











SRI LANKA

PLAYING TO
THE SINHALA
GALLERY

A MISTAKEN political judgement has lead
the Sri Lankan President endanger the peace
process. Sagacity 1s now required from
both Ranil Wickremesinghe as well as
Vellupillai Prabhakaran while this mess in
Colombo is sorted out.

After prappling with 20 years of conflict,
sri Lanka was beginning to see positive
steps towards economic grow‘[h, peace
and stability when President Chandrika
Kumaratunga, exercising her constitutional
powers, took over three ministerial port-
folios and prorogued parliament on 4
November 2003. This came in the wake of
the dong awaited L1TE proposals on an
interim administration for the North East,
which were handed over on 31 October 2003
to the Norwegian facilitators to be forward-
cd to the government, The business climate
had improved, and major foreign investors
wete finalising their plans for investments
in the economy. It was at this juncture
that power politics in Celombo rudely
interrupted a process that scemed to have
regained its equilibrium after a long
deadlock.

Fortunately, the peace process is not vet
a victim of the political changes, though the
economy that has been weakened bv the
sudden (ollapsg of the stock market is likely
to deter long-term economic investments for
some time until stability is seen to be re-
established. Despite the LTTE sending in its
interim administration proposals, the peace
talks were not expected, in any event, to
recommence before the new vear. But when
the president’s take-over was announced,
and troops brought out onto the streets,
there was apprehension that the ceascfire
itselt mipht be endangered. The president
responded to these concerns in a positive
manner by atfirming her commitment to the
ceasclire, to the peace process and to the
rulings of the international monitors. Te a
considerable extent, this was a reversal of
her earlier stance in respect of each one of
them. In the coming weeks, until the
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political crisis is resolved, it
will be very important for
the president, the government
of Prime Minister Ranil
Wickremesinghe and the 1 TTE
to act with utmost caution in
relation to military matters.
There are potential flash
points that could trigger off a
war that the people do not want and only
vosted interests want. It will be difficult for
Wickremesinghe's government to ensure
stability in the peace process without
control over the defence ministry. This may
explain the decision to notify the genel ral
public and the international community
that President Kumaratunga and her team
should take charge of the peace process at
this time. However, such a decision on the
part of the government to abdicate its
responsibility regarding the peace process
s not a responsible one. The
decision to call on President
Kumaratunga to take charge of
the peace process may be to
show the world at large that she
is unable to take on that task,
but this is a dangerous political
plov that could cost the country
dearly. Realistically speaking, it
will be next to impossible for
the president and her team to
negotiate successfully with the
I.TTE, whom they umstantl&
desu‘lbe as terrorists and have
vowed to wage war with.
Further, it teok them no more
than two davs to reject the
LTTEs inferim administration
proposals in toto, clearly show-
ing a certain ineptness when it
comes to conflict reselution.

Sinhala gallery

The short shrift that the president’s team
gave to the LTIT's praposals, which was
the product of six months of labour and
much advice that they solicited from
around the world, may have been intend-
ed to please the gallery of Sinhalese
nationalists. But it failed in the ABCs of
conflict resetution, which is to show respect
for the opponent with whom a negoetiated
settlement is sought. Itis interesting to note,
in contrast, that the 1 TTE's move to present
its political proposals was immediately
welcomed by the international community,
including the United States, as a step

The need to make up.

With its proposals
for an Interim Self
Governing Author-
ity, the LTTE has
given concrete
form to its expec-
tations in a man-
ner that is essen-
tially compatible
with peaceful co-
existence in a
united Sri Lanka.
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The president
and her team
believed they

forward in the peace process. They
collectively urged areturn to the negotiating
table. In those proposals, the LTIE clearly
tefrained from frontally addressing emotive
issues. They made no mention either of their
own military or of the right of the Sri Lankan
military to be present in the North East; or
of the Sinhalese settlements in the North
East. The proposals also did not cail for a
change in the national flag or anthem or the
special place accorded to Buddhism in the
Sri Lankan Constitution as any mention of
these could have gencrated an emotional
response from Sinhalese nationalists.

The proposals, in sum, call for the
establishment of an Interim Self Governing
Authority (15GA) for the North East
in which the L1TE would have an
absolute majority of members,
Thereafter, the proposals indicate
that complete autonomy is sought
in virtually every aspect of the

COUld actua"y political and economic life of the
form anew gOV' people. The LTTE proposals call for
. separate institutions to be set up

ernment Of thelr for the North East in respect of

own. This did
not materialise

the police, judiciary, elections,
taxation, local and foreign grants
and leans, and trade, among

others. There is an assurance
and SO the that internationally mandated
preS|dent has standards of human rights, acc-

no parliamen-
tary basis for
governance.

ountability, multi-ethnic repre-
sentation and free and fair
elections will prevail. But all the
institutions that are to be set up to
ensure such practices of good
governance will be under the sole
control of the 15GA.

For nearly six months the L1TE focused
its attention on the formulation of its interim
administration proposals, holding a wide
range of consultations with local and
international expcerts in its capital of
Kilinochchi and also in numerous foreign
countries, including France, Northern
Ireland, Denmark, Norway and Switzer-
land. The document they have produced is
a concise exposition of Tamil thinking, over
which there is, of course, the final authority
of the LTTE. There is ne doubt that the
proposals are maximalist in spirit, as indeed
could have been anticipated from an
organisation that has waged a long war for
the cause of complete Tamil separation from
Sri Lanka. But they are an opening offer in
negotiations in which there has got to be
give and take. With its proposals for an

Interim Self Governing Authority, the LTTE
has given concrete form to its expectations
in a manner that is essentially compatible
with peaceful coexistence in a united Sri
Lanka. The fact that the LTTE has recognised
the right of the Sri Lankan government to
appoint members to the 15GA, and has not
challenged the right of the Sri Lankan
security forces to be present in the North
East, are specific indicators of a pre-
paredness to accept a united country.
Further, even with regard to the new
regional institutions they have proposed,
such as the police and judiciary, there
appears to be an openness to dialogue with
the government on how to set them up and
on their composition. It is unlikely that the
government will either have the ability or
the intention to set up new institutions that
supersede the existing ones during an
interim administrative period. New insti-
tutions that require legal and constitutional
change are more appropriate for the final
political settlement. There is much to
commend in the LTTL's proposals, in
particular their willingness to give weight
to the principles of good governance,
representative democracy and account-
ability. They are the result of a great deal of
effort and provide a basis from which to
engage in dialogue with other parties to the
conflict, such as the government and the
Muslims. The fact that the LTTE has invested
so much time and effort in a political
endeavour is to be appreciated by those who
seek a peaceful solution to the ethnic conflict.

A delicate equilibrium

However, in a society where the spirit of
power sharing is yet to be learned and
practiced, obtaining an absolute majority is
a potential license for unilateralism. When
this potential is coupled with autonomy, the
result can be a high degree of control. [t is
noteworthy that the LTTL’s proposals make
no provision for integration with nationally
prevailing structures. Viewed in this
context, it is not surprising that the
Wickremesinghe government’s response to
the LTTE proposals was cautious and
restrained. In its own proposals regarding
an interim administration for the North
East, the government specifically excluded
matters pertaining to police, land, revenue
and security from the purview of the interim
administration. But in the L1TFE's counter
proposals, all the above, with the exception
of security are specifically considered to be
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the domain of the [SGA. Further, in the
government’s proposals, while an absolute
majority is conceded te the LTTE, provision
was made for a minority veto on matters
that affected the interests of the Muslim and
Sinhalese communities living in the North
East.

On the ground, the Muslims and
Sinhalese of the East, who presently
constitute over 60 percent of the population
in this region, have strongly protested their
inclusion into an I.TTE-dominated adminis-
tration. The Muslims in particular have
been vociferous about their opposition, as
in the 5ri Lanka Muslim Congress (51 MC)
they have a political party that draws
virtually all its strength trom the East. The
S1L.Ms first response to the LTTE's proposals
has been to say that they do not meet Muslim
aspirations. The government’s cautious
response to the LTTE's proposals could also
be due to its apprehensions about a
backlash against them from Sinhalese
nationalists bolstered by opposition
political parties. Tro-war Sinhalesc
nationalists who call for the military
subjugation of Tamil nationalism very
recently physically attacked leading
Sinhalese and Tamil cuttural artistes who
had gathered together for an inter-ethnic
cultural festival in Colombo. What this
increasingly frustrated minority needs is the
pelitically motivated backing by the major
opposition parties to run amok and riot on
the streets, as has happened on past
cccasions when governments appeared to
make concessions to Tamil demands for
regional autonomy.

Given dangerous possibilities inherent
in such a delicate equilibrium, this is not
the time for political ploys to expose the
president and her team. Difficult though it
s, Wickremesinghc has to negotiate a
settlement with Kumaratunga while at the
same time continuing to take the peace
process forward. The basis for such a
negotiated solution would be recognition
of two realities. The first is that the president
s indeed vested with enormous executive
powers until the end of her term of office in
December 2005. She obtained those powers
fegitimately by winning the presidential
etection in December 1999, There is no
getting around that fact, which permits her
to take over the three ministries and more if
she so desires. The second reality is that the
president’s take-over bid was, in the final
analysis, a failure. Kumaratunga and her

2003 November 16/11 HIMAL

advisors did not intend to merely
take-over three ministries and have
the process end with that. They
had anticipated that members of
the government would cross over
to their side and provide the
president with a parliamentary
majority. The president and her
team believed they could actually
form a new government of their
own. This did not materialise and
so the president has no parlia-
mentary basis for governance.
While it is true that the Sri Lankan
presidency is vested with enormous powers
in theory, the experience over the last two
years shows that a hostile parliament is
cven more powerful. The president’s call for
a grand alliance of all political parties in
parliament and for a government of national
reconciliation came only after this failure,
and will justifiably be discounted because
of it.

Aims versus gains

A compromise between the government and
president could be achieved on a three-fold
hasis. First, it would be necessary for the
government to find a face-saving solution
for the president. She would not wish to be
seen to be relinquishing the three ministries
she took over. Therefore, it mav be possible
for her to keep the three ministries, but have
three deputy ministers perform the day-to-
day operations of the ministrics. This was
the case with the ministry of defence during
the period of the last government. The
deputy minister for defence was clearly in
charge of defence. He stayed in that position
despite dismal results without the president
interfering.

The second basis for a negotiated settle-
ment would be to accede to a request made
by the president at the very commencement
of the government’s term of office that her
nominee should be on the government’s
negotiating team. This is a fair request, and
would add to the representative character
of the negotiating team. If the Muslim com-
munity could demand that it have a repre-
sentative at the peace talks, surely the main
()ppositi(m party is entitled to have one too.
It is a sign of the government’s own unwill-
ingness Lo recognise the basic principles of
cohabitation that it disregarded this carly
request of the president in a most cavalier
fashion, The presence of a presidential nomi-
nee would ensure that the solution would

Trouble-shooter

Norwegian Deputy
Foreign Minister
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The president
deserves rec-
ognition both
locally and
internationally
for the very
positive role
she once
played.

be easier to legitimise amongst the Sinha-
lese people as well.

The third basis for a negotiated settle-
ment would be to find a direct role for the
president as a democratically elected leader
of the country who herself commenced the
peace process with courageous leadership.
It was during her period that it became
uncontroversial to talk abeut an ‘ethnic
conflict’ rather than a ‘terrorist problem’. it
was she who frontally confronted the crit-
ics of a federal type of political solution,
proposed a semi-federal model, and lest we
forget, it was Kumaratunga who invited the
Norwegians to be facilitators. The president
deserves recognition both locally and inter-
nationally for the very positive role she once
played. A new role tor her, best suited to her
strengths, but mindful of her weaknesses,
needs to be found.

There is a need for urgency in
the task of resolving this particu-
lar unexpected conflict. Political
stability must quickly be re-es-
tablished for Sri Lanka to fulfil
its economic promise and for the
people to enjoy fully the peace
dividend. The contlict between
the president and government
appears too much of an elite
struggle for power at all costs. Tn-
stead of trying to defeat cach
other totally, and escalating the
conflict, the political leaders
need to negotiate with each other
in the same way the government is negoti-
ating with the LTTL. And they need to keep
in mind, especially the president and her
team, that the mandate of the people at the
last general clection was for a net_,otlated
peace and not for a war for peace. i

—Jehan Perera

SOFTENING
THE LINE OF
CONTROL

THREE ALTERNATIVE routes are better
than the road between Srinagar and
Muzafarrabad which New Delhi has of-
fered to open.

The opening the Srinagar-Muzafarra-
bad road network is one of the confidence
building measures (CBM’s) offered by the

Indian government to Pakistan on 22 Octo-
ber. This has been projected by analysts and
the media as a giant step towards solving
the problems of millions on cither side of
the Line of Control (LoC). However, these
gushing and effusive commentators, per-
haps keen to highlight the magnanimity of
the centre’s Kashmir policy, have not
paused to consider the ground realities be-
fore rushing to the conclusion that some act
of humanitarianism has been performed.

