at-
ford to pay well and survive is another mat-
ter. But there can be no doubt that the best
way to remain in business js that thev oper-
ate like proper banking services.

That would, however, mean again tread-
ing into the debate about whether micro-
credit is purely welfare or a financial ser-
vice sector. Zillur Rahman says, “We have
to move from a safety net approach to a
growth approach.” Which basically means
generation of wealth, creation of jobs. If the
present incarnation is about self-employ-
ment, the next one will be about borrowers
in activities that create jobs.

“ About 30 to 40 percent of the poor are
still outside the credit net even though they
qualify, so growth in the present form of mi-
cro-credit is possible and will happen. The
other growth is horizontal, increasing the
size of loans. You may call it micro-enter-
prise or deepening of existing loans but it's
basically about analysing capacity and in-
creasing the size of the loan of the individual
borrower,” says Salehuddin of PKSF.

Monique Angers of the Canadian Inter-
national Development Agency (CIDA), who
heads the donors’ group on micro-credit
operating in Bangladesh, is keen about
what she calls micro-enterprise. “That’s
why we are interested in BRAC's 'MELA’

project. Tt will lead to increased growth.”
The message is clear. If there have been ar-
guments about the past, the present is about
consensus.

The truth, however, remains: micro-
credit can go only so far if the overall or
macro economy doesn’t grow at a healthier
pace. Unless the economy starts getting big-
ger, credit retailing will reach its limits be-
cause the national consumption capacity
will remain the same. This means formulat-
ing a national credit policy with recovery
as a key factor. Present growth rates are un-
satisfactory and the banking system is all
but washed out with the defaulting on loans
by the high and mighty. It means micro-
credit will not end national poverty, or even
the bulk of local or rural poverty. That can
only happen when the country adopts
macro-credit policies for national poverty
alleviation and economic growth.

Bidis and books

We reach Tangail and the office of an NGO
called Social Services Society (555). There 1s
not enough data available about the impact
of micro-credit on the life of children. We
talk to Abdul Hamid Bhuiyan, the chief of
the group, about fernale borrowers and male
users. He says the presence of users and
not just borrowers should be made compul-
sory. The myth women in micro-credit has
lost the power cven to shock.

We visit a bidi factory on the outskirts of
the Tangail town. These factories need chil-
dren to roll the tobacco with their small, deft
fingers. All over Bangladesh, children are
employed in thousands in this work, 558
has been working with the mothers who
also are labourers in these factories. The
credit given to these workers is conditional.
A portion of whatever is earned will have to
be spent on the children’s education. One
of the loances tells us that her husband and
son have set up a meat shop with the money
she borrowed. A young boy approaches us
with books under his arm. His mother
pushes him forward. The boy used to be a
full-time worker in the bidi factory but the
555 scheme has allowed him to attend
school. He still works part time, but school
allows him to dream of being something
more than a rural industrial worker. We ask
him to recite a poem. He stands up and de-
livers. Then he leans forward and eagerly
asks, “Shall 1 recite another?” It is the best
advertisement of micro-credit that I have
seen in Bangladesh. A
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Vajra (literally-flash
of lightning), is an
artists’ condominium,
a transit home for
many, providing a
base during months
of hibernation and
creative inspiration.
Its 1s0lation, graphic
splendour and
peaceful ambience,
make an ideal retreat
from the clock of
pressure.

Ketaki Sheth
Inside Outside.

Istayed a week at the

Vajra, by which time

I had become so fond

of it that I stayed
another.

John Collee

The London Observer.

Vajra, a serene
assembly of brick
buildings, grassy
rcourtyards,
ivycovered walls and
Hindu statuary is a
calm oasis over
looking, chaotic
= Kathmandu.

Time
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n Kathmandu,
the Vajra

Swayambhu, Dallu Bijvaswori, PO Box 1084, Kathmandu
Phone: 977 1 271545,272719 Fax: 977 1271695 E-mail: vajra@mos.com.np
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FATHER TOLD me that stealing is wrong. But what
the hell, let's hear it for Roopa of Hanumanthanagar,
who Deccan Herald reports has been “resorting to ve-
hicle-lifting as a means to earn fast and easy bucks”.
Ms. Roopa, 22, took to stealing cars, but unfortunately
was nabbed at Russel Market in Shivajinagar while
trying to drive off with a Maruti 800 of someone other
than herself. I am sorry that she was nabbed, only so-
ciologically speaking, for women turning car-thieves
is in this sense a positive phenomenon. Let's debate if
you so like.

|
GO TO the other extreme of the sociological scale, in
Pakistan’s Punjab where 266 women (some barely in
their teens) were victims of honour killings during the
past year. In all of Pakistan, about 600 women were
burnt to death or otherwise murdered by own family
members viciously angered by true or untrue allega-
tions of impropriety. The Human Rights Commission
of Pakistan, which published these statistics, also noted
“a significant increase in the death of married women
because of stove bursts”, reports the United News of
India. We all know what that means.

]
BACK TO some levity. It seems to me, reading this As-
sociated Press of Pakistan piece carried by The News
that someone in that land of the pure is trying to turn
back the clock on women'’s emancipation. Housework,
its seems, “can benefit your body in addition to putting
a sparkling shine in your home”. So what's the break-
down? An average (lady)} of 130 pounds will expend
1.0 calorie per minute while sleeping and 1.2 while
surfing the Net, but watch the walloping exercise po-
tential of household chores: making the bed 2.1, carry-
ing out the trash 2.6, carrying an infant 3.6, sweeping
floors 4.1, washing windows or walls 4.6, carrying 1-
15 pound loads upstairs 5.2 and carrying groceries 8.3.
Ah so, house-cleaning 15 minutes in the morning is
equal to three hours of slogging at the gym a week, s0
what purpose the latter?!

n
RANGOON’S MILITARY authorities have allowed
the first privately-owned newspaper in Burma, and I
welcome it so far as it goes. The Myanmar Times will be
an all-colour weekly printed in “high quality imported
paper” and priced at a steep USD 2 a copy. The editor-
in-chief is a firangi, a Mr (no first name given) Dunkley
who was previously involved with Vietham’s govern-
ment-owned Vietnam Investment Review. This gentleman,
presumably Australian, who has teamed up with a lo-
cal investor, U Than Naing, to publish the paper, writes
in a front-page announcement that the “joint venture is
the first major step in aiming to broaden the world’s
perspective on Myanmar”. Now that as far as I can see
is code-speak, for the world does understand Burma
and its fine and upright military rulers. Editor Dunkley
says that his paper is aimed at a while collar audience
and 60-70 percent of its readership will comprise of
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‘Myanmar people’. He adds that the The Myanmar Times
represents “the first truly free press in the nation for
more than three decades”. One certainly hopes, and
one shall see, for all indications thus far point to some-
one trying to make a fast buck on a depressed country.