The idea of ‘softening’ the border be-
tween India and Pakistan along the state of
Jammu and Kashmir is not a new one. 1t is
an old idea that is being revived in a new
context. The case for it is based mainly on
humanitarian grounds, which are sup-
posed to be above political considerations,
The primary argument is that it will help
families, currently divided, to reunite. These
divided families are a permanent peculiar-
ity of the illogical division of a society be-
tween two countries based on no particular
principle other than the fact that the line of
separation represented the respem\ ¢ mili-
taries’ state of control as on a particular day.
When the state of Jammu and Kashmir was
divided into two halves between India and
Pakistan on 1 January 1949 and the ccasefire
line announced, families were divided, by
a line, based on the territory held. In short,
the scparation was on a completely random
basis. Since then, various proposals have
surfaced from different quarters to open up
the Jammu and Kashmir border.

The campaign for soft borders with ‘I'a-
kistan-held-Kashmir® has been led by vari-
ous Kashmiri leaders who have dominated
the political spectrum of the state ever singe
its partition. The tallest Kashmiri leader of
the last century, Sheikh Abdullah had also
pressed for opening of the border and con-
tinued this demand after his dismissal from
power in August 1953 till his death in Sep-
tember 1982, 1t was one of the main de-
mands in the manifesto of his National Con-
ference Party for the assembly election of
1977. The Mirwaiz of Kashmir, Maulvi
Umar Faroog, has also been a strong propo-
nent of this idea on the humanitarian
ground that divided families long to re-
united. He cites the example of his own fam-
ily, which was divided in 1947.

Chief Minister Mufti Mohammad
Sayeed while repeating this demand has
linked it with the ultimate aim of restora-
tion of peace in the state. The thrust of the
campaign to soften the border has been to
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thinkers who dreamt up this scheme in In-
dia has had its obvious consequences.

The architects of this fanciful scheme
have been forced to go into trouble shooting
mode since, unlike in the initial stages when
the opposition was being voiced from civil
society alone, the protests have now begun
to emanate from within official institutions.
On the international front, the crisis has
been managed by exerting diplomatic pres-
sure and Bangladesh has been advised to
show restraint, as befits a smatler neighbour.
But in this particular case the international
dimension is more amenable to a forced so-
lution than the domestic dimension is. If
Bangladesh is eventually short changed that
is a problem tor the Bangladesh government
to deal with, whereas if a state in India feels
cheated it is likely to have more or less di-
rect politicat repercussions. Besides, there
really is no mechanism similar to diplomacy
to iron out domestic discord.

ltis, therefore, notentirely surprising that
the Government of India has been conspicu-
ously silent on the Kerala assembly resolu-
tion. Obviously the government at the cen-
tre, at present, is not keen to be embroiled in
a politica! tangle that may scuttle its des-
perate efforts to build consensus aimed at
gaining the desired electoral edge for the
general elections due next year. To make
matters worse, that the legislative assembly
of the most literate state in the country has
unequivocally condemned the project can
only vindicate the stand of critics outside
the arena of state institutions. This is the
first point of intersection between the polity
and civil society on this issue, and may well
set a trend that accelerates in momentum
with time.

Critics who have been studying the
ecological effects of the project have
welcomed the boost to their efforts that has
come from the political class. “It offers a
respite to Kerala rivers, which have a short
running span but significant ccological
functions to perform from their point of
origin in the Western Ghats”, says Dr Latha
of the Chalakudy Puzha Samarakshan
Samiti (Chalakudy River Conservation
Organisation} in Thrissur district of Kerala.
Of the 41 west-flowing rivers in the state,
only two rivers are allowed an uninte-
rrupted flow into the Arabian Sea.

Storage or diversion of waters for irriga-
tion from the remaining 39 rivers has caused
ecological damage reflected in the irrevers-
ible saline ingress along the state’s coast.
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Perivar, the longest river of the state, with a
length of 244-kilometres, has already lost
22 per cent of its average flow due to diver-
sions. Likewise, the Bharathapuzha has
had its flow reduced by 12 per cent on its
209-kilometre-long journey to the sea. By
far, the biggest victim has been the 140-
kilometre-long Chalakudy river, which has
suffered a 37 per cent reduction in its natu-
ral flow. Interestingly, the tributaries of
these three rivers are the main culprits in
reducing the volume of flow, as they are
locked into a puzzling inter-basin water
transfer called the Parambikulam Aliyar
Project (PAP).

This particular transfer arrangement is
puzzling because the PAP treaty was signed
between Kerala and Tamil Nadu only on

29 May 1970, in a ritual act of post facto

validation. The construction of dams to
transfer the waters had been commissioned
much before the actual treaty legalising the
diversion was signed. It is puzzling also
because the state was reportedly forced to
sign the controversial treaty in exchange for
the majestic Idukki hydropower project.
And it is even more perplexing because the
three dams invelved in the transfer—
Parambikulum, Peruvarippallam and
Thunacadavu—are all inside the territory
of Kerala, but the land on which they stand
and their operations are still under the con-
trol of the Tamil Nadu government. Is this
the model that the hydraulic visionaries at
the centre in New Dethi have in mind to
enforce the proposed new transfers?

Indeed, Kerala has been duped many
times in the past over inter-basin water
transfers by Tamil Nadu. The first such in-
stance was in 1886, when the Maharaja of
Travancore signed the Mullaperiyar Agree-
ment with the British administration in the
Madras Presidency. By the terms of this
agreement the Madras administration was
granted the right to construct and maintain
the Mullaperiyar dam located in the
Travancore region of Kerala and divert the
water to irrigate arid lands in Madurai re-
gion. This 106 year old agrecment was evi-
dently the precursor for the 33-year-old
Parambikulam Aliyar Project treaty.

If these two treatics and the more recent
Siruvani treaty are any indication, the idea
of ‘surplus water’ has been consistently
misconceived. PAD is one of the many cases
in Kerala that illustrate how vested inter-
ests have hidden facts from the public. The
nine dams built on the cight tributaries of
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After a long his-
tory of compro-
mising on eco-

Periyar, Chalakudy and Bharathapuzha
rivers, as part of the Parambikulam Aliyar
Project, have made available a total of 33
thousand million cubic feet (TMC) of water
for diversion. As per the treaty, Tamil Nadu
is entitled to 16.5 TMC of water cvery year
from the yield of those three dams (viz,
Parambikulam, Pcruvarippallam and
Thunacadavu) but in effect it is diverting
the entire flow into its territory.

By fudging the flow data, Tamil Nadu
has appropriated the entire available water
from PAP by forcing the three tributarics of
the Chalakudy river to run dry for a stretch
of anywhere between five to six kilometres
from the dam sites. All these dried stretches
lie in forested areas and are inhabited by
tribal populations. Further, as the water
is not released downstream, the Kerala
Sholayar and Poringalkuthu
hydropower projects on the
Chalakudy river operate well be-
low their installed capacity.

More importantly, these diver-
sions have forced the west-flowing

|Ogica||y SenSi' tributaries to flow eastward. The
i i ecological impact of such aberrant
tive ISSUGS by acts is only now beginning to be
Succumblng to understood across the state. Ac-

the idea of sur-
plus waters in its
rivers, the
Kerala govern-
ment seems to
have learnt its
lessons finally

10

cording to the noted envirenmen-
talist S Sathischandran Nair,
Kerala has already paid a heavy
price for the erroneous conception
of surplus flow in its rivers. In an
ecological context, no river can
have a drop of surplus. (For a dis-
cusston on the idea of surplus, see
‘Rivers of collective belonging’,
Himal, October 2003).

Given the fact that Kerala has a
unique topography that undergoces
significant ailtitudinal variations within its
maximum width of about 60 kilometres, the
management of its meandering rivers emerg-
ing from the forested Western Ghats as-
sumes special significance. Since these riv-
ers reach the sea in quick time, they must
perform significant ecological functions of
sustaining flora and fauna along their
course. Any discontinuation or reductien
in their flow could be ecologically disturb-
ing. Needless to say, the impact of such eco-
logical disturbances has already been felt
along the Kerala coast.

The assembly resolution has come at the
right time in recognising the merits of the
ecological critique of artificially diverting
rivers. This critique was articulated with

force at the National Conference on
Interlinking of Rivers, organised by the
Chalakudy Puzha Samarakshan Samiti
and the South Asia Network on Dams, Riv-
ers and People (SANDRP), in July 2003 in
Thrissur. It was at this mecting that the state
administration confirmed its stand on the
Kerala component of the river-linking
scheme. The State Planning Board categori-
cally stated that Kerala was opposed to the
Pampa-Achankovil-Vaippar link. It would
appear that after a long history of compro-
mising on ecologically sensitive issues by
succumbing to the idea of surplus waters
in its rivers, the Kerala government seems
to have learnt its lessons finally. What re-
mains to be seen is not only how the central
government reacts to this unexpected jolt,
but alse how many other states arc enthused
to follow in the footsteps of the Kerala legis-
lators. 5
- Sudhirendar Sharma

RIVER LINKING

ASSAM: RIPARIAN
UNILATERALISM

NEW DELHI has an extravagant vision. 56
million tones of cement, 2 million tones of
steel, 32 dams, and 30 canals, spread over
9, 600 kilometres linking 37 rivers will de-
liver 17.3 billion cubic metres of water to
irrigate 34 million hectares of land and sup-
ply water to 101 districts and five metros,
40 million man-years of employment will
be created for skilled, semi-skilled and un-
skilled workers. GDF growth will increase
by 4 percent. And food grain production will
go up from 212 million tones per year to 450
millions in the next 20 years.

Does New Delhi have the circumspec-
tion to keep from pursuing this extrava-
gance? Past experience does not inspire con-
fidence. In that case, does New Delhi have
the acumen to create a consensus in favour
of its extravagance? The rumbling protests
from the states do not scem to suggest so.
And if, despite all the opposition, New
Delhi lacks the prudence to desist from the
extravagance, doces it at least have the
scruple to distribute the costs, colossal as it
will be, in proportion to the benefits, such
as they are. There is nothing in the histori-
cal evidence to support this view,
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In Assam, a state where grievances
against the centre have given rise in the past
to a sustained mass agitation first and cven-
tually militancy, the issue has raised hack-
les. The Brahmaputra, one of the rivers the
centre has unilaterally, and in the national
interest, decided to relieve off its load of ‘ex-
cess’ water, is a river bisecting the state. But
the river is also something more than just
that; it holds deep emotional and symbolic
significance for the people of the state. Con-
sequently, the Government of India will
have a difficult task on hand to persuade a
sceptical public to let it have its way.

New Delhi’s concern for Assam’s mis-
fortunes is both recent and suspicious. True,
the mensoon tloods of the Brahmaputra
have created havoc in the valley, inundat-
ing large areas of the arable land, washing
away houses and damaging property worth
crores of rupees over the years. Yet, until
now, the state’s demand, periodically reit-
erated, to declare the flood problem in
Assam a national one, has never been given
due importance. Central assistance for flood
relief has also been consistently and grossly
inadequate. But now, in the alleged attempt
to mitigate the misery of drought-prone
peopte on other parts of the country, the cen-
tre has suddenly remembered that Assam’s
floods constitute surplus water,

Given the possibility that transferring
water via West Bengal could well aggravate
the already existing flood problem in that
state, it will be difficult for Assam to be per-
suaded that New Delhi is seriously con-
cerned about floods. Even the promise of
corollary benefits, like the increased avail-
ability of power is unlikely to preduce the
required groundswell of support for the
project. Among the litany of benefits being
advertised by the centre’s Task Force on
River Linking is the prejected 34, (00 Mw
of cheap and clean power that will be gen-
erated, which it is claimed will help facili-
tate industrial development in the country.
Some of this power, it is argued, will help
casc the power crisis in Assam. Funnily
enough, until now the centre has never been
unduly bothered about improving the
power situation in the state, even after the
establishment of the National Power Grid.
As with the floods, so with power—
Assam’s needs, long unfulifilied, have found
an unexpected solution, only on the condi-
tion that the Brahmaputra’s waters are
made available for some distant purpoese
identified by the water mandarins in New
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Delhi. Not a word has been
uttcred about the long-stand-
ing demand to expand elec-
trification in rural Assam.

Meanwhile, while they
peddle the virtues of the river
linking project, its propo-
nents are disturbingly silent
about the obvious hurdles
that stand in the way. There
is the thorny issue of inter-
state water sharing prin-
ciples that will have to be
evolved. The Indian centre
has an abysmally poor re-
cord on this count. Is there
any guarantee that a state that has suttered
from New Delhi’s indifference in the past
will be able to get a good deal out of the
proposed transfer of water? Then there is
the perennially unresolved question of re-
habilitation. In the absence of any concrete
scheme for the rehabilitation of people dis-
placed by all the engineering activity envis-
aged on the Brahmaputra, there is unlikely
to be an excess of enthusiasm for the project.