]
A THREE-DAY Millennium Cytopathology Confer-
ence was opened in Islamabad by the Federal Health
Minister Abdul Malik Kansi, “who lauded the efforts
of the organisers for holding the first conference of the
world in new millennium on cytopathology in Paki-
stan”. Other than the question of Pakistani Pride, which
I would not grudge the good minister for a moment, I
wonder if he went away from the ribbon-cutting any
wiser than he was when he came to it, on the meaning,
of Cytopathology, which neither you nor 1 know,

|

IN HIS Deccan Herald media column Blue Pencil, G.5.
Bhargava decides to turn his attention to an all-too-
neglected institution in these days of television and
informatics: radio, and Akashvani in particular.
Bhargava rues the fact that in media-related debates in
India, All India Radio hardly ever figures. After all, 80-
year-old Akashvani has a reach of 97.3 percent of
India’s population covering 90 percent of the country’s
area. It has all of 300 transmitters, and reaches 100 mil-
lion radio sets in the country. It broadcasts in 18 lan-
guages. Talking of programme content, Bhargava
praises AIR for presenting a “fairly comprehensive fare”,
including classical music, talk shows that focus on
public health, education and science, and programmes
targetted to women, children and the elderly, as well as
linguistic minorities. Here, at last, is an analyst who
knows to look through the maze of print and video to
realise that indeed the most democratic of media is ra-
dio, never mind that it is the most neglected by the eco-
nomic elite and policy-makers of all our countries.

IF MY Indian geography serves me right, the Lalbagh
botanical gardens of Bangalore is a fair distance
from the Indian Northeast. And so I felt good upon see-

ing who are obviously three members from
the Northeast enjoying the annual Republic Day
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Flower Show {(accompanying picture). Of course they
might well be Nepalis or Bhutanese.

]
THANKFULLY, THE furore over children trying to
copy Shaktiman and jump off high rooftops has died
down, as [ never really did believe that the show should
have been penalised. But for something not entirely dif-
ferent, here’s news from Rawalpindi from the agency
PPl that parents are demanding the recall of “lizard
shaped candies” from the market. Why? “Children mis-
take the original lizards for toffees. They catch the
rough-skinned reptile and try to swallow it without
knowing that they are tasting death,” a mother said.

|

JAVED JABBAR, long known to journal-
ists all over South Asia for his promotion of
regional cooperation in media affairs, is
now nicely ensconced once again as
Pakistan’s information minister (the actual
title in these semi-martial laws is “Adviser”
to Chief Executive Gen. Pervez Musharraf
on Information and Media Development). Jabbar was
minister long before this, for a while, under Benazir
Bhutto. And the adviser has apparently used his knowl-
edge of media issues to push through the cabinet a de-
cision to allow private cable television channels to op-
erate in ’akistan. The government is accordingly invit-
ing applications. Clarifying that allowing cable televi-
sion channels was not the same as allowing private
television channels {“which is content origination”),
Jabbar said that the cable would in time allow even the
poor and the middle class to access the Internet, for
which presently you need to own a computer. The ad-
viser-saheb seems to be on the right track.

|
IN A self-congratulatory note upon achieving its 10th
anniversary, the editor of a Kathmandu English weekly
in mid-February fell for the misplaced journalistic he-
roics that seems to afflict so many of his Nepali media
colleagues. He bemoans “the erosion of political val-
ues” as the reason why his own paper and the Nepali
media scenario as a whole has not done well, which is
a case of being quite clueless. Who is kidding whom?
Does the editor not realise that the fault lies in the lack
of caring and daring journalists rather than in the con-
stitution, the laws, the bureaucracy or the political situ-
ation and politicians?

]
THE ONLY real hurdle to economic advance in
Bangladesh at this stage seems to be the enmity between
the Bangladesh Nationalist Party and the Awami
League, and their leaders Begum Khaleda Zia and Prime
Minister Sheikh Hasina Wajed. It was therefore appro-
priate that the Federation of Bangladesh Chambers of
Commerce and Industry decided to open their annual
meet in Dhaka by giving the two ladies a unique gift—
two identical saree pieces, “to symbolise the thirst and
urge for national unity for boosting the economy”. The
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colour, print and stripe of the two pieces are the same.
Now the question remains: will Madam Zia and Sheikh
Hasina be caught wearing the same saree to the same
function?

|
AN OBIT in The Bangladesh Observer says that
“Shahajadi Bibi, a linguist of Mirpur, died on Tuesday
night due to old age complications.” She was 101. Oh,
well.

|
SRI LANKA is small enough and its bureaucracy dili-
gent enough for it to have a Presidential Task Force on
Prevention of Suicide and to put this announcement
in the press: “Facilities for counselling and guidance of
young people are being established via Youth Empow-
erment Programmes at divisional level. Measures have
been taken to reduce the accessibility and availability
of pesticides, which is the most popular method used
for attempting suicide.”

|
IF PRIME Minister Atal Behari Vajpayee of India in-
sists on completing the fencing project on the Indo-
Bangladesh border at a cost of INR 1335 crore, then
that should be the concern of the Indian taxpayer. But
perhaps a thought should be given to the practicalities
and whether this may be nothing more than an incred-
ible bonanza for steel shaft and barbed-wire manu-
facturers. Indeed, has a genuine and thorough study of
cross-border migration been done, and do some plan-
ners in India at least see a scenario whence an eco-
nomically advanced Bangladesh not many years hence,
may actually be attracting rather than exporting mi-
grants? Think, oh ye foolhardy policymakers!

|

TWO CHEERS for Raju Lama, who protests in a letter
to Kuensel the rule set by the Bhutanese Road Safety
and Transport Authority that all taxi drivers should
wear the national dress, gho. No, Mr Lama seems not
to be a ngolop, or anti-national, and his ire is more due
to the inequity that this rule reflects. He writes, “I say
this because (the regulation} is applicable only to taxi
drivers and not to those who drive private or govern-
ment vehicles. What is so special about the others or so
wrong with taxi drivers?” The ball is in the court of the
Road Safety and Transport Authority, and I await their
response.

NDA secures
JMM support,|
RID nets BSP

[

UFFF! IS a very South Asian
onomatopoaeic exclamation,
and gives the flavour of some-
one being landed a hefty punch
in the belly. That is my excla-
mation of choice when it comes
to this The Times of India headline of 2 March. The NDA
refers to the National Democratic Alliance, JMM is
Tharkhand Mukt Morcha, RJD is the Rastria Janata Dal
and BSP is Bahujan Samaj Party. The state is B, for Bihar.

—Chhetria Patrakar
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the gold and brings it out of south
Sudan through Kenya. The Kenyan
government has even provided an
assay certificate (one that vouches
for the quality of an ore or metal} to
legitimise these shipments. The ini-
tial flux of Sudanese gold towards
the end of 1999 even brought down
prices in the international market,
but prices stabilised once it became
known that it would still take a few
years to set up the mining infrastruc-
ture in south Sudan, in view of the
risks involved.

Which brings us to the key ques-
tion, whether a mineral-weapons-
insurgency triangle exists in South
Asia for Neilson to get involved in.
Purulia, where the weapons were
dropped, does sit on a coal belt, and
iron ore and other heavy mineral
deposits are not far away in Bihar.
But no gold or precious stones. Nor
is there an armed insurgency active.

Kachin gold
The only region that would fit the
southern Sudanese scenario in this
part of the world is the Kachin
region in north Burma. The Kachin
state, bordering China’s Yunnan
province and India’s Arunachal
Pradesh state, has a

due to the ongoing insurgency, and
neither do the Kachin rebels have
the wherewithal to handle mining
operations in a big way on their
own.

In the early 1990s, boosted by
receipt of substantial military hard-
ware from China, the Burmese
army launched a fierce offensive
against the rebels. Pressed hard and
without a steady supply of arms
and ammunition, the Kachins en-
tered into a cease-fire agreement
with Rangoon, hoping it would her-
ald negotiations on a possible fu-
ture autonomy package. By end-
1995, however, it became clear that
the Burmese military junta was
in no mood for compromise. The
Kachins were upset, and the new
KIA chief Malizup Zau Mai went
looking for allies and weapons.

It so happened that there was a
convergence of both India’s and the
West's interests in helping the KIA
at that time. For the West, particu-
larly the US, the Kachins were de-
vout Christians and confirmed anti-
communists, and right there in the
soft underbelly of China below its
south-western Yunnan province.
From New Delhi’s point of view,

bringing the KIA into its fold was a
key strategic objective since the mili-
tant outfit had been supplying weap-
ons and provided training to all
Northeast Indian rebels since the
Chinese officially stopped doing
so in 1978. This correspondent
has learnt that the Indian intelli-
gence agency, RAW, established
close relations with the Kia and
even allowed them sanctuary facili-
ties in the eastern part of Arunachal
Pradesh. The quid pro quo was that
the KIA would never again arm or
train rebels from the Northeast or
allow these groups access through
their territory to China. But India
stopped short of direct support to
the KIA since it was also trying to
cultivate the Burmese junta.

Thus it could well be that a min-
ing giant, perhaps the same one in-
volved in south Sudan, got inter-
ested in the gold and precious
stones of Kachin. But again, winning
over the KIA to secure mining rights
or exploratory surveys, would mean
supplying them with weapons.
Landlocked and with a large
rebel army to supply, the Kachins
were the ideal candidate to take
an airdrop of the kind of weapons

that came down at

powerful rebel army —
four brigades, or 8000
men in all. The Kachin
Independence Army
(K1A), formed in 1961,
has fought Burmese
troops fiercely for de-
cades and maintains
control over much of
the Kachin region, par-
ticularly the northern
Kachin part bordering
India and China.

The rich jade mines
of Hpakam and Long-
kin are located in that
area, and the Kachins do
make some money from
jade. The area also has
ruby and sapphires. But
what is less known is
that the Kachin area re-
portedly has huge gold
deposits. These deposits
have never been tapped
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Purulia. The Ananda
Marg may be in the
business of securing
a few revolvers, even
rifles, but only an out-
fit like the KIA, which
takes on the Burmese
army in set-piece
battles, would need
anti-tank weapons.

Completing the
jigsaw

Peter Bleach now ad-
mits that the weapons
were to be dropped
“much further east”.
But he would not re-
veal more, except that
Neilson tried desper-
ately to secure landing
permission at Dhaka,
because he was “trying
to set up a regular air
freight company oper-
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not been much more than a series of
token nods to ethno-cultural com-
munities, while the English and the
French have continued to hold real
power,

Ujjal Dosanjh is no token,
however. In a province known his-
torically for it racist policies (see
“Canada Sikhs", Himal, December
1999), his ascendance makes it clear
that eventually the quality of immi-
grant politicians, combined with the
rising immigrant population, will
increase the opportunities for non-
white Canadians to have political
clout beyond that of their traditional
lobby groups.

At the same time, it is also im-
portant to remember that Dosanjh
was no! elected pre-
mier by the people of
British Columbia
{BC), but by his own
New Democrat Party
NDP). His predeces-
sor, former premier
Glen Clark, resigned
from office in autumn
of 1999 in the midst
of a corruption scan-
dal. This forced the
NDT to vote for a new
leader who could
complete the elec-
toral mandate granted to the party.
Dosanjh, the province’s attorney
general, was the favourite, and
he won on the first ballot itself
with a comfortable majority over his
runner-up.

The new premier has a daunt-
ing task ahead of him. Backed by
labour unions, the NDP is Canada’s
only real left-of-centre party. Al-
though it has never been elected to
power at the federal level, a number
of provinces have been governed by
the NDP. But it is in trouble in Brit-
ish Columbia. In the past decade,
while other provincial governments
raised taxes and cut social spend-
ing in order to reduce soaring defi-
cits, the NDP in BC has became no-
torious for its lack of fiscal restraint.

With its abundant natural
resources (forests and fisheries),
BC has always been regarded as an
economic powerhouse among the
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10 provinces of Canada. A wave
of Asian immigration (including
wealthy Hong Kong entrepreneurs)
to BC’s lower mainland ushered in
a boom in the late 1980s. Yet today,
Dosanjh finds himself leader of one
of the most unpopular governments
in the province’s history with a defi-
cit standing at USD 1 billion.

Most British Columbians don’t
think Dosanjh can hope to rescue
the NDI' before the provincial
election in 2001. On top of other
problems, the NDP leadership race
was tainted with scandal and
nasty factionalism between Sikh
members. One of Dosanjh’s most fer-
vent opponents was a twice-de-
posed cabinet minister named
Munmohan (Moe)
Sihota, also a Sikh.

When the leader-
ship race was in full
swing, the party wit-
nessed an unprec-
edented surge in its
membership ranks.
Money was pumped
into the Dosanjh
campaign by Sikhs
from BC and Ontario.
Under suspicion that
some delegates (in-
cluding Dosanjh} had
been signing up new party members
to increase their chances of winning,
the NDP did a membership audit by
telephone. One Canadian newspa-
per claims the audit found 1300
people who did not know they were
members and that 14 of the new
members sighed up were dead.
(Most new members were Indo-Ca-
nadian.) Dosanjh claims this was
the mischief of his campaign work-
ers, and has tried to distance him-
self from this latest embarassment
to the NDP.

For all that, there are others who
believe that if anyone can save the
party, it is Dosanjh. A human rights
lawyer by profession, he is known
for his integrity and courage. In
1985, he was severely beaten with
an iron bar by fellow Sikhs for
daring to speak out against the
Khalistan movement.

Politics runs in Ujjal Dosanjh’s

blood. His father was an active Con-
gress Party member in the Punjabi
village of Dosanjh Kallan and his
maternal grandfather hanged by the
British for anti-government activi-
ties. The young Dosanjh left India
in 1964 at the age of 17, barely able
to speak English. He lived first in
England, where he was assistant
editor of a Punjabi newspaper, be-
fore arriving in Canada in 1968. He
worked as a janitor, night watch-
man, and joined the ranks of Sikhs
working in BC’'s lumber mills where
he nearly broke his back.

The injury prompted him to pur-
sue a university BA. He then taught
English as a second language
to new immigrants and finished a
law degree. Both he and his wife,
Raminder, are known for their hu-
man rights activism. After law
school, he disguised himself as a
berry picker to uncover exploitation
of farm workers, and later formed a
legal service to help them.

In 1991, Dosanjh was elected to
the BC provincial legislature and
held portfolios such as Minister of
Government Services and Minister
Responsible for Multiculturalism,
Human Rights, Sports and Immigra-
tion. More recently, as attorney gen-
eral he championed the rights of mi-
norities, women, gays and lesbians,
and took a tough stance on crime,
In 1996, his refusal to negotiate in a
standoff with an armed aboriginal
group won him the respect of the
general public.

In an attempt to move away from
his predecessor’s autocratic leader-
ship, Dosanjh has promised to unite
the NDP under a more consensual
style of governing. He also promises
to return the party toits grassroots—
labour, the women’s movement and
the environmental movement—
rather than catering to big business,
But the ultimate test will be for him
to rein in the fiscal deficit before the
2001 election, and restore credibil-
ity to the NDP. Only then will
samosas and sitars arrive once
again at the next premier’s inaugu-
ral reception. A
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could hold hearings; political par-
ties could use the allegations to force
a leader from power.” The implica-
tion is that in Pakistan such sup-
port is just not available.