Overall, New Delhi’s biggest problem is
its lack of credibility. History since indepen-
dence is littered with the broken pledges and
promises of the federal government. There
are many examples to cite. The Kosl project
in Bihar was started in 1955, but the land
for the resettlement of as many as 372 dis-
placed villages has yet to be acquired. In
the case of the Mahananda and Bagmati
embankments of the 1970s, hundreds of vil-
lages received only ‘shifting allowances’ for
their houses, which amounted to a paltry
figure of between INR 250 and 500 per
houschold. The pathetic story of the victims
of the Kamla embankment is also well
known. They were not even totd where the
rehabilitation office of the project was lo-
cated. Under the circumstances, the florid
assurances of the river linking project’s spin
managers are unlikely to wash with a scep-
tical Assamese public.

It is reassuring that those who run the
country from New Delhi are keen to solve
the problem of acute water shortage. At least
someone scems to be engaged with the prob-
lem. But the plan and policies that form part
of the so-called solution are not exactly
transparent. For instance, there has been no
public disclosure yet on the contour data or
the points from where the Brahmaputra’s
water will be diverted in Assam. This link
is supposed to send the Brahmaputra to the

Assam Brahmaputra
by satellite: as the
‘centre’ of altraction.
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Commentary

If New Delhi is
so confident
about its own
abilities south of
the Himalaya,
who is to guar-
antee that to-
morrow China
will not go in for
a mega project
to divert the

Mahanadi through the Ganga over a 9000
kilometre maze of 30 canals, and therc is
still not a single map on the horizon. But all
these are finally only procedural questions
that concern the functioning of the bureau-
cracy. There has been no mention of the eco-
togical problems that the project portends.
There are ample examples of rivers diverted
through canals which led to the drying up
of stretches of the affected rivers.

But even if the water bureaucracy is not
endowed with enough foresight to visualise
such deleterious consequences, surely there
must be at least some among them who
would have been struck by the international
ramifications of riparian unilateralism and
the reference here is not to
Bhutan, Nepal or Bangladesh.
The first question to ask regard-
ing diverting the Brahmaputra
15, “who controels the flow of the
Brahmaputra in its Tibctan seg-
ment? It is the People’s Repub-
lic to the north. China with its
propensity for big water projects
has already planned to pump
out, yearly, 48 trillion litres of
water from the Yangtse river
along its 800 mile course
to draught stricken northern
China. The Brahmaputra,
known as Tsang-Po in its first
700 miles, is on the northern
stope of the Himalaya. If New

Delhi is so confident about its

upStream own abilities south of the
Tsang'PO for its Himalaya, who is to guarantee
own endS that tomorrow China will not

12

go in for a mega project to di-
vert the upstream Tsang-Po for
its own ends A little humility is all it takes
to keep hubris in its place. Failing that, some
upstream unilateralism will do the job just
as effectively. Even if the Task Force cannot
bring itself to abandon the whole project, it
would do well to reflect a bit more on the
Brahmaputra. i
— Mrinmoy Bhuyan

WTO WORLD
VILLAGE

THE FIFTH ministerial of the World Trade
Organisation (WTO) failed and the Indian
media was quick enough to lap it up as a

huge success for India and the developing
world. Some of the leading dailies had dra-
matic headlines on 16 September:
“Cancun'’s fall: the rich hardsell, poor don’t
buy” - Indian Express

“India gains at Cancun” - The Times of India
“Cancun meet collapses after standoff”

- The Hindu

The stories that followed cloquently and
proudly informed readers of how India had
bravely warded off the unfair and unequal
trade order being imposed on the world and
how it played a leading role in protecting
the interests of millions of farmers and poor
people from developing countries. “India
Inc. hails Jaitley”, read another headline,
applauding the Union Minister tor Com-
merce Arun Jaitley for successtully leading
the fight against the vested economic and
political interests of the developed world.
“The fact that we brought the concerns of
developing countries to the centre stage re-
flects the success of Cancun”, Jaitley is re-
ported to have said at the conclusion of the
talks.

Centre stage and success? One had all
along been led to believe, with a vehemence
that brooked no misgiving, that the whole
purpose of trade liberalisation and the WTO
was always to benefit the developing world.
Now one is expected to believe that these
concerns were not even in the picture in the
first place, and that the entire struggle is to
get them to the centre stage, and that “suc-
cess’ lies in actually achieving this objec-
tive. It is interesting to look at the semantics
of the media take on the talks—the talks
failed? Or did they succeed? If they failed,
did India gain? It India gained, did the talks
fail? How could they fail? If India gained
because the talks failed, who actually failed?
Who lost? If nobody lost, how did the talks
fail? If everybody lost, why the celebration?
if failure is success, why were the talks held
in the first place? And who wanted them?
Who continues to want them?

For the last decade the political elite and
economic experts of the country have lost
no oppertunity to push the TINA (there is
no alternative) factor vis-a-vis the WTO—in
its success is salvation for the poor and the
solution to the poverty of this country and
that this was the route to becoming a ‘de-
veloped’ country. Also, that the WTO is the
only gateway to larger international mar-
kets to improve trade and that increasing
trade was the only way of improving our
own lives and lifestyles—even if this re-

HIMAL 16/11 November 2003



Comnigniarny

quired the sacrifice of a large part of indi-
vidual economic sovereignty for the coun-
try. Those who disregarded the "bounties’
of unfettered international trade had vested
interests in nppoqmg the WTO or keepmg,

national markets closed. These were “anti-
nationals’” who opposed development and
did not understand the needs and desires
of the people of the country. The world was
becoming a village and staying out of it was
bad economics. If all that the political, cco-
nomic and media bosses have tried hard to
convince the people of was indeed truc,
what happened now? Why the celebra-
tions?

There is now convincing proof that
liberalisation and opening up of the mar-
~ets is destroying the livelihoods of milliens
of third world farmers. It is penury and star-
vation, not the promised wealth and pros-
perity that is coming their way. But, has the
media learnt to look deeper than simply re-
port on farmer suicides and industrial lay-
offs? One day before the talks in Cancun
collapsed, an “expert’ explained in his
weckly column in an Indian national daily
as to why “imports are better than exports”.
But he could do no more than to simply as-
sert that “exports are a bad thing and im-
ports are a good thing” and that this was
actually good for the poor. But the fact is,
there are still some die-hard believers who
cannot bring themselves to abandon the
faith. A day after the talks failed, an article
in a national daily explained that too much
(unnecessary} focus was being laid on the
protectionism in the rich countries. “The
Cancun collapse”, the author argued, “was
in no small measure due to the unwilling-
ness of developing countries to make cred-
ible market-open concessions to match those
they demanded from the rich countries”.
Efforts were needed, he concluded, to
strengthen the ability of leaders in develop-
ing countries to sell liberalisation to their
domestic constituencies. Clearly the skewed
‘handouts’ after a decade of this process and
the accompanying statistics have failed to
raise a consideration on the part of ‘experts’
that something is not right—the emperor
may be naked, but so what? Long live the
emperor! For them, and minister Jaitley must
have surcly received a good dressing down
from them when he returned, liberalisation
has to be ‘sold”. Markets have to be opened,
whatever the cost and whosoever may have
to pay for it

The best must be saved for the last— and
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as always, the most self-serving
opinion comes from The Econe-
jmist, the mantra-provider for the

world’s well-heeled. Its special

report, titled ‘W10 under fire’ g;’ﬁ}fﬁann "QOUtcome
(20 September), explains that trad Ca

one of the three reasons for the etaiks

failure of the talks in Cancun
was the WTO itself. “Finally”,
says the weekly, “the blame
belongs to the WTO's own de-
cision-making procedures, or
rather the lack of them.. . Its
predecessor, the old GATT
system ...was run by rich
countries. Poor countries had little power,
but also few responsibilities. The WTO, by
contrast, is a demaocratic organisation that
works by consensus, but with no formal
procedures to get there. Any one of the
organisation’s 148 members can hold up
any aspect of any negotiation. Efforts to cre-
ate smaller informal groups are decried as
‘mon-transparent” by those left out....The
worst problem, though, is that the wTO’s
reqLureant for consensus makes it virtu-
ally impossible for it to be reformed”. This,
not surprisingly, is the kind of view held by
the US and European Union (EL) trade rep-
resentatives as well.

The irony of the situation would be hi-
tarious if actually it was not this tragic. The
Economist wants the wWio reformed and if
this means that it loses its apparently demo-
cratic and transparcnt nature and consen-
sus mode of decision-making, so be it. Large
portions of the developing world fought for
the failure of Cancun because they thouoht
the way the wTO talks were headed, was
unfair. Tf a democratic and consensus-based
system itself was found to be unreasonable
and unfair, it is amazing that The Econonis
and others can believe and say what they
actually do. And if, indeed, The Economist's
wishes were to come true, will the media in
the developing world once again simply
echo the sentiments of this, their market-
leader. e
— Pankaj Sheksaria

s

The gentlemen do nof

favour consenus.
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The relentless
tragedy of Ritwik

Nearly quarter of a century after his death, Ritwik Ghatak’s films show the
power of creativity of a people’s artist who authored an Indian/SouthAsian

language of cinema. If only we knew...

by Partha Chatterjee

n artiste, even in this age of mindless greed and

hurry, captures the public imagination, if only

for a moment or two, should he or she answer
to type, that is, of being a romantic idealist. Ritwik
Ghatak, the Bengali filmmaker and short story writer,
was such an individual and an alcoholic to boot like
the Urdu poet of romance and revolution, Majaz
Lucknawi; or Gailoz Mookerjea, the painter whose soul
made a daily creative journey across continents—from
the French countryside of the Tmpressionists to the ver-
dant green Bengal ot his childhood and youth, and
austere, dusty Delhi where he finally settled down. Like
them, Ghatak dicd young - in his fifty-first year, on 6
February 1976, His send-off was perfunctory, like the
ones accorded to Majaz and Sailoz, and it took a long
time for a larger public to gauge the worth of the three of
them. The reason for this neglect was probably the lack
of access to their work.

In retrospect, Ghatak stands a better chance of bomg_,
in the public gaze because of the nature of his medium—
cinema—which has a far greater reach than either po-
ctry or painting. He had problems finding finance for
his films because of his inability to suffer fools, espe-
cially in the film world, and this compounded with a
talent for insulting hypocrites, including would-be pro-
ducers, when drunk, made his own life and that of his
family completely miserable.

He forgot that he lived in a country that was simul-
taneously hali-feudal and half-capitalist and was still
cmerging from the shadow of colonialism. Dircctness
and honesty in private and professional life were quali-
ties lauded in the abstract but viewed with suspicion,
even fear, in the real world. In Ghatak’s case, it was
inevitable that alienation and wnemployment would
lead to alcoholism, bankruptcy and an early death. His
worldly failure was somehow seen as the touchstone of

11

“artistic worth” by a certain section of the Indian elite
and he was claimed by them as one of their own some
ten years ago. This is all the more ironic for they have
neither knowledge nor intuition of the language or the
culture that made a genius like him possible.

Like many communists of his time, Ghatak came
from the feudal class, but from its educated minority
that had access to Sanskrit, Bengali, Persian, English,
the literature and philosophy of Europe, including the
writings of Sigmund Freud and Karl Marx, and the heri-
tage of llindustani and Western classical music. To
this formidable intellectual baggage he added, in later
vears of artistic maturity, the ideas of the psychoana-
lyst, CG Jung, the explorations in cultural anthropol-
ogy, including the Great Mother image in Josceph

Campbell’s prose, derived from Erich Neaemann’s The
Great Mother, and the vast repertoire of folklore and folk
music of India, and the two Bengals—East and West,

Like many young people of his generation, Ghatak
joined the Indian People’s Theatre Association (IPTA},
the cultural wing of the Communist Party of India (CPT).
This organisation had rendered yeomen service dur-
ing the Bengal famine of 1943, which witnessed a death
toll of five million. 1"'TA had brought succour to the
starving and destitute in the state by bringing them food
supplies and, in Bijon Bhattacharya, found a dedicated
actor and playwright who wrote the path-breaking
Bengali play Nabanna (New Harvest) on the cataclysm.
Bhattacharya, was to soon marry Ghatak’s nicce,

Mahashweta Devi, who is the celebrated writer and
activist of today.

1T A travelled from village to village and to the small
towns in Bengal, apart from playing in Calcutta and its
suburbs, and secon had roots all over India. It did con-
temporary Indian playvs and significant Western ones
as well. In addition, the ‘song squad’ was famous for
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its musical acumen and rousing repertoire. The
organisation’s role in the evolving of cuttural values in
indcpendent India was seminal. To say that moedern
ideas in Indian theatre and cinema grew out of the ac-
tivities of IPTA would be no exaggeration.

Ghatak’s own growth as an artiste and a socially
conscious individual can be linked to his apprentice-
ship in the IPTA as a fledging playwright, actor and
dircector. He took his first tentative steps in the cinema
in Nemai Ghosh's left-wing neo-realist Chinna niool,
about East Bengali refugees who come to Calcutta after
partition. He himself played a yvoung comb seller.
Ghatak could never give up acting and cast himself in
cameo roles in some of the films he was to direct later.

The three earth-shaking cvents of twentieth century
India, viz, the Bengal famine, the second world war
and the partition of country in 1947 marked him for
life. The bestiality and madness that perverted human
relations during this period made him a confirmed pes-
simist, though he tried bravely to bring hope and sun-
shine in the last scenes of all his films. The psychologi-

cal effect usually was the opposite.

When Ghatak made his first film, Nagarik, in 1952,
he was nearing 27. It was produced on

the memorable ghost-romance, Madliinati. His otherm

worthy script was for Hrishikesh Mukerjee’s debut film,
Musafir, that inciuded in it3 three tales O Henry’s The
Last Leaf,

Ghatak’'s 1957 release Ajantrik too was based on a
literary work, like his very first venture, Bedini {1951},
abandoned after a 20-day outdoor schedule when the
shot footage got spoilt by a camera defect. Tarashankar
Bandopadhyay's tale about gypsies never got to the
screen, but Subodh Ghosh's memorable short story did.
Tt was about a cranky, poetic cab-driver’s attachment to
his 1926 model Chevrolet named Jaggadal that he drives
in the Chhotanagpur tribal belt in Bihar. [t was Ghatak’s
first major artistic success, He had prepared for it by
directing a two-reel documentary simply entitled The
Oraons of Chofanagpur on the tribe of that name for the
Aurora Film Corporation, Calcutta, and another short,
Bihar Ke Kuch Darshaniye Sthaan (Some scenic locales of
Bihar), for the state government. These exercises helped
Ghatak develop a grasp of the landscape that became
an organic part of Ajnirtrik’s narrative. Perhaps it was
for the first time that nature was used with such poetic
authority in an Indian film to bring into focus both its

concrete and abstract elements.

half-a-shoe-string budget with actors
mostly from IPTA, and had for its story
the travails of a middle-class refugee
family from East Bengal which had
banked unwisely on the job prospects
of the older son to keep it afloat. Rather
a grim beginning for a budding artiste.
The film was never released in his life-
time and only a negative struck from a
damaged print discovered at Bengal
Lab, in Tollygunge, Calcutta, a year

The most illuminat-
ing moments occur
in Ghatak’s cinema
not in great bursts
of dramatic action
but in the gaps
between them.

When the jalopy is sold as scrap,
after its final breakdown following an
expensive restoration job, to a dealer
wearing diamond earnings, the most
stone-hearted viewer's hceart s
wrenched despite the premonition of
the inevitable that hovers over the film
almost from the beginning. The final
moments have indeed the clarity of a
parable, as Bimal (Kali Bancrjee), the
taxi driver, hears and sees a little boy

after his death made a token two-week
commercial release possible.

The lack of outward polish in Nagarik could not
suppress innate qualitics that revealed a genuine in-
volvement with social issues; a caring attitude towards
the sorrows of the deprived; an unusual sense of mu-
sic, incidental sound and camera placement and confi-
dent handling of actors. The great Bengali stage actress,
Prabha Devi’s performance as the nurturing mother
was the high point of the film and a close second was

Kali Prasanna Das’s music, that included the song,
‘Priye Pran Kathin Kathore’, set to the lyrics of Maithili
mystic poet, Vidvapati. There was enough in this first
work to indicate the arrival of a director capable of ris-
ing to great heights given the opportunity. But that was
still five vears away.

His second feature tilm, Ajaitrik, came after much
strugyle. Following the non-release of Nagrik, three-and-
a-half years were spent in Bombay, writing scripts, first
for Filmistan Studio whose boss, S Mukherjee, he tried
to wean away from the hackneyed charm of commer-
cial Hindi cinema. Ghatak then worked for Bimal Roy
Productions and wrote the story and screen play for
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plaving with the discarded horn of
his beloved car on which he had lavished the attention
he would on a dearly loved wife. The wisdom and
charm of Ajantrik is clusive, almost metaphvaical al-
though it deals with a very real situation in human
terms. The Communist Party of India welcomed the film
with open arms after driving awayv its director on
grounds of being a Trotskyite. The left felt it depicted
the dialectics between man and machine to great effect.
Still others saw it as a satire on the haphaLard indus-
trial development in the newly independent country
and its negative effect on the countryside. But there were
too many disparate elements within the story to ensure
a clear-cut, all-embracing interpretation.

What, however, could not be accounted for was the
prominence given to the local lunatic, Bula (ptayed
unforgettably by Keshto Mukherjee), wha is attached to
his aluminium plate and is the butt of cruel jokes of the
children who hover around him. The only concession
to rationality in the conception of his role is when, to-
wards the end of the film, he is seen jubilantly hugging
his new plate and dancing around, saving, “Oh my
new thali, my new thali”! This bit prepares us for the
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idea that will assert itsclf in the end, that the otd makes
way for the new and, therefore, of the continuity of life.
it is, however, difficult to interpret in strictly intellec-
tual terms the backward descent of Jaggadal down a
steep slope, with fields of ripening paddy cn either side,
during its test run after Bimal has spent all his savings
towards repairs.

Then, of course, there is that deceptive shot that fol-
lows soon after. [t looks pat but is not. Bimal pushes his
broken-down car over a high bridge with the help of
adivasi men and women, some of whom are seated in
the vehicle, Just as they reach the middle, a steam loco-
motive comes roaring in on the tracks below. There is
also the charming little scene of Bimal all dressed up
with his boy assistant to get himself
and his car photographed by the local
view-camera master who asks him not
to smile foolishly lest the picture be
spoilt! A night dance in the forest by
the QOraon ¢ribals that Bimal attends
and is quite drunk at the end of, is ex-
tremely lyrical. Shats of the car mak-
ing its way through rain-lashed land-
scapes and, of course, Ustad Ali Akbar
Khan's haunting rendering of raga

Meghe Dhaka Tara {1960) ke

and was about to embark on a new film with him when,
at Ray's insistence, he decided to do Bari Theke Paliye,
hased on a story by humorist Shibram Chakravarti, in
1959 with Ghatak in the hope of making up his losses
on Ajantrik, The story of a stern village schoolmaster’s
pre-teenage son who runs aw ay to the metropolis of

Calcutta in scarch of the El Dorado that he has read
about did not gell. What could have been a sparkling
children’s film became a dull tract on the heartlessness
of city life where only the poor have humanity and the
rich are indifferent. The director fell prey to the neces-
sitv of having a sabik or moral lesson for the prospec-
tive young viewer. What one remembers after all these
years about the film is the charming performance of
young Parambhattarak Lahiri, the
producer’s son, as Kanchan, the run-
away little boy, and the lilting musi-
cal score by Salit Chowdhury. Pre-
dictably, the film failed. Even Khaled
Chaudhury’s hilarious poster could
not attract children in sufficient num-
bers to see it.

A married man with responsibili-
ties, Ghatak turned now desperately
‘saleable material’. For his new
venture he chose a well-written popu-

Bilas Khani Todi on the sared, all add
up to create a work of art that makes
the viewer feel that he has been onto
important things, indeed privy to sc-
crets related to man and nature.

A fairly low negative cost of ane
lakh thirty-five thousand rupees was
difficult to recover with Ajantrik’s re-
lease. Even the money spent on prints
and publicity expenscs was not re-
couped. The Bengali audience of 1957
was completely bewildered by a film
in which a recalcitrant old car was the
hero, with its eccentric driver as its most
effective supporting cast. There were,
of course, ather fine cameo perfor-
mances. But the viewers in Caleutta,
despite Pather Panchali and Aparajito

Meghe Dhaka Tara
is a seminal depic-
tion of the existential
dilemma of the In-
dian lower middle
class, where the
sacrifice of
the one good,
meek, dutiful daugh-
ter ensures the sur-
vival of the rest of
the family.

lar newel, Kote Ajaana Rey by Shankar.
Mihir Law, a successful paint manu-
facturer, provided the wherewithal
for an expensive production, albeit by
Bengali standards. Ghatak bought
additional insurance by engaging a
big star like Chabi Biswas to play
Barwell, the English barrister, a cru-
cial figure in the novel. He also had
Anil Chatterjee, a finc actor whose
star was rising at the box-office, and
a supporting cast that included
Karuna Banerjee from Patfiar Panchalt
and Aparajito, and a powerful voung
left-wing theatre actor named Utpal
Dutt. The shooting progressed well
and both director and producer were

by Satyajit Ray, were completety un-
prepared for Ghatak s cinematic poem. More than a
quarter of a century went by before recognition came
for the film’s path-breaking qualities. Caltiers du Cin-
ema compared its director’s unique juxtapnsition of
sound and image, after its Paris screening in 10983, to
the explorations of great European experimentalists like
Jean Marie Straub, Jacques Tati and Robert Bresson.
Sadly, recognition first came abroad. Small sections of
discerning, viewers in India gradually woke up to its
merits. The film’s use of incidental sounds served the
purpose of another 'voice’, giving a human dimension
to a machine by its presence.

Pramod Lahiri, the producer, had already made a
touching serio-comedy, Paras Pathar with Satyajit Ray
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happy with the results. Then, as on
many other oc casions in the artiste’s later life, shooting
came to a halt over an absurd incident. He had in-
structed the literal minded ‘Gorkha' watchman of the
studio not to jet anyone in as he was shooting a crucial
scene in the script. The producer, Mihir Law too was
denied admission by the zealous sentry. Deeply in-
sulted, he closed down production after having already
sunk several lakhs of rupees; big money for a black-
and-white production in the late 1950s!

Ghatak kept the home fires burning by scripting
Swoaralipi for Asit Sen, a successful Lommerual director
and a highly skilled craftsman. Mahendra Kumar Gupt,
the producer of this film, teamed up with the
scriptwriter with a certain talent for attracting trouble
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to produce in 1959-60 Meghe Dhaka Tara, a film that
turned the tide in the director’s life and art. At the out-
set, Ghatak felt he had been forced into a commercial
transaction. But it proved a big hit and, to everybody’s
surprise, a genuine critical success as well. 1t is the one
film on which Ghatak’s reputation rests; the one work
that everyone hails as an unqualified masterpicce; a
seminal depiction of the existential dilemma of the In-
dian lower middle class, where the sacrifice of the one
good, meek, dutiful daughter - she dies tragically of TB
in the end - ensures the survival of the rest of the family.
Shaktipada Raj Guru's ordinarv melodrama, Cheia
Muikh, thus became the source of one of the most emo-
tionally rich films ever made anywhere in the world.

Gross misdemeanours

Ghatak promptly invested the two-and-a-half lakh ru-
pees he had earned from this film in the new one, Komal
Gandhar, a marvelous picaresque com-
edy with serious undertones that ob-
liquely examined the causes behind
the failure of the 1'°TA and, by exten-
sion, the CPL It was a glorious artistic
achicvemnent and, ironically, a hope-
less tactical error that was to ruin the
rest of his life. An original screenplay
full of pathos, humour and music and
daring technique — the fitm was twenty
years ahead of its time - there was

Komal Gandhar (1961)

pic party ideologue by the name of Sudhi I’radhan.m

Most of them, like Ghatak, Balraj Sahni, Salil
Chowdhury, Majrooh Sultanpuri, Kaifi Azmi,
Shailendra, Vishmitra Adil and KA Abbas, left to earn
a living in the cinema, while Shambhu Mitra, Bijon
Bhattacharya and Utpal Dutt prospered in theatre.
Ghatak’s criticism of the party’s cultural policy in
his new film was seen as gross misdemeanor by the
bosses and worthy of severe punishment. Of that later.
Konwl Gandhar was about a committed theatre group
that reached out to the people in the countryside, bring-
ing to them genuine works of art. There is the staging of
Shakuntala, the Sanskrit classic by Kalidas, in the film.
which perhaps was included as an extension of
Chatak’s own memaorics of having directed onstage
Shakespearc’s A Midsunmmer Night's Dreani and
Rabindranath Tagore’s Visarjan for 1PTA in the early
1950s. There arc resonances and nuances within the
story that would have got to the sensi-
bilitics of even the most obtuse of
partymen. The inclusion of a scene
from Shakunialn looks like deliberate
gueriila warfare despite its redolent
romance. Shakuntala helped by her
female companions, is dressing up in
her guru’s jungle ashram to look beau-
tiful for her lover Dushyanta, a king
travelling incognito with his entou-
rage. He, getting her with child, shall

enough in Komal Gandhar to drive an
aware Hlmmaker wild with jealousy
and the party bosses, who thought
they had seen the last of him, to de-
spair.