The report, which deals mostly
with the situation before Musharraf
came to power, finds the strength of
the Pakistani press “particularly re-
markable in a country that has spent
more than half its life under mili-
tary dictatorships”, including Gen-
eral Zia-ul Haq's (1977-1988), which
“brutally” suppressed media, im-
posing strict censorship controls and
jailing journalists who tried to assert
their independence.

The report seeks to explain why
there is a strong bent towards free-
dom in the Pakistani press: “Many
of the country’s senior journalists
made great professional sacrifices
during the Zia years, and guard
their freedom all the more fiercely
because of this history.”

Citing specific examples of sup-
pression of the press, the report il-
lustrates how Sharif, like his prede-
cessors, used state machinery for
this purpose, except that he did it
“with particular zeal and effi-
ciency”. After Sharif systematically
cast aside virtually every democratic
check on his power, the press
became one of the few remaining
bugbears.

Besides cases that caused an in-
ternational uproar, like the crack-
down on the country’s largest pub-
lishing house, the Jang Group of
Newspapers, and the arrest
of Najam Sethi, editor of the consid-
erably smaller The Friday Times
weekly, the CP] report documents
tactics like the infiltration of news-
rooms and press unicns by agents
from various intelligence agencies.
“With so many spies doubling as
reporters, and journalists moon-
lighting as government agents, now
the biggest problem is lack of trust
in each other,” one journalist told
the CPJ]. Other tactics included
phone tapping and arrests, threais,
harassment and interrogation by in-
telligence agents.

The report also notes the differ-
ent state reactions while dealing
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with the English language and
Urdu language publications —the
latter with its broader reach being
subjected to greater pressures. “Not
surprisingly, Sharif initially focused
his energies on controlling the
Urdu-language press, while point-
ing to the relatively unfettered
English language press as evidence
that the Pakistani media was
operating freely.”

A r1eporter whose stories ap-
peared in both the English-lan-
guage The Frontier Post and its sister
paper, the Urdu-language Maidan,
both published from Peshawar, told
the CPT how his stories were ignored
by government agencies when they
ran in The Frontier Post, but led to
death threats “by certain agencies”
against the chief editor of
Maidan when it started publishing
such stories.

The report covers the other main
institutional forms of control, in-
cluding the “press advice system”,
refined in the late 1970s under Gen-
eral Zia, in which government offi-
cials tell newspaper publishers and
editors what to publish. The system
continued after Pakistan’s return to
democracy in 1988. “[I]ts basic
mechanisms seem to have been pre-
served and were perpetuated by fed-
eral and provincial information
ministries a decade later. The Sharif
government used the press advice
system extensively.”

Despite all the pressures, the
press in Pakistan on the whole con-
tinues to take seriously its role as a
watchdog and monitor, given the
absence of any other such institu-
tions. In the process, every move,
action and statement emanating
frorm the military goverrunent is writ-
ten about, commented and dis-
cussed threadbare, often very
critically indeed. The bottom line,
however, is, as the CPJ report notes,
that journalists who work in such
an environment are vulnerable to
state repression, and will continue
to remain vulnerable as long as
other democratic institutions
remain weak. A
—Beena Sarwar

Meanwhile,
Afghanistan

The CPJ report makes special men-
tion of Afghan journalists in Paki-
stan in o piece titled, “No Man's
Land: Afghan Journalists in Paki-
stan Bottle Alone”. It documents
the attacks on several journalists
critical of the Taliban, highlight-
ing the dangers they face from bath
the Pakistani and Taliban sides.
“Reporters living in towns along
Pakistan's northwestern border with
Afghanistan have been threatened
by Pakistani police and intelligence
agents, as well as local agents of
the Taliban. Pakistan’s Inter-Ser-
vices Intelligence agency works
closely with the Taliban, and be-
couse the intelligence agency en-
joys broad powers under the mili-
tary government of General Pervez
Musharraf, Alghan journalists, as
well as Pakistani journdlists report-
ing critically on Afghanistan, are
liable to come under even greater
scruting.” An Afghan reporter told
the CPJ that *working with news-
papers, working with human rights
organisations is playing with your
life. The toleration for other opin-
ions is not here.”

The report cites an article in the
March 1999 edition of the English-
language monthly Herald, which
reported that at least seven promi-
nent Afghan politicians and intel-
lectuals were killed in Peshawar be-
tween October 1998 and March
1999. "While Afghan journalists
were not among those killed, re-
porters are lying low, fearing that
it may only be a matter of time be-
fore they have fo bury one of their
own,’’ said the article.

While violent aftacks are not
common, death threats are token
seriously. As a result, several jour-
nolists go into hiding temporarily,
returning once the immediate dan-
ger has subsided. “[J]ournalists
who have been threatened say they
think about it every time they sit
down to write something, which
often leads to self-censorship,”
says the report.
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Recent studies based on official data suggest that 70
million people have been added to those below the pov-
erty line since the so-called “reforms” began. Even the
World Bank concedes a disturbing rise in poverty in
India (see the Bank Update on Poverty, July 1999). Hun-
dreds of farmers committed suicide in India of the 1990s.
And the number of job-seekers registered at employ-
ment exchanges reached 40 million. Put thatin a single
queue crowding two people toa metre—you would have
a line 20,000 km long, More than thrice the length of
India’s 6083-km coastline. -

The President’s Republic Day address was...the first
speech from official quarters approximating the reali-
ties of the 1990s. A far cry from the gung-ho
pro-liberalisation platitudes stuffed down Indian ears
since 1991.

How did the media respond? The country’s most
powerful English daily, The Times of India (Mumbai edi-
tion), gave all of six inches to the President. Less than
half the space it gave the privatisation of Indian Air-
Jines alongside (the Indian Airlines story was the first
lead). The Times of India headline managed to miss en-
tirely the thrust of the address. Its headline was “Presi-
dent for peace, advises Pakistan to shun terrorism.”

On comparison, | found that the paper had given
much more space on the front page of The Bombay Times
to fashion model Madhu Sapre and assorted film stars
to lecture us on patriotism during the Kargil conflict.
Apparently the President of India is a weak-selling
brand. And an unpatriotic one.

The Indian Express (Mumbai) did far better, though
the Indian Airlines story was the first lead story there
too. Tt noted that the President had expressed serious
concern over regional and social inequalities. It caught
his distress over growing disparity in society. And
it gave his comments more space than The Times of
India did.

It then destroyed with its editorial the good sense
shown in its news report. The President’s speech had
a1l the usual lamentations...” And it challenged
Narayanan on quotas by completely misstating his po-
gition. “No Sir! Permanent reservation is not salvation,
it only enhances the social divide.” Nowhere did

Narayanan call in his speech
for “permanent” reserva-
tions. Nowhere did he es-
pouse them as ” salvation”.

And, of course, the edito-

rial lectures the President on
where The Indian Express
thinks salvation lies.
“There is an Indian market,
a market not yet fully free
in a democracy. But the
state has not fully come to
terms with the bazaar. For
that we need a statesman
with iron in the soul.”

GEMINI NEWS SERVICE, LONDOR

movingly describes. What

Ward Chief arrested g

The editorial is a perfect
reflection of the vulgarity,
self-righteousness  and on Charge Ofra_pe
self-indulgence that the ;’;J%?;;-Cﬁ‘;‘,'?"’”””

presidential address so
VDC in Siraha district was a
Narayanan ca_lls a rested on charge of rape and a
“stony—hearted society” is
what The Indian Express en-
dorses. In response to the-
misery of hundreds of mil-
lions, it wants a leader with
iron in the soul, The editorial
made very well the
President’s point: “There are
signs that our privileged
classes are getting tired of
(the) affirmative action..” The
indian Express seems posi-
tively exhausted.