To digress to the background of the
film and its subject matter: the commu-
nist movement in India reached its
height in 1948-49 when, in the
Telangana district of Andhra Pradesh,
an armed struggle by the peasantry led
by the CPlagainst the Indian state took
place. The ill-fed, barely-armed revo-

There was enough in
Komal Gandhar to
drive an aware
filmmaker wild with
jealousy and the
party bosses, who
thought they had
seen the last of him,
to despair.

forget her on reaching his kingdom.
Nothing of the latter part of his life is
shown but the story is too well-known
in India and Shakuntala at her toilette
on camera would subliminally help
the audicnce to imagine her fate.
Shakuntala is of course India,
Dushyanta the CPI and their prospcec-
tive child the ordinary people of
India.

Laughter and tears are good com-
panions in this moving film that makes
nonsense of artificial geographic bor-

lutionaries were soon overwhelmed
and the CPT was banned by the ruling party, the Indian
National Congress. The left, so to say, was wiped out in
a trice, and, after a humiliating compromise in the early
1950s, came back to participate in parliamentary poli-
tics. There was an clected communist government in
Kerala in 1957 and then the breakaway Communist
Party of India-Marxist (CP1-M) led by Jyoti Basu formed
the ministry in West Bengal in 1977, Having eschewed
revolutionary politics, the communists in 1960-61, at
the time of Komal Gandhar's making and release, had
become, particularly their middle and upper class lead-
ership, adept coffee house debaters. Their hold on the
poor rural peasantry and the exploited urban working
ciass was eroding rapidly. Moreover, their finest cul-
tural workers had already been driven away by a mvo-
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ders and manufactured history. A com-
mon hcritage of language, music and customs brings
people together and the machinations of demented poli-
ticians forcibly divide them along with the land where
they have their roots. All the wars fought in the last
hundred vears have been over purely commoercial con-
siderations; racism has always been uscd alongside as
an excuse to consolidate business gains. A snatch of an
old folksong is heard in the film - Aey Paar Paddaa O
Paar Paddaa/ Moddi Khaaney Chaur/Talioar Moddeye
Bosheye/ Aachen Shibo Sandagor (“On this bank is the
river Padma / On the other bank is the Padma too /
And an island lics between them / Where lives Lord
Shiva / The trader-great™).

Another example of the syncretic culture of undi-
vided Bengal that inflects the film is the chorus literally
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crving out “Dehal Ali'” {Mercy Alil) in gradually in-
creased specd as the camera simulates the movement
of a train hurtling forward towards the end of the rail-
way tracks that are closed to acknowledge the presence
of the new country - Pakistan. There is also the repeated
use of the wedding song from East Bengal - Aam Tolaaye
Zhumur Zhaamur/Kaula Tawlaaye Biyaa/Aayee fo
Shundorir Zlaamaayee / Mikut Manthaye Divaa ("A stir-
ring of breczes cool in the mango grove/A wedding
blessed by the auspicious green plantains all around/
Comes now the groom for the beauteous bride/Wear-
ing chivalry’s glorious crown”).

This song comes on at the most unexpected moments
in the background, most expressively in the landscape
shots of the undulating khoai in Santiniketan when the
two protagonists Bhrigu (Abaneesh Bandopadhyay)
and Ansuiyya (Supriva Choudhury}, unknown to them-
selves, fall in love with each other. There is also the
snatch of a bluwaiyya sung by Debabrata Biswas to-
wards the end of the film as he comes to a concert early
in the morning. The use of the two Rabindra Sangeets
is effective: first with actor Anil

ber of tickets were hought by shady characters, who
had been instructed to disturb the real audience.

The failure engineercd by forces inimical to his in-
tegrity as an artiste and person, completely shattered
the director. He could not believe that the very people
who not so long ago had been his comrades could get
together to sink him. His descent into alcoholism had
begun. Beer suddenly gave way to hard liquor and re-
lentless drinking occupied him more than cinema, lit-
crature, the plastic arts or music. “He was signing in
three bars for his drinks, and, not being able to drink
alone, was also being, the generous host”, remembered
Barin Saba, iconoclast, filmmaker and social activist in
1977, a year after the director’s death. Quite naturally,
funds were going to run out soencr than later. People
had barely understood Komal Gandhar during its sub-
verted release and that fact too undermined his self-
confidence. Then, Abhi Bhattacharya, an old actor
friend, appeared out of nowhere to bail him out.

Bhattacharya took Ghatak back with him to Bombay,
where he lived and worked, to help him recuperate from

the excesses of his emotional life. One

Chatterjce who lips on camera
Debabrata Biswas's rendering of
Aakash Bhauraa/Shurjo Tanra {"This
endless expanse of sky filled/with
Suns and Stars”} to great effect in broad
daylight in Kurseong, of all places; and
then in a poetic simulation of moon-
light Aaj Jyotsna Raatey Shobagee
Gaecheye Boneye (“On this full-moon
night/lovers together, go to the

Shakuntala is of
course India,
Dushyanta the CP|
and their prospec-
tive child the ordi-
nary people of India.

evening he came back with a proposai.
A friend of his, one Radhevshyam
Jhunjhunwala, was willing to finance
a feature film in Bengali with Abhi
Bhattacharya in the lead and to be di-
rected by his beleaguered friend. There
was, however, one condition—that the
volatile director behave himself during
the entire period of its making. The
story, orits bare skeleton, was provided

woods”) sung by Sumitra Sen on the
soundtrack. There are old I'TA group songs too that
add to the texture of the film’s narration and serve the
same purpose as an obligato would in a musical score.

Komal Gandhar, for all its adolescent preoccupation
with the idea of mother and motherland and, at the
same time, the authentic poetic connection between the
two, is also a loving tribute to the nation-building ener-
gies that went into the activities of the (PTA which was,
before it was sabotaged from within by the CPI, an
organisation of idealists who had a purity of purposc
and dreamt of building a contended egalitarian India.

The release was stymied reportedly by the party with
the help of goons who owed allegiance to the ruling
Congress party. According to Ghatak, Komal Gandhar
played to a responsive packed house in the first weck.
Then, at the beginning of the second, he began to notice
strange happenings in the dark of the theatre. Loud
sobbing would be heard from different parts of the hall
during funny or romantic scenes and raucous laughter
at moments of sorrow, sending conflicting messages to
the audience. Attendance rapidly dwindled by mid-
week and fell away altogether at the end of it. The film
had to be withdrawn, causing an enormous financial
loss to the two producers, Mahendra Gupt and Ghatak
himself. It was later discovered that a fairly large num-
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by the producer himself. [t was about a
brother and sister who are separated in childhood and
meet as adults quite by accident, she as a prostitute
making her debut and he as her first customer. When
they suddenly recognise each other, shoe kills herself. A
desperate Ghatak agreed and took enough of an ad-
vance to complete the shooting of the film.

The golden line
Subarnarckha (1962) was an act of magic in which the
artiste transformed the producer’s puerile story into a
multi-dimensional meditation on life, with the parti-
tion serving as a backdrop. When he saw the rough cut,
Jhunjhunwala panicked and ran away. Ghatak then
did the only advertising short of his life for Imperial
Tobacco Company, publicising the popular brand of
Scissors cigarettes, courtesy his old friend, Chidananda
Dasgupta, who was chief of public relations there. With
the proceeds he got the first print of Sibarnarekhia out of
the laboratory. It was only after Subariarekin was sold
to Rajshree Pictures, owned by Tarachand Barjatia, to
‘balance’ their books in a particularly profitable year,
that Jhunjhunwala reappeared on the scene.

In the three years between the completion of
Subarnarekin and its release in 1965, Ghatak’s life was
like a see-saw. He tried unsuccessfully to get backing
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for a film based on Bibhuti Bhusan Bandopadhyay's
Aaranyak. Chatak was perfect for the subject, for no one
since the American documentary poet, Robert Flaherty,
had responded to nature with such feeling and under-
standing in cinema. Set in the wilderness, the novel ran
as a counter peint to the urban world. It was worthy as
anything written by the great writer on nature in En-
glish literature, WH Hudson. If there was anyone who
could grasp the link between the metaphysical and the
physical that was there on the written page and trans-
fer it to the screen without loss of intensity, 1t was
Ghatak. But jagganath Koley, heir to a well known
Calcutta biscuit company and minister of information
and broadcasting in the state government, could not,
despite his best efforts, convince the
bureaucracy under him to sponsor the
film and waive the mandatory bank
guarantee that the director was unable
to provide.

Then, of course, there was the ad-
aptation from Italian Alexander
Biassetti's hit serio-comedy, Two Steps
iito the Clonds, filmed in 1941, Bagalar
Bangadarstian, in its 1964 Bengali rein-
carnation is completely transformed to

Subarnarekha (1962)

atres without explanation. 1t was the most demand—g

ing film he had ever made, and, in scope and breadth
surpassed cverything he had done before. The filming,
it is reported, was improvised on a day-to-day basis.
Not even a master improviser like the Swiss-French di-
rector Jean-Luc Goddard, had ever been through such
an ordcal.

Subaruarckha is about rational elements like history,
war and its aftermath, mass displacement and loss of
an old habitat and hence roots on the one hand, and
irrational entities like destiny and fate that are nat sup-
posed to but do affect human beings and their conduct
to alter their lives irreversibly on the other. Ishwar
Chakravarti, a man of god as his first name seems to
suggest, comes after partition as a refu-
gee from Last Bengal to live with his
fellow sufferers in Navieevan Colony,
a settlement for the displaced on the
outskirts of Calcutta. With him is his
little sister, Sita, and an orphan,
Abhiram, whom he has accepted as
his little foster brother.

Ishwar mecets Rambilas, an old
friend and now a prospereus indus-
trialist, accidentally in the street. Hear-

suit the local milicu. It tlows elegantly
in print and captures the abiding val-
ues of rural Bengal without appearing
to be remotely reactionary, and with
unusual wit and charm. The four reels
that were actually shot were lovely to
look at but Ghatak’s inabilitv to oblige
an unusually decent producer, Raman
Lal Maheshwari, by not drinking on
the scts—as his quick mooed changes
unsettled the actors—led toits closure.
Had it been completed, Bagalar
Bangadarshan would have posed real
problems for all those people who pi-
geon-hole him as the tragedian of the
partition of India. The story of an ab-
sconding village tombov, brought

home by a voung, married Caleutta

The filming of
Subarnarekha, it is
reported, was impro-

vised on a day-to-
day basis and not
even a master im-
proviser like the
Swiss-French direc-
tor Jean-Luc
Goddard, had ever
been through such
an ordeal.

ing of his plight, he otfers Ishwar a job
managing his factory by the river
Subarnarckha in Bihar. Harprasad,
the schoolmaster who has nurtured
the new home of his fellow unfortu-
nates, accuses Ishwar of being a cow-
ard and for thinking only of his own
welfare and not that of the others
around him. We are plunged into the
heart of a morality tale that can only
end in tragedy. And a tragedy it is,
borrowing its narrative method from
the ancient Indian epics and folk tales
where there are digressions in the
shoreline with moral and metaphysi-
cal ideas thrown up for the audicnce’s
knowledge, but the end effect is over-

whelming, cleansing and uplifting.

medical representative she meets on
the way, was both touching and hilarious. On their
return to her village he is mistaken for her husband.
Her fiancé lurks about nearby without being able to do
anything. it is discovered in the course of events that he
ran away after impregnating her in Calcutta because
she was in the habit of beating him up! Of course, ali
ends well in the script of this comedy of Shakespearean
resonance.

The release of Subarnarekha, meanwhile, was a suc-
cess and it played to packed houses before Rajshree
Pictures realised it had actualiy bought the film as a tax
writeoff, having made huge amounts of money carlier
with a Hindi melodrama, Desti. To Ghatak's shock and
surprise, his film was withdrawn from Calcutta the-
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Subarnaresfur illustrates the idea, long
before the Russian master, Andrei Tarkovsky, thought
of it and used it as the title of his autobiography, that
cinema is indeed sculpting in time,

The most illuminating moments occur in Ghatak’s
cinema as in Luis Bunuel’s, a director he particularly
admired, not in great bursts of dramatic action but in
the gaps between them. The bravura scenes are there
only to confirm what we have intuitively gathered to be
the essential ingredients of the unfolding story. These
are the real moments of revelation. This is true particu-
larly of Subarnarckha, where plainness and cxaggera-
tion coexist in a technique born out of necessity; the
producer had to be lulled into believing that a lurid
melodrama was in the making, which would on its re-

19



LBSay

leasc make a killing at the box-office.