In all the TV channels I
flipped through in the pe- o '
riod soon after Narayanan made his speech, the first lead
was the privatisation of Indian Airlines. Zee at least noted
that there were critical references in the President’s ad-
dress. Some of the others wasted not a word on it.

Never mind it was the first honest appraisal of the
state of the nation in the post-1991 era of liberalisation
and globalisation coming from a person holding high
office.

The effect of the President’s speech (and later his
comments on the legal system) on the ruling Bharatiya
Janata Party was entertaining. The same people
clamouring for “a strong chief executive” were in panic
at the first sign of a President giving the nation both
guidance and a piece of his mind. Remember, these are
the very politicians who want a switchover 0 a presi-
dential system where the chief executive is unshackled
from accountability!

What if K.R. Narayanan had continued in his ini-
tia] profession of journalist? And if he had submitted
this striking analysis to a newspaper in Delhi or
Minmbai? It is likely to have been rejected by the
editor of the editorial page. The writer would have been
told it was too ideological, lacking in objectivity and
in balance.

jt is not ideological, however, to dance like scantily
clad cheerleaders for each act of privatisation that takes
place. A semi-literate glorification of Market Fundamen-
talism and its Gospel of Growth would also not be ideo-
logical. That is normal behaviour. The President’s com-
ments on the performance of the judiciary would be
seen as inviting trouble and lacking in respect.

In short, he would not have been published. Come
to think of it, even submitting the speech as President of
India has not helped him get it published properly.
Maybe we need a few editors with less iron in the brain
and more grey matter.

P, SamnaTH IN “TRON

post in the last local electio
raped a twenty-year-old womang
and tried to strangle her follow
ing the rape. However, the]
victim's husband Ramchandraf
Shah reached the scene afters
some locat children informed
him. Shah said that he found his|
wife in an unconscious state and
immediately took her to hospital.
She is currently undergoing treat-
ment at Sagarmantha Zonal hos-
pital in Rajbiraj.

The afle ed Yadav 1s under
police cusmgy for funher inves-
tigation. Yadav is reporied to have
committed two rapes earlier and
was released by the VDC offi-
cials after he vowed not to repeat
h crimes

™ THE SOUL, DECAY IN THE BRAIN
¢ROM FRONTLINE.
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A modern herbal medicine for the treatment of sexual
and nervous debility and weakness of the genital or-
gans, available in Bangladesh for quite some time, is
going to be exported soon, sources said.

Developed by the Hamdard Laboratories
Bangladesh, the drug is known among its retailers as
“Bangla-Viagra”, It is expected to receive good response
in some Middle Eastern countries,-the sources added.

The medicine, marketed in tablet form in strips, has
been named ‘Frodex’. Hamdard Bangladesh officials said
unlike the much talked about ‘viagra’ that acts on a
single organ, this medicine acts on all important organs.

The herbal medicine has proved successful in the
treatment of erection dysfunction (impotence}, they said.

- Frodex helps restore sex hormones and is useful also

for the treatment of cardiac, cerebral and nervous mai-
functions: It restores depleted sexual power, said Hakim
Kazi Mansur-ul-Hugq.

The medicine is being prescribed by many noted
physicians of the country, he said. Arrangements are
being made to export the herbal medicine to countries
including the USA, Japan, United Arab Emirates and
Italy, he added.

Recently two seminars on the medicine were held in
the USA and Japan. Attended by physicians and chem-
ists, the seminars were very successful as they elicited
enormous response from the participants, said Rafiqul
Islam, the Marketmg Manager.

The medicine is effective for both men and women
as it equally stimulates male and female sex hormones
creating feeling of natural ecstasy in all cells. No major
side effect has so far been observed, Hamdard sources
said, adding that the drug is prohibited for children.

A combination of natural ingredients, each Frodex
tablet contains ambra grasea (4.39 milligram), asphalt
(10.97 mg), pistacia lentiscus (10.97 mg), bezoar stone
(10.97 mg), mytilus margariferus (10.97 nig), mambusa
bambos (10.97}, castorium (08.77 mg) and other ingredi-
ents, Hakim Mansur said.

GHULAM AHAD.IN “'BANGLA-VIAGRA' TO BE EXPORTED
SOON" FROM THE INDEPENDENT, DHAKA.

Last month, military junta in Burma issued regulations
for Internet users in the country. Burmese state-con-
trolled television on 20 January made an announce-
ment on these regulations, which was edited and dis-
tributed by The Human Rights Information Network.
The regulations are:
* Any writings detrimental to the interests of the
Union of Myanmar [Burma] are not to be posted;
* Any writings dire¢tly or indirectly detrimental to
the current policies and secret security affairs of
the governmenit of the Union of Burma are not to be
posted;
* Writings related to politics are not to be posted;
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* Only the person who is given Internet account is to
use the Internet; no other persens is allowed to use
the Internet;

*The person who is granted an Internet account is
held responsible for all Internet use on that account;

* A person with an Internet account is prohibited
from hacking the web and entering and destroy-
ing the security system of Myanmar Post and
Telecommunication (MPT);

*Hacking the web and entering and destroying
the security system of other Internet users is
prohibited;

* Persons who hold an Internet account are forbid-
den to misuse the account of other Internet users;

* Internet users are to inform MPT of any threat on
the Internet;

* Internet users are to obtain prior permission from
the organisation de51gnated by the state to create
web pages;

* Applicants for an internet account are held ac-
countable for the veracity Qf facts contained in the
application form;

* MPT has the right to amend and change regula-
tions on the use of the Internet without prior
notice;

* Application can be filed for compensation for any
damage or loss;

*Internet use will be terminated and legal action
will be taken for violation of -any of these
regulations.

From “BURMA JUNTA ISSUES REGULATIONS FOR INTERNET
UsERS” POSTED BY THE MizziMa NEws GRrouP.

Other day Bashir Bhai and his goodwife Baby Bhabi
are holding party. I am attending

together with myself and friends Ustad, Roy and
Moody:

we are Gang of Four, [ am thinking.

Our own goodwives are with respective families,
therefore we are temporary bachelor.

The guests are coming little by little,

everybody respectable and highly occupied:
Government service; NGO, business, industry.
Some are notorious also

but I will not backsidebite. -

A few foreigners and non-resident locals

make evening most cosmopolitan.

At first we are friendly but stiff,

then host is pouring drinks.

We get tight,

loosen up,

- let it all hang out,

everybody talking together
about everything under sun (and moon also)
‘Greenhouse effect is coming.’

."Economy is deteriorating.’
“But Government is taking steps.’



“Yes in the wrong direction.’
‘Housing problem, servant problem, marriage problem.’
‘Palestine, Somalia, Bosnia.
“Poor Mr Boutros-Ghalli, always looking
like he is shitting bricks.’
‘Problem problem everywhere
so Iet’s have another drop to drink.’
All the time the four of us buddies
are using both eyes to steal glances —
some slim, some not so slim,
but very nice on the whole.
Then suddenly everyone’s eyes
are filling up with newcomer:
she is just like Mae West in sari.
In my mind 1 am calling her Mae East.
She is too good. But her husband
is looking daggers right and left.
This is not liberal attitude.
After all, what is life?
Bag of air with holes in it.
In short, nothing
without mercy pity piss-up and lust.
With this final message 1 am ready to
depart
together with myself and buddies.
Then suddenly somebody is entering
magnetic field of Mae West
and losing control of his fingers.
Mr Mae West shouts, ‘Piss off!’
Then bottles and glasses are running through air
and quickly our gang is down on ail fours
galloping to exit.

Kasir HaQ 1N “PaRTY GAMES” FROM THE ANTHOLOGY
A Harey Farewerl {UNWVERSITY PrEss LIMITED, DHAKA).

THE MEWS |, 1SLAMABAD

Don't et the goons yet away

[s there any lesson for us from Pinochet's present pre-
dicament?

Let me now turn to another sad chapter of human
follies and misadventure. That misadventure took place
just two years before the socialist president Allende was
killed by the violent coup of General Pinochet. The year
was 1971 and place was Bangladesh.

Pakistani army sought the help of some rogue army
generals of West Pakistan to carry outa systematic geno-
cide in Bangladesh. Among the rogue generals, the no-
tables were Tikka Khan, Rao Farman Ali Khan, Niazi,
etc. There were other military men in Islamabad who
also participated in Bangladesh holocaust. Although
they never stepped on Bangladesh during the period,
nevertheless, they masterminded the whole operation
siting in the comfort of their barracks. General Hameed
Gul was one such conspirator. '

These retired army generals are still alive in Paki-
stan and are respected citizens of the land. Indeed crime
pays in Pakistan because some of these murderers oc-
cupied some important positions under various re-
gimes. Tikka Khan became president of Pakistan

People’s Party and later became the governor of Punjab.
General Hameed Gul became the chief spy of Pakistan
and became adviser to many prime ministers and presi-
dents. I'm sure Rao Farman Al also had risen through
the ranks and files. All in all, these perpetrators of
Bengali genocide were rewarded for their “services” by
Pakistan. The truth to the matter is that Pakistan is yet
to apologise for the misdeeds of these army generals,

There was some talk about this apology issue in
certain quarters of Pakistan. But the talk did not go too

far. It was simply squished by army.

As a leader of Bangladesh, the Prime Minis-
ter should vociferously protest to Pakistani gov-
ernment to bring the goon squad of Tikka,
Farman Ali, Niazi, Hameed Gul and others to
justice. Their hands are stained with the blood

of murdered Bengalis. A crime of this magnitude
should never go unpunished.

The Bengalis should start a campaign against
these retired Pakistani generals. We can most cer-
tainly write articles depicting the crime they had
perpetrated against innocent civilians. These are
crime against humanity. We have the international
court in The Hague, The Netherlands. If Spanish

government could persuade the British authori-
ties to arrest Pinochet, why cannot we persuade the
civilised nations to arrest the masterminds of
Bangladesh genocide? Better yet, let us ask Pakistani

overnment to arrest the high priests of Pakistani army
responsible for Bangladesh genocide during 1971. Is it
too much to ask?

[ hope General Pinochet receives his deserving pun-
ishment from the Spanish court. Who says crime pays!
Today it is General Pinochet who is making the head-
lines; tomorrow it may be Tikka Khan. I hope evil Tikka
is paying attention to all of these.

AH. Jarror ULLAH IN “PINOCHET AND TikkA: BIRDS OF

SAME FEATHER!” tROM NEWS FROM BANGLADESH, DALY

INTERNET EDITION, MLBMMMNM)

Want to join this comnany?

A friend, whose corporate genius has ensured a seat for
decades on the summit of private sector Everests, but
whose interest in public affairs is both emphatic and
filled with empathy, sent me an e-mail with a headline:
“Read this, it is true.” I reproduce his e-mail:
Can you imagine working for the following com-
pany?
It has a little over 500 employees with the following
statistics:
. 29 have been accused of spousal abuse.
. 7 have been arrested for fraud.
. 19 have been accused of passing bad checks.
. 117 have bankrupted at least two businesses.
. 3 have been attested for assault.
. 71 cannot get credit or loans due to bad credit
histories.
. 14 have been arrested on drug related charges.
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- 8 have been arrested for shop lifting.
- 21 are current defendants on various lawsuits.
- In 1998 alone, 84 were stopped for drunk driving.

Can you guess what ofganisation this is?

Give up?

It is the 545 members of the Lower House of Parlia-
ment of India that work for me and you. The same group
that cranks out hundreds upon hundreds of laws de-
signed to keep the rest of us in line...

T do not know if this is true, but it is certainly con-
vincing,

It is fashionable to laugh at politicians, but this mail
was not sent in malice. It was sent in anger. My friend,
like any other Indian, has a right to demand respon-
sible government, has a right to expect an elected House
that sustains the pride of democracy. India’s freedom is
her biggest asset, and it is an asset which is going to
turn in huge returns even in economic terms in the com-
ing decades (simply put: you cannot have an Internet
economy in a closed society, as China will discover to
her cost and India is finding out to its gain). He does
not want this asset to be degraded by irresponsible man-
+agement.., :

' M] AkBAR IN “THE CO'\I‘:;TITU'ITON OF AN ALTERNATIVE
IDEOLOGY” FROM Tmc AsIan AGE,

We see the beginnings of a new culture war in Paki-
stan. The first skirmish in this conflict is the demand to
ban the festival of Basant, or Vasant. An old subconti-
nental tradition, it celebrates the onset of spring with
kite-flying and other festivities. Much ingenuity goes
into the design of the kite and the string, to give it
strength and agility to capture other kites. The string is
soaked in special compounds so that-it is able to slice
other strings. When a kite falls, a great cry of Bo kataa
goes up from the rooftops.

Ilived a few years of my chitdhood in Jammu, where
Vasant was celebrated with great gusto. Some of my
most thagical memories of that period relate to the kite-
battles of Vasant. My father grew up in Kapurthala and
went to college in Lahore and he had done a lot of kite-
ﬂymg in his youth, so he was keen T should get an expe-
rience of Vasant madness!

When India was partitioned, most Pakistanis aban-
doned the Vasant festivities as a relic of the Hindu past.

But over the years the memories of the festival have

returned, and in Lahore and elsewhere celebrations
have resumed. But not everyone is pleased.

Writing for a'ban on the festival in a Pakistani news-
paper, Professor Anis Ahmad says that “it helps in cre-
ating conditions where men and women can inter-
mingle 1ndlscr1m1na’te1y while flying kites, by shouting
Bo Kataa and by singing suggestive songs, provoking
sexual emotions among youth, and ultimately
promoting a promiscuous society.” He reminds us
that Pakistan must be different from India in culture,
values, vision of life, concept of space and time,
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art and literature.

This carping about Vasant is a small element of a
much larger turning away from things which are In-
dian or Persian in language or culture. For example,
Khuda, God, is a Persian word of pagan conception, so
some Pakistanis want it replaced in the popular greet-
ing of Khuda-Hafiz by Allah-Hafiz. Etymologically,
Khuda or Avestan Kshvataa is related to the Sanskrit
root kshi-, which means “to rule”, from which is de-
rived kshatriya.

Thankfully, this struggle over language or kite-fly-
ing excites only sections of the public. Some disapprove
of kite-flying because it leads to accidents. And not all
Pakistanis are aware that Khuda is a pagan word, just
as they are not aware that wah-wah of the mehfils is a

remembrance of the svsha-svaha of the Vedic ritual.