The most talked about revelatory moment in the film
is of course when the child, Sita, accidentally runs into
the bohurupee (quick change artiste) dressed as
Mahakaal, the scourge of time, and is shocked at the
sight of him. When he is chided by the broken-down
old accountant of the factory where Ishwar is manager,
for scaring a little girl, the man replies, “1 did not try to
scarce her, sir, she sort of ran into me”. The little scenc
takes on a new dimension when it is learnt that the old
man consoling her has been in a precarious cmotional
state himself ever since his own daughter eioped with
her tover, The scene is further enriched when he and
Sita walk away from the camera and we hear him ask
her name and on hearing it proceeds tell her the story of
Janak, the king of Mithila, who one day found his
daughter, Sita, in the very soil he was tilling. When
scen in the context of the whole film, the scence’s func-
tion secms to be oracular, a prediction, as it were, of Sita
and Abhiram’s tragic future together as adults.

There is a sudden flash of prophetic intuition in a
scene from Sita and Abhiram’s child-

only crime was that they had sought a little peace, dig-
nity and happiness in their lives.

Betrayed by belief

While Ishwar and his nephew were able to go out to
find a new life at the end of Sybaraarckha, Ghatak’s own
was fast reaching a point of no return, A cherished docu-
mentary on Ustad Allauddin Khan of Maihar, the fa-
ther figure of Hindustani instrumen tal music in the post-
1940 era, had to be abandoned after the shooting be-
cause Ghatak had the first of his alcohol-related break-
downs. After waiting for a recovery that did not come
quick enough, the producer Harisadhan Dasgupta, re-
tuctantly patched together a version for the Films Divi-
sion of India. It was predictably, not the film Ghatak
had conceived.

Sheer cconomic necessity had forced him to join the
Film and Television institute of India, Pune, in 1965 as
Vice Principal. His controversial 18 months there
proved him to be an outstanding teacher. He did ghost-
direct the haunting short, Rendezvous, a diploma film

credited to Rajendranath Shukla,

hood when they pretend to be aircraft
taking off from a long-forgotten, di-
lapidated second world war British
airstrip near Panagarh in the Bengal
countryside. At the climax of their
game, through the use of a subjective
camera, they appcar to personify an
aircraft taking flight. Truth in the
arts, particularly the cinema, is
achicved through such enunciatory
acts. There are other instances of po-
etic insight in a film where the para-

Ghatak filmed a tree
in the early morning
light in black-and-
white in order to help
his students connect
with nature in their
lives and art. The
result was exquisite.

photographed ingeniously by
Amarjeet Singh at the Karla caves in
Lonavala near "une. Always a prac-
tical man when it came to filmmak-
ing, Chatak had once filmed a tree in
the early morning light in black-and-
white in order to help his students
connect with nature in their lives and
art. Needless to say, the result was
exquisite. This single shot ot three
hundred feet or three minutes and
twenty seconds in 35mm was pre-

dox and irony of life become appar-
ent all of a sudden.

On the same desolate airstrip Sita sings a bandish in
raga Kalavati, “Aaj ki anando” (“Oh, how joyful is the
day”). The raga is also used to create a sombre mood,
when she sings a different composition at the same sight
at dusk, after her elder brother, who is like a father to
her, rejects the fact that she and Abhiram are in love
and would like to marry. The abandoned airstrip is
used for the last time in the final quarter of the film,
when Jshwar and the ghost from his past, Harprasad,
the idealist schoolteacher and founder of Navjeevan
Colony, arrive there after a night of despair, when he is
prevented by his friend’s sudden appearance from
hanging himself out of grief following Sita’s elopement
with Abhiram.

The final scene, heart-breaking and of surpassing
beauty with Ishwar and Binu, the orphaned little son
of Sita and Abhiram, walking away towards a craggy
landscape with the horizon far in the background, ac-
companied by choral chanting of the Clarar betiye nan-
tra on the sound track, in search of a new life, sums up
the forced political and hence historical displacement
of millions, in our own times and earlicr, people whose
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served in the institute vaults for many
years and may still be there to inspire new generations
of filmmakers.

Chatak came back to Calcutta, having resigned his
job at Pune, to resume a career that was already in the
doldrums. He wrote the story, ‘Pandit Mashai’, now
lost, in a non-stop seventeen-hour session, and col-
lapsed at the end of it. He produced a screenplay based
on it called Jammabheomi that still survives. The story is
of a Sanskrit schotar and teacher who sceks refuge
after the partition in a traditional crematorium or burn-
ing ghat along with his young daughter. Their lives are
destroyed in the course of events, as it happened with
millions in Ghatak’s generation who, in order to live,
had to adapt to the cruelty and inditference of chang-
ing times but could not. They were people who believed
in the regenerative powers of love for themselves and
for others and were betrayed for their beliefs.

Ghatak adapted Manik Bandopadhyay’s classic
novel, Padda Nadir Majhi for the screen and carried a
bound copy with him til} the end and tried to get his old
friend, producer Hiten Choudhury, sculptor Sankho
Choudhury’s elder brother and editor Sachin
Choudhury’s younger brother, to produce it in colour.
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He also wrotce the script for the Asfitamsarga of Kalidas’s
Kiumara Sambhava, These were two projects that he
wanted to do very badly. But failing health and
hospitalisation for psychiatric disorders, including a
diagnosis of dual personality by doctors at the Gobra
Mental Asylum, Calcutta, and chronic lack of even ba-
sic expense money prevented him from filming them.
His wife, Surama, in the meanwhile, had gone out to
teach and keep the wolf from the door. '

In 1968, he began Ranger Gelam, an adaptation of a
novel by Narayan Sanyal, “with amazing confidence”,
in the words of Anil Chatterjee, who was to play the
lead. Chatterjee had earlier played a
cameo as an irresponsible, thieving
young husband in Ajanirik and then
stellar role in Meghe Dhaka Tara as
Shankar the classical singer to whom
fame and money come in time to pull
his family out of the financial mire but
too late to save the life of the beloved
tubercular elder sister, Nita. And of
course, he was the rebellious, think-
ing theatre actor in Komal Candhar.

Jukti Takko Aar Gappo (1871)

\
ter still, ‘drink providing” jobs. The war of liberation \ﬂ

in Bangladesh in 1971 made him direct Durbaar Gati
Padma, a twenty minute piece of fiction with the im-
probable pairing of Biswajeet, a chocolate-box hero of
Hindi films, and a resurrected retired female icen,
Nargis Dutt. To put it mildly, it was a strange film but
had some impressive black-and-white shots of his be-
loved river Padma.

Ghatak’s anvil

Chatak had known Prime Minister Indira Gandhi in
the distant past and liked te call her his Santiniketan
connection. She had as a girl been all
too briefly a student there during
Rabindranath Tagore’s lifetime. He
happened to know people close to her,
particularly PN Haksar, an ex-com-
munist and her main advisor. Tt was
through her good offices that he got
the National Fiim Development Cor-
poration of India to tinance fickti Tappo
Aar Gappo in 1971, The selection com-
mittee felt that he was too much of an

/

“Seeing him work, you wouldn’t be-
lieve he had been so ill just before he
began Ranger Golan”, said Chatterjee.
A melancholic script added to
Ghatak’s refusal to stop drinking at
work led to the closure of this produc-
tion as well. He was unable to under-
stand that people investing money in
a production directed by him alse had
the right to feel emotionally sccure in
his presence.

Ghatak wrote the screenplay for
Premendra Mitra’s heart-wrenching
short story Sansar Secinante. He wanted
Madhavi Mukherjee and Soumitra
Chatterjee in the lead for the new film.

Jukti Takko Aar
Gappo was the
story of one
Neelkantha Bagchi,
a played-out
alcoholic, once a
respected teacher
and intellectual. It
is a not-so-veiled
self-portrait of the
director himself.

alcoholic to actually complete and de-
tiver a film within a given time-frame.
Their objections were overruled by the
prime minister herself.

Jukii Takko Aar Gappe had cenor-
mous promisc as a script. It was the
story ot one Neelkantha Bagchi—the
name is deliberately chosen to draw
parallels between Lord Shiva’s blue
throat after having swallowed all the
poisons-of-the-world during the
churning of the ocean and the charac-
ter in the film, a played-out alcoholic,
once a respected teacher and intetlec-
tual. It is a not-so-veiled self-portrait
of the director himself. His wife and

Madhavi was moved to tears by the

script and declared it was the best thing she had ever
come across, But, she said she would only do the film if
Ghatak did not drink on the sets. He flew into a rage
and stormed out of her house, kicking her pet Pomera-
nian standing in his way. Shakti Samanta, a successful
producer-director in the Hindi cinema of Bombay, and
an admirer of Ghatak’s work, offered to produce two
films of his choice, giving him complete artistic free-
dom. Again, Ghatak’s by-now-notorious temper proved
a stumbling block. He sent Shakti packing. Another fine
opportunity was lost.

Between 1968 and 1970, the director made four docu-
mentaries on commission. Scientists of Tomorrow and
Yelt Kyen were for the Films Division of india, and Ainar
Lenin and Chau Dance of Purulin for the Government of
Woest Bengal. Of them, only Chau Dance of Purulia had
any artistic merif, with certain moments of genuine
poetry in it. The rest were bread and butter jobs or, bet-
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son leave him for being a failed bread-
winner and family man. He is about to leave his rented
house before the landlord evicts him, when he runs
inte Banga Bala, literally meaning Lass of Bengal, who
is a refugee from Bangladesh and, like him, is in futile
search of a shelter. The return of his protégé after the
sale of a ceiling fan prompts him to take to the streets
with the two youngsters in tow. The rest of the film is
aboeut Neelkantha’s misadventures and eventual death
in the cross-fire between Maoist revolutionaries and
the police. Peripatetic but top-heavy with dialogue, the
film did nothing for Ghatak’s reputation.

While he was making [ukti in 1971, Bangladesh was
liberated, and Pran Katha Chitre, a Bangladeshi pro-
duction company, invited him to direct a film for them
the fallowing year. He chose Adwaitya Malla Burman’s
literary saga of an East Bengali fishing community in
the early decades of the twentieth century, Titash Ekti
Nair Naam. He shot it in a record 17 days and nearly
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died in the process. He had ta be evacuated from loca-
tion by helicopter and spent the next 18 months in hos-
pital. The producers released the film, much to his cha-
grin, without showing him the final cut. Having recov-
cred somewhat, he went over to Dakha to re-cut the
film. “I am 75 per cent happy with the film. Work nceds
to be done on the sound”, he declared in March 1975 to
this writer after a screening of the film in Sapru House,
New Delhi, during the first retrospective of his work in
his lifetime, organised by the Bengalee Club, Kali Bari,
New Delhi.

Titash Ekt Nadir Naant is a relentless tragedy. There
is no let-up through its two-and-a-quar-
ter hour run. 1t is dynamically phote-
graphed and the ensemble acting is
spirited throughout. The cinematic ren-
dering of the novel is a curious case of
Thomas Hardy meeting with Hegel
and Karl Marx in the riverine culture
of Bengal just as industrialisation is
beginning to make a dent. The film suc-
ceeds perhaps because of its authentic
local flavour. Even jades in far-off Man-
hattan, New York City, were moved to
tears secing it in a retrospective of his

Titash Ekti Nadir Naam (1973)

ing. The end was near.

When death came, he had for some years borne a
resemblance to King Lear. His hair had turned white,
his body had shrunk and he leoked thirty years older
than his actual age. Yet there was something majestic
about him. Broken in health but ever optimistic, Ghatak
was full of plans. He had always wanted to makc a
genuine children’s film and actively engaged in nego-
tiations with the Children’s Film Society of India to pro-
duce Princess Kalavati, based on a famous Bengali
folktale, “Buddhu Bhutum”. He devised ways of achiev-
ing special cffects elegantly and effectively for the film
within a modest budget.

The second important project on
Ghatak’s anvil was Sheye O
Bisluupriya, a contemporary tale of
rape and murder juxtaposed with the
fate of the real Bishnupriva, the unfor-
tunate third wife of the medieval
Vaishnav saint Sri Chaitanya
Mahaprabhu of Nabadwip, West Ben-
gal. At another level, the script dealt
with the male’s gradual loss of pauriish
or manliness and sensitivity, his fear
of woman’s innate goodness and cre-

films in 1996.

Chatak’s conscious effort to keep
the narrative on an even keel, giving
prominence to the river and the village
near its bank and the characters living
there, would fool the viewer for a while
into believing that a documentary by a
superior sensibility was unraveling on
the screen. Then, suddenly, inexplica-
bly ambiguous poetic elements begin
to make their presence felt, infusing
tragic grandeur into a story of a river
drying up and leaving the fishing com-
munity on its banks without livelihood
or purpose, and making them prey to

The charge of emo-
tion in Titash EKti
Nadir Naam is
genuine and sus-
tained from begin-
ning to end and the
sense of loss in
its depiction is sel-
dom approached in
post-war cinema.

ativity, and his attempts to first reject
and then destroy it in the course of his-
tory.