But mehndi, or henna, is something else. It is used
as an integral part of the marriage celebration. On
mehndiraat [mehndi night], women sketch intricate de-
signs on the hands and feet of the bride and the groom
for good luck and then dance around them. This cer-
emony is performed the same way by most groups in
the Indian Subcontinent.

Although it has been long known that the use of
mehndi is Hindu in origin, it is only recently that Paki-
stanis have realised its deep religious connections. The
word mehndi is from the Sanskrit mehaghni, which is
also a synonym for turmeric {more commonly haridra
in Sanskrit). The use of mehndi—and turmeric —is de-
scribed in the Vedic books for a painting on hands and
feet of the outer and the inner suns. Vedic customs are
meant to awaken the spirit and so the gold of mehndi is
the medium to tell a deeper story, symbolically. A tradi-
tional mehndi design shows the sun on the palm, which
in this context represents the mind. Other designs are
more abstract, like yogic yantras. The mehndiraat songs
speak of the mystical power of mehndi.

In many ways, mehndiraat is the quintessential mar-
riage ceremony for women because, traditionally, they
didn’t accompany the baraat to the bride’s house. When
the marriage took place the following day, not all the
women relatives were expected to be present. But this
didn’t matter as they had had their celebration with danc-
ing and singing. The ceremonial use of mehndi—its
pageantry and religious connection to the Vedas—is
redolent of Hinduism’s hoary past and one of the sym-
bols of Indian cultural unity.

The use of mehndi has recently become popular in
the West. As an icon of the world-triumphing Ameri-
can pop-culture, its use for personal decoration is
spreading everywhere. Pakistanis are prepared to play
the firangi game of cricket because it is an activity with-
out any esoteric meaning. Also, it is not considered con-
nected to Christianity in the same manner that kite-
flying at Vasant is seen a part of a “Hindu activity”.
Some Pakistanis may even fly kites, but there is general
agreement that a line should be drawn at things that
smack of another religion.

SusHAsH Kak iN “THE CoMING MEHNDI WAR” FROM
SULEKHA {WWW.SULEKHA.COM)
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Three books on behalf of those waylaid b

Caution: Development Ahead

y certain notions of

progress, which see it as the monopoly sector of the state and the

playground of the market.

reviewed by Ajaya Dixit

THE BOOKS under review have
been written variously by a group
of activists, an internationally
acclaimed novelist and an cnergy
analyst. The Dispossessed takes the
perspective of those affected by the
social and environmental ills
wrought by mismanaged develop-
ment; The Greater Coninion Good is a
protest essay on involuntary dis-
placement by a specific water devel-
opment project; and Power Play 18
about energy planning in India, and
bases its analysis on the Dhabot
Power Plant in Maharashtra., There
is, however, a commeon thread bind-
ing these works, and thatis the ques-
tion of how the growing needs of
changing societies can be met with-
out the attendant social, environ-
mental, political and economic
marginalisation.

The Dispessessed brings together
case studies documenting the pro-
cess of victimisation in 10 post-colo-
nial states of Asia as they continue
their development race to catch up
with the industrialised West. The
essays cover wide-ranging issues:
industrial disaster, pollution, defor-
estation; displacement of women,
tribals and the vulnerable; structural
adjustment programme; and the role
of the Bretton Woeds institutions.
Though widely acknowledged and
universally abhorred, the manner in
which victimisation takes place dur-
ing development is still little under-
stood, say the editors in the preface.
The book aims to provide some ex-
planation.

Clobalisation and its salient fea-
tures, unrestrained trade and the
laissez-faire of investment libera-

lisation, are the overwhelming sign-
posts of post-industrial society. The
market is the dominant entity,
which, by character, secks freedom
to profit, and networks are built
across nation-states in an attempt
to meet the bottomline of profit. In
the case of developed countries,
social controls are in place and
the governments do provide some
countervailing contestation to en-
sure that unjustified profits are not
made and human vulnerability not
exacerbated. The problem with
countries such as those in South

The
ossessed:
ictims of
Development
in Asia
edited by Vinod Ramna.
Aditi Chowdhury and
Surmnit Chowdhury
ARENA Press, Hong
Kaong. 1997
|SBN 862 7156 121
pp 468

4 Dis

o :

Asia is that the framework of safe-
guards as well as social structure is
highly fragmcnted, while exclusion,
insensitivity and rent-seeking ten-
dencies characterise the state.
Take the example of India. Tech-
nological innovation and diversifi-
cation of economy saw industrial
growth rate veering around 2.8-3.5
percent till the 1970s {(p 72). But the
growth was skewed; it neither trick-
led vertically nor horizontally
across the country. Raina ef af argue
that India of the 1970s was simmer-
ing with disenchantment, which led
to the emergence of several social

and environmental movements
espousing the cause of the dispos-
sessed (and the imposition of the
Emergency in 1975 was a logical
reaction from the immensely pow-
erful state) (p 72). Yet today, despite
two decades of vigorous campaign-
ing, the reliance is ever more on a
market-driven solution to develop-
ment than going up on the social
learning curve.

The compendium provides a
critique of globalisation, portraying
it as a fragmenting force in the re-
gion rather than as a unifyving one.
In South Asia, because both capital
and knowledge are monopolised by
a few, the liberalisation process may
not be even minimally distributive,
as it may be elsewhere. The book re-
inforces arguments that globalisa-
tion drives a wedge between the
haves and the havenots with the
state courting the market as the only
way of gaining on the West. The edi-
tors state that, given the existing
contradictions, a unitary approach
would lead to alienation, resulting
in often-violent communal, casteist
or ethnic assertions (p 73).

Devastating picture

The bitter reality of marginalisation
is more evident in the lack of avail-
ability of basic services like water
and energy —the general themes
tackled by Roy (The Greater Connnon
Geod} and Mehta {Power Play).
The two authors question the
entrenched pmpensity of the State,
its minions and the clite to regard
development and social justice as a
necessary dichotomy. As Abhav
Mehta puts it, “In this country the
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Admiring Enron

Mehta’s Power Play sets out to do
precisely that in the sense he chal-
lenges the definition laid down by
the state-market combine in the ter-
rain of India’s energy policy. The
liberalisation of the Indian economy
in 1991 led to conceptualisation of
fast-track power projects financed
through foreign direct investments
{FDIs) to meet the growing energy
deficit. One such initiative was the

Power Play: A
Study of the
Enron Project
by Abhay Mehta
Orient Longman, New
Delhi, 1999
ISBN 8125017453
xv+226
INR 195

695 MW thermal power project built
in Maharashtra by the Dhabol
Power Company (DPC), a local
subsidiary of the Texas-based Enron
Power Corporation. In August 1996,
the Government of Maharashtra
and the DPC signed a ‘renegotiated’
agreement for the supply of
about 2000 MW of electricity
to Maha-rashtra State Electricity
Board (MSEB).

Mehta traces the conceptualisa-
tion, development and debates
around the project. Ignoring sugges-
tions from the Central Electricity
Authority (CEA) that the proposed
power purchase agreement (PPA)
would be against the interest of the
MSEB, the 13-day Vajpayee Govern-
ment ratified the counter-guarantee
to the project on its last day in office
in May 1996 (p 159). Further, the ir-
refutable economic critique of the
project by the World Bank, which
should have sounded its death
knell, went unheeded.

DPC secured a highly favour-
able bargain in the form of a PPA
which bypasses the controls put in
place by the power administration
in India. The payments amounting
to about USD 35 billion over the 20-
year life of this contract in the form
of the binding PPA, according to
Mehta, will constitute one of the

a

largest in India’s history.

In the first vear of business in
1999, the MSEB bought energy from
the DPC at INR 2.54 per unit. Even
in the low-demand monsoon sea-
son, the MSEB could not use cheaper
power from its own and other
plants, directly leading to an annual
loss of INR 240 million writes Mehta
in the Postscript. The implication of
such a financial strain is serious
because it would only add to the
challenges in making the region’s
energy supply and distribution sec-
tor more efficient. The book presents
a critique of Maharashtra state and
central authorities rather than an in-
dictment of the producer for secur-
ing a most favourable deal for itself,
Mehta, in fact, betrays a sneaking
admiration for Enron for making off
with the contract.

The central lesson that can be
drawn from these books is about
choice of options, and to choose
the one that will meet the needs of
energy and water without leading
to exclusion and
victimisation.
The selection of
options  will
naturally raise
questions about
demand and
projection  of
electricity and
water needs in
future. And be-
cause projec-
tions always
vary according
to who makes
them, and given
the reality of po-
litical power rep-
resented there in,
assumptions of
all projections
need to be con-
tinuously con-
tested.

The South
Asian elite, who
inherited the
right of swaraj
from the British,
have not suc-
ceeded in their
collective en-
deavour to al-
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and peaceful with authenic Tibetan
decor and within ten minutes’
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tow the less-privileged to take ad-
vantage of opportunities. Prosperity
continues to be selectively pro-
vided. The three books peint to the
culpability of the existing political
structure and its proclivity for rent-
seeking. They also re-inforce the phi-
losophy that
the policy terrain needs to be con-
tinuously challenged if changes
are to be meaningful and there is
no sliding back. Changes mean
democratising, and institution-
alising social justice. The process,
of course, begins with introspection,
howsoever unpleasant that may be
for those with entrenched notions
of development. Only thus will be-
gin the transition to a less conflict-
ridden future, which is the positive
goal of each of these books, which
stand out as conscience-stirring
documents of social auditing. 4

goking for a nice,

PVT.LTD.

For reservations

Fax: 00977-1-410957

A B
S R

HIMAL 13/3 March 2000









Joining the Oscar caravan

IS IT great news for Nepali cinema or is it Nepal's tourism industry that
shall gain? An Oscar nomination for best foreign-language film for Caravan,
and maybe the award itself when it is announced on 26 March, might
indeed be just reward for a challenging film, but can it truly, as the Oscar
nomination does, be called “Nepal’s first Academy Award nomination™?

Not really. Of course, almost all the actors in the film are Nepali, the
credits call it a “co-production of National Studio, Nepal” and mentions
well-known Nepali cinema man, Neer Shah, as one among the six associate
producers (as well as the names of some Nepali technical hands), but stilf it
is an out and out foreign production headed by French director, Eric Valli.
For those yet wanting to prove the Nepaliness of the movie, you could say
that it was the Kathmanduphile Desmond Doig who gave Valii his first
break.

Such nitpicking aside, the fact that Caravan has been running since {0
October 1992 in Kathmandu to a packed house of expats, tourists and
locals, must mean that Nepali cinegoers have it in them to appreciate good
cinema, however spoilt they have been by Hindi films and their poor Nepali
imitations. By setting a standard for compelling cinema, Valli’s film shouid
be able to inspire Kollywood's filmmakers to get out of the rut of parodicaliy

copying Bollywood.

dio sets enhances the film’s authen-
tic feel, although the shooting of
some of the scenes must have been
difficult indeed.

Among the many outstanding
episodes, and obviously a high
point for Himalayan cinema, is
where darkness slowly overtakes
Thinley’s caravan on a high pass
in the middle of a heavy snow-bliz-
zard. This section is followed by the
morning-after brightness at the la-
toh (pyramid of stone offerings at a
pass}, where Thinley finally departs
with his soul.

While resisting the temptation of
providing an ethnographic docu-
mentary evidence, Caravan is nev-
ertheless successful in presenting the
natural rhythms of the Dolpopas’
life-cycle through the fictional script.
The various episodes are full of un-
derstatement, which requires some
alertness on the part of the viewer.
This is evident, for example, in the
low-key acting by the ‘heroine’ of
the film, the Dharamsala-based
Lhakpa Tsamchoe. The complexity
of Thinley’'s character, a loud-
mouth egotist and yet a man with
the wisdom of the old and un-
doubted strength of character, is
captured well. Neither the few
moments of humour in the film, nor
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the longer episodes showing high
drama or pathos, is overdone.

The authenticity of Caravan is en-
hanced by scenes such as the one
wherte a bag of salt is lifted from the
padded back of a yak in a gathering
snowstorm -- the brightness of the
rug underneath is suddenly seen in
contrast to the grey sprinkling of
snow on the yak’s back. The “sky-
burial” of Lhakpa’s mortal remains
is shot tastefully, with the lammer-
geier and griffon vultures dipping
below the frame as they set about
their business. The insides of win-
dow-less Dolpo houses, nighttime
within yak-hair tents, and the inte-
riors of monasteries are effectively
filmed without intrusive artificial
lighting. The craggy yet desert-like
vistas of upper Dolpo, high passes
locking across to the Himalayan
ramparts, and the dark figures of
yaks against snowfields, are images
that one would of course expectina
film shot on the Tibetan plateau.
And yet, these shots sustain, rather
than detract from the storv line of
Caravan.

The script, written1 with the assis-
tance of Olivier Dazat, has been
sensitively prepared (“He saw the
storm in the blue sky and [ saw noth-
ing,” laments a wiser Karma after

Thinley’s death.). And again, the
film seems to achieve a fair degree
of ethnological authenticity despite
the obvious compromises of fic-
tional film production. The music,
a mix of traditional Tibetan vocals
with Western accompaniment {in-
cluding the Buigarian Symphony
Orchestra) also fits in with the un-
folding story.

Caravan is effective Himalayan
cinema, and comes off better than the
only other film this reviewer has
seen in this genre, which is the
somewhat surreal, The Horse Thief
of 1986, based in Tibet, and directed
by the Chinese Tian Zhuang-
zhuang. Through its more nuanced
presentation, Valli’s film is bound
to enchant viewers worldwide, but
it will also generate better under-
standing of the harsh livelihoods in
the hidden valleys of the Himalayan
rimland.

It is ironic that the very week that
Caravan premiered in Kathmandu,
Unicef and the government began an
advertising blitz in their ongoing
campaign to fight goitre and cretin-
ism with todised salt in the kingdom.
Powdered salt, imported from the
coast of Gujarat rather than the salt
pans of Tibet, are seen as the best
medium to spread iodine through-
out the population. Indeed, the
subsidised spread of iodised Indian
salt for the sake of Nepali public
health is one of several reasons that
the salt caravans of Dolpo them-
selves are a dying tradition. And its
eventual disappearance is what
seems to have impelled Eric Valli to
document this unique kind of trans-
Himalayan trade.

Director Valli has said that the
life of the Dolpopa does not have to
be romanticised, and so he does not
pander to the overseas viewer by
hyping the romance of high plateau.
“This film is a sort of a western, a
Tibetan western, ” says Valli. He
adds, “This saga of power, pride
and glory might have taken place,
just as well, in the seas of Japan, in
the Normandy plains, or deep in
Texas.” Fortunately for us of the
Himalaya, it takes place in Dolpo.

A
(Earlicr published in Nepali in
Himalaya Times, Kathmandu.)
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