Also on the anvil was an untitled
comedy about a fishmonger, who is
belicved to have won a huge lottery
and his predictable rise in the estcem
of certain greedy business folk who
want to grab his prize money. But luck
decrees otherwise, [t 1s revealed that
he has actually lost by the margin of a
single crucial digit blurred by the con-
stant handling of his lottery ticket with
grubby hands. Ghatak wrote the seript
in tribute to his hero — Charlie Chaplin.

attacks of goondas in the pay of city
businessmen who wish to take over what has become
real estate.

Titash is by no means flawless. But its charge of
emotion is genuine and sustained from beginning to
end and there is a sense of loss in its depiction seldom
approached in post-war cinema. Had it been his Tast
film, it would have been a worthy farewell but that was
not to be.

Jukti Tappo Aar Gappo was received enthusiastically
by the young turks of the film society movement in
Calcutta, but it was not a film worthy of his genius,
four excellent sequences notwithstanding and also
Ghatak’s own gripping performance as a drunken
gadfly. The picturisation of the Tagore song, “Kaeno
Cheve Aacho go Maa” on Ghatak himself is kingly in
its austerity. But, his health had completely tailed and
he ran high fever, was vomiting blood during the film-

2

The best of Ritwik Ghatak contin-
ues to be invigorating cinema twenty-seven years after
his death: prescient, plastic and rich with under-stated
possibility. He always claimed that he did not care for
storytelling in his films and that for him the story was
only a starting point. But in his own way he was a
terrific storyteller, who could, like the Indian literary
masters before the industrial age and much earlier, di-
gress from the main story ina seemingly arbitrary fash-
ion and always return to enrich it. In this respect,
Ghatak resembled his friend, Ustad Ali Akbar Khan,
the supreme improviser in Hindustani music, who at
his best can take the listener by complete surprise with
his digressions from the main composition in a given
raga; by his sly asides, and his startling return to the
dominant theme to create new, unforeseen avenues of
thought and fecling,

There are long stretches in Ajantrik, Meghe Dhaka

HIMAL 16/11 November 2003



Tara, Komal Gandhar, Subarnareklie and
Titash Ekti Nadir Naaw that create a bond
with the viewer, thus making him/her
an integral part of the film’s creative pro-
cess. Only the finest of artistes in the per-
forming arts have this quality. Chatak at
his best certainly did.

It is a subcontinental pity he did not
work more and was constantly strapped
for cash, and that he let the demons in
his professional life take over his per-
sonal life to the ultimate destruction of
both. Ghatak did not have a strong sur-
vival instinct like Bertolt Brecht did. He
allowed mean and vicious people to hurt
him repeatedly and drive him to irrevers-
ible alcohelism, at which point he began
to hurt those who loved him the most and
tried to help him. The left that had made
him an artiste in the first place, had by

Ritwik Ghatak: pre-
scient, plastic and
rich with under-
stated possibility.

O.\\
e
documentary on Indira Gandhi, de- \
tuding himself that he would get the
better of her by portraying her as Lady
Macbeth. He was released from his
agonv when he turned up late and
drunk at Dum Dum airport in Calcutta
during a leg of the shooting and she took
him off the project, inadvertently saving
his dignity for posterity.

For a further understanding of the
man, one must go back to Paras Pathar, a
story he wrote as a young man of twenty-
three. In it, Chandrakant Sarkar, a
humble clerk in a colliery and a connois-
seur of Hindustani music, attacks and
robs the assistant manager carrying the
company’s payroll. He does so in order
to fund the research based on knowl-
edge got from a travelling sadhu to bring
back to life the recently dead. When the
law catches up with him he is scen by a

the end of his life - much earlier, actually
- abdicated its responsibility towards the exploited and
the spurned and begun to nurse bourgeois aspirations.
Only he continued to dream of being a people’s artiste,
of working towards an Indian film language, though
mot consciously. He was foreed to accept, in penury, a

waterfall in the jungle, completely unhinged by the fact
that he has lost the piece of paper that had the formula
the shaman had given him. Ritwik Ghatak’s greatness
and his vuinerability are symbalically predicted in this
story. ;

Brahmans and Cricket:
Lagaan’s Millennial Purana and Other Myths
S. Anand

Cricket unites Indians. Cricket is national-
ism. Cricket is religion. We are told cricket is
aisc secular. A leftist and a hindutvawadi
equally celebrate an Indian victory. How-
ever, till recently, a cricke! team comprised
! amajonity of brahmans, sometimes 8 out of
11 players. How did a priestly class—soft,
even effeminate—come to dominate a
sport? Why does such dominance not ex-
fend to hockey or football? in Brahmans
and Cricket, 5. ANAND seeks answers fo unasked questions. Beginning with a cri-
tique of Aamir Khan's 2002 blockbuster Lagaan and the politics of representation
of its dalit character, Kachra, the author tangentially examines why the nation is
uncier the thrall of cricket and cinema. SUDHANVA DESHPANDE and LUBNA MARIAM
respond. A debate ensues. A must-read for those interested in sports, politics. film.
caste and identity politics.

Touchable Tales:
Publishing and Reading Dalit Literature
Ed. S. Anand

Mainstream publishers in India and abroad
are seeking out dalit literature. Dalit writers
are being invited to hiterary festivals abroad.
Dalit literature is also being taught in uni-
versities. But who decides what gets pub-
lished? Who are these interlocutars—the
publishers, translators and editars? Why are
autobiographies prioritized? While dalits in
Tamil Nadu are being forced to consumeshit
and piss, who are the consumers of dalit it-
grature in English? In this book, those involved with the publishing, teaching, and
creation of dalit literature—Ravikumar Mini Krishnan, Gail Omvedt, K. Satyanarayana.
Arundhati Roy, Alok Mukherjee, Arun Prabha Mukherjee, Sivakami, K.P.Singh. Mandira
Sen, Narendra Jadhav, Anand Tellumbde—debate these issues.
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The promation of an anti-Enlightenment,

Postmodernism and Religious Fundamentalism:

A Scientific Rebuttal to Hindu Science

MEERA NANDA

anti-modernist view of the world by the seem-
ingly leftwing. postmodernist scholars with
indiganist sympathies has ended up affirm-
ing the common sense of rightwing funda-
mentalist movements. We have landed in a
situafion where Hindu, lslamic and Christian
fundamentalists assert the right to their ‘'own’
science, and this sits well with the
postmodernist denigration of science as a
‘western censtruct’. Hindutva, this book demonstrates. speaks the same language
as academic postmodernism popularized in India by the nec-gandhian and
postcolonial critics of modernity. The secularization of science—the hard-won free-
dom of science from churches, brahmans and mullahs—is under threat. However.
philosapher of science MEERA NANDA, in this collection—an essay, a review of her
work, and an interview with her—sees hope in the ideas of Ambedkar, the dalit
movement and neo-Buddhism.

Ambedkar: Autobiographical Notes
B.R. Ambedkar

In six autobiographical sketches, B.A.
AMBEDKAR. India's foremost civil rights
leader, reminiscences his experiences of
untouchability. Beginning with an incident
when he was nine years old. Ambeckar re-
calls his hurnitiation at a Parsi inn in Baroda
soon after his return from studies abroad,
later as a fourist at the Daulatabad fort,
and a few other incidents. In his introduc-
tion, RAVIKUMAR, activist-theoretician of the
dalit movement, tries to understand the complex manner in which the “privaie’ and
the ‘public’ operate for a dalit person. He situales our lack of access to Ambedkar's
privale in this binary of the dalit self.
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Opinion

Judging Film South Asia

by Lubna Marium

tend to disagree with the concept of art for art’s
sake and view all creative activity as purposive - be
it Hterature, art, music or even cinema. However, |
have often wondered too how these purposes have been
achieved and, in attempting to understand the entire
process, have come to agree with scholars of vore who
view all art experience as a tripartite cvent which in-
cludes the author, the medium of expression and, fi-
nally, the empathiser who is cither the reader, the lis-
tener or the viewer, according to the medium of expres-
sion. The onus of achievement, howevert, lies in the abil-
ity of the work to be able to inspire a response in the
mind of the empathiser. All creative
activity is actualised when and
only when it finds a resonance in
the empathiser.

Having danced for the last 35
years and written for about halt of
those many years | tend to view my
audience and my rcader with a
healthy respect and treat cach of
their responses with duc consider-
ation. It took Film South Asia to
teach me that the same goes for ev-
ery other form of expression.

I was admittedly apprchensive
when asked to be a member of the jury of Film South
Asia "03 in September 2003, together with Mark Tully,
of radio fame, and Mizorams’ Lalswamlani, of the In-
dia International Centre Film Club {New Delhi). Films
are not my line of expression. 1 wondered if Twould be
able te do justice to a medium which used celluloid
images and a specialised technology that 1 knew noth-
ing about. T motivated myself for the juryship by con-
vincing myself that visual images arc just another tool
for expression and could possibiy, at one level, bejudged
merely on their success in articulating just what they
had intended to, irrespective of the technicalities inher-
cnt in the mode.

Watching the 43 films in final line-up at FsA ‘03 with
my fellow jurors, [ was not proved wrong. However, in
those three and a half days of intense viewing | added
another criterion, subjective though it was. Documen-
taries, | had thought, differed from features by the fact
that they presented reality as it is without editorialised
narration. 1 came to realise that, on the contrary, docu-
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vTh'e 18th Eigphant - 3 Monologues

mentaries were all about editorial interpolations which
were all the more forceful when they came not just as
verbal narratives but as visual images; images that made
vou ‘sce’ the world, that you had grown up with, anew.
For me that principle became the determining factor.
Did the visuals add to the discourse on that subject in
the print media thus justifying their usage? 1 searched
for convincing visual tracts that enhanced my knowl-
edge of a particular subject and in this way gauged
their efficacy.

There was, of course, another major concern.
Through the years, FSA has come to stand for a plat-
form where liberal filmmakers are
assured uncensored screening of
their work. If not explicitly, implic-
itly it is the activist’s stage. ISA is
all about documentaries that speak
for the people of South Asia and
about issucs that are tearing the re-
gion apart. FSA can proudly say it
stands for the voice of the people of
South Asia — be they marginalised
segments of society, or unheralded
men and women on the streets and
in the villages. Given the character
of 1'SA, we, the members of the jury
wondered if we were to make a political statement
through our choice. After some soul searching we de-
cided otherwise. The bottom-line was to be the craft
itself.

As such, [ emphatically feel that our choice of P
Balan's The 18th Elephant - 3 Monelogues allowed us to
remain true to our conscience while awarding the young
filmmaker from South India for his exquisite use of the
moving picture to document the unscrupulous attitude
of mankind towards mute fellow creatures. Kawsar
Chowdhury’s documentation of the atrocious happen-
ings of 25 March 1971, when the Pakistani army had
attacked academic quarters in Dhaka, was the cause of
much personal angst for myself. While we had, all of
us, been convincingly touched by the stark recreation
of that dark night, | was personally of the opinion that
such films served only to deepen divides while jetti-
soning the need to forgive and move ahead with our
lives. | reminded myself that the awards were not a
testimony of my beliefs and the Tale of the Darkest Night
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was definitely a fine example of the genre of recon-
structed reportage. 1 set aside my reservations. The vi-
suals of Sand and Water, truly, told the tale of the un-
known heroes of South Asia. The unadorned blend of
sorrow and joy, tilmed in the Bangladeshi delta, speaks
of the resilience of South Asians as a people and could
have been filmed anywhere in the Subcontinent. Our
choice of Fire Within was absolutely undisputed. It had
brought to life the unfair marginalisation of ethnic mi-
norities true for all the nations of South Asia. And of
course, with Bhedako Oen Jasto we gave in to the sheer
joy exuded by the entire excrcise of “searching for a
song” in the hills of Nepal. There were undertones in
the films which said much through suggestive images
alone.

The choices for the outstanding films of Film South
Acia ‘03, though initially difficult, were made unani-
nously, and left us satisfied about a job well done. Tt
was not to be,

The awards ceremoeny over at the Jai Nepal Cinema
Hall, the efficient team of festival organisers gathered
together the assorted group of participants (filmmak-
ers, volunteers, jury members) and drove us to the ex-
quisite premises of the Patan Durbar Square for a sump-
tuous Newari feast signalling the closure of festivities.
Asjudgments are beund te do, ours
too had brought with it its fair share
of concurrence and conflict. It was
of course just as expected. So far so
wood. :
Then [ was introduced to this
handsome filmmaker who looked at
me down his nose. After a brief
brooding glance, Anand FPatwar-
dhan accosted me outright about the
absence of any “anti-fascist” films
in our list of awards. 1 had not been
expecting such a direct confronta-
tion and quietly replied that as jury
we had felt that these films could have been better crafted.
Patwardhan was grossly affronted and challenged my
credentials for telling off a filmmaker like him who had
been in the business for 30 vears and went on to inform
me that documentaries were not about acsthetics and
“beautiful sunsets”. On hindsight, 1 do concede that |
could have been more sensitive towards a filmmaker of
Patwardhan’s stature and skill, for his War aind Peace
had deeply impressed us all. What [ should instead
have said was that the films that had been awarded
were, we felt, better crafted.

Of course, T realise that that too would not have
pleased Patwardhan. Undeterred, | asked him if he
thought that the 18t Elephant was not made well
enough. My adversary replied in disgust, “It is a good
film, but how many people do vou sce taking up arms
for mere elephants? Qur country is under the siege of
fascists and vou play it safe by awarding a film on cl-
ephants! Tt reaily doesn’t say much about vour beliefs

Bhedako Qon Jasto
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and your understanding of documentaries”. This timem
I firmly stated that the awards were not a statement of
our politics and went on to disclose that taking into
consideration the vision of South Asia that FsSA held to,
most of the ‘activist’ films were in fact being included
i the 15 films for Travelling Tilm South Asia which
would be screened at venues throughout the various
countries of South Asia and overseas. This proved to
be the final straw, and Patwardhan spoke to me no
maore.

Back home now, | continue to believe that we made
the right choices. T firmly believe that South Asia is tor-
tunate to have a large number of people who continue
to be concerned about the sorrowful plight of humanity
in all our countries. Of course cach finds his, or her,
own cultural response and modus operandi to confront
the situation. It is unjust to discard P Balan’s film as a
mere documentation of elephants. While the Him may
not implicitly be about fascism in saffron or bearded
garbs, it too brings to light a fundamental question
about man’s tyrannical and uncaring attitude towards
his fellow creatures and also towards the environment
in general. The 18t Elephant does make us question
our personal mores and values, which go a long wav in
contributing towards the generally unhappy situation
in our countries. A little compas-
sion for each other’s battles would
go a long way in improving our
lot. After all aren’t we all fighting
for the same end?

Documentaries have played a
major role in disseminating infor-
mation and creating an awareness
of issues crucial to our lives, That
does not go to say that the craft and
technique cannot be improved
upon. Saying the right thing
doesn't necessarily guarantee that
one has said it to the best of one's
abilities. [ agree with Patwardhan that acsthetics is not
about “beautiful sunsets”. Any aesthetic experience is
all about the force with which images touch your heart.
And, incidentally, 1 do believe there isn’t a single sun-
set in the films awarded at 15A ‘03, while a few have
scenes that are gruesome enough to leave ane nauseous
and gasping for air.

Furthermore, entering one’s work in a festival ne-
cessitates the need to understand that this immediately
entails a brush with critique. The jury panel seemed to
be a balanced mix of the lay and professienal observer,
I do, too, however believe that every viewer as an
empathiser has the right to critique a work. Film South
Asia is a festival for the people of South Asia and witl
at the end of the day be judged by them alone. T see
myself as a represcntative of this mainstream audience
which forms the benchmark for the success of our films.
After all, the more prople one can reach out to the moere
successful is a venture. :
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Jury out on the jury

by Nupur Basu

“Tilm South Asia 2003 began with sobriety and
ended with heartburn. This was the fourth edi
B tion of the Kathmandu-based biennial festival of
South Asian documentary films, a routine and robust
fixture on the festival calendar since its inception in
1997, Sobriety is a virtue that the documentary medium
has stead Fast]\f clung on to, when all the other media
have succumbed to flippancy in their haste to capture
the market. The mood of the opening was therefore en-
tirely in keeping with the spirit of the medium.

Documentary filmmakers from cities from all over
the Subcontinent like Bombay, Karachi, Phaka, Co-
lombo, and from smaller corners like
Peshawar, Ranchi and the Maldives
were present in strength, reflecting the
festival’s reach. Another sign of the ex-
tent to which the fixture has evolved
as an institution is the transformation
it has wrought in Kathmandu. For a
city whose cinematic tradition is in-
cipient at best, the documentaries on
show attracted an extraordinary degree
of interest. Despite all that is sometimes
said about the documentary’s lack of
dramatic appeal, the ticket booths at
the Russian Cultural Centre at Kamal-
pokhari in Kathmandu, where FsA ‘03
was screened from September 25 to 28,
almost always had a “SOLD OUT sign
at the box office.

“The increasing popularity of docu-

“There needs to

be dynamism in

story telling and
presentation and a

tival with his kev-note address and said what docu-
mentary filmmakers like to hear: “[am hopeful for the
documentary because essentially those that work with
me in the dream machine feed from the same reality
that the documentary portrays”. He recounted his own
encounier with the true power of the documentary
while working with OXFAM after the cyclone in Orissa
in 1999, He realised at that point how dramatic and
powerfu! the imagery of real life situations could be.
“There needs to be dynamism in story telling and pre-
sentation and a major investment in creating a viable
market for it”, Bhatt pointed out.

Although the masala Hindi film is
the genre that continues to dominate
the popular imagination of the entire
Subcontinent, small budget, small star,
cxperimental films, more in tune with
the urban realities, are beginning to
find popularity in the growing multi-
plexes across India. Even the docu-
mentary, the poor and neglected cousin
of mainstream cinema, has finally be-
gun to catch the attention of big-time
filmmakers. Despite the fact that docu-
mentarics have become a little more
visible in the public sphere than they
were, regular venues for their routine
screening are fow and far between.
Filmmakers therefore still have to de-
pend primarily on festivals and spe-
cial screcnings to reach an audience,

mentaries not only with audiences but major Investment This is cven more so for those who
also with the filmmakers can be mea- . . make what are, with a hint of conde-
sured from the fact that in 1997 when In Creatlng a Vlable scension, called ‘serious’ films, [tis not
the first festival was held we had 135 market_” surprising that FSA 03 attracted so

film entries and in 2003 the entries
climbed to 2037, said Manesh
Shreshta, the Director of Film South

- Mahesh Bhatt

many of these serious films. Though
the slogan for the festival this time
around was “Documentaries can be

Asia (F5A). An experiment started by a
group of print journalists associated with the maga-
zine Himal in 1997 to create this special space for South
Asian documentary filmmakers had worked!

‘Though the testival began with a dash of Bollywood,
which normally evokes scorn in the documentary world,
this time it was Bollywood making all the appropriate
noises. A director known for his outspoken views and
unconventional images, Mahesh Bhatt, opened the fes-
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fun!”, the background note from the
organisers aptly described the real mood of most of the
films: “The films being exhibited in A describe the
tumultucus times we live in. Everywhere fundamen-
talism is on the rise. The gun is increasingly the option
of chaice. Communal conflagrations provide a foretaste
of more catastrophic times ahead. Societies and cul-
tures are buckling under the pressure of a rapacious
market that is unchecked by government, academia,
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media or civil society. And yet the people cope, make
do, survive and nurture the hope for better days. The
films selected for screening at FSA reflect the concerns
of the times and mood of the people of South Asia. In
the hands of masters of nen-fichon, the films help us
look at ourselves”.

What unravelled on celluloid over the next four davs
were the fault lines in the Subcontinent. The documen-
taries held up a disturbing fare of reality images from a
region with a population of over one and half billion—
mired in poverty, illiteracy, hunger, gender discrimina-
tion, exploitation of children, caste conflicts, growing
fundamentalism and cthnic strife, nuclear mongering
and the politics of hate. Video had set free a rush of
images that gave the marginalised a voice and un-
leashed a torrent of critique of governments that are
sometimes ranged against their own people.

“The best way for different parts of a diverse South
Asia to know of cach other’s concerns is through the
documentary film, Fortunately, documentary films are
now being made more and more with the audience in
mind, so they are more riveting and hence are able to
carry the message across”, says Kanak Mani Dixit,
chairman of 15A. For a Subcentinent mired in conflict
and mutuai distrust ameng neighbours this, as always,
seemed like the ideal South Asian melting pot. The en-
dorsement came from the filmmakers themselves.

“Where else would | see films from Pakistan, Sri
Lanka, Bangladesh, Nepal? This festival creates for us
a very special South Asian space. We share the same
sensibilities here and break out of Western stercotypes”,
says Indian filmmaker Gargi Sen, whose flm The Story
Tellers, was one of the entries at the festival.

From Pakistan, the sensibility was the same even if
the emphasis was slightly different. “It was a long jour-
ney to get here but worth every bit of the trouble. 1t is an
eve opener for me to see the sense of freedom that In-
dian filmmakers have and great to watch the tilms they
have made. In Pakistan, although the print media has
been an independent force, documentary filmmaking
has still not reached any critical stage. Our middle class
base is se small that we are not effectively combating
the issues that are facing us . .people are
scared...nobody has seen my film in Pakistan although
it has been screened all over in the US”, says Sharmeen
Obaid, director of Terror’'s Children.

Samar Minallah, a woman filmmaker from
Peshawar, in Pakistan’s North West Frontier Province,
spoke of a predicament that many other documentary
filmmakers from the Subcontinent routinely face. “ did
not enter my film in any Western festival because L know
they will use my critique of the custom of swara to beat
[slam with. I made the film for my country and my
people and 1 entered it at the Fihm South Asia because
here [ will find an empathetic audience not an exploit-
ative one”. Minallah’s film, Swara: A bridge over froubled
waters is a hard-hitting comment on the Pakhtun prac-
tice of giving minor girls in marriage to an “encmy fam-
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The jury from left to right: Lubna Marium, Lalsawmfiani
Tochhawng and Mark Tuily.

ily” in reparation for sericus crimes like murder com-
mitted by male members of the little girl's family. The
issuc is now before the country’s Supreme Court and
Minallah is hoping that legislation will be introduced
soon to ban the practice.

[mplicit in what Minallah says is the idea that the
films being made and screened today have evolved in
form and content to emerge as powerful critiques. This
is a view that is forcefully and explicitly articulated by
others. “The kind of documentary films that are being
made these days ...rongte khade karie weale iole hain (they
make your hair stand on end!)”, said Meghnath, direc-
tor of Developent Flows front the Barrel of the Guon.

‘Locating’ the festival

A compact documentary festival in a country without
its own entrenched tradition of independent film-mak-
ing has many advantages. For onc, it has the potential
to accord filmmakers from different countries equal
standing in the absence of what could be perceived asa
home advantage. For another, it can promote the cul-
ture of documentary films in the countries whose film-
making tradition is weak and create an environment of
visual literacy in the medium both fer making films
and viewing them. Further, because the festival is re-
gional in scopc and its venuc is gea-politically ‘neu-
tral’, it can facilitate the emergence of networks of sur-
vival among embattled filmmakers from the Subconti-
nent. F$A certainly afforded this opportunity and, be-
tween screenings, documentary filmmakers took time
off to plot new marketing strategies for distributing their
works.

But it is not at all certain that all the potential inher-
ent in a festival of this kind was actually realised. In
particular, itis a matter of some doubt whether the man-
ner in which the jury exercised its judgement will con-
tribute very much to the cause of serious filmmaking in
the adverse circumstances that prevail in South Asia.
And it most certainly is the case that the jury squan-
dered the advantage of Kathmandu’s reputation as a
neutral venue in order to make some distinctly simplis-
tic decisions. Or is it the case that such conspicuous
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simplicity is what makes for a ‘neutral” repute?

Whatever the reasons for the jury’s verdict, there
were a great many protesting voices among both film-
makers and film viewers as the curtain came down on
F5A ‘03. The jury had evidently satisfied itself, but it had
done very little to satisfy the rest. That the jury’s choice
of award winning films had not gone down well be-
came clear not oniy from the murmurings of protest
from the discerning audiences which had flocked to
see these films and given mental marks to their favourite
“bold” documentaries. The jury was teld in so many
words by some of the filmmakers themselves.

The jury’s choice was critiqued primarily because it
appeared to have steered clear of controversial politi-
cal films that had taken on governments. There was
clearly an expectation that the jury would be as bold in
its judgement as many of the films
they were called upon to judge.
Without doubt, the jury failed to
live up to that expectation and
chosc instead to play it safe by con-
ferring awards on themes and sub-
jects that would not otfend or ruftle
any cstablishment. The charge
against a jury that had come to
judge a documentary festival was
as severe as it could get. They had
gone to some lcngths to remain stu-
diously apolitical and, in doing
that, simply ignored the merits of
some of the entries, which had been
made under extremely difficult cir-
cumstances.

Whatever individual members
of the jury may say in defence of
the criteria they applicd in arriv-
ing at their decisions, it is cvident
that they did not take into account
the context in which such films are
made. Tt is of course important to
judge any creative output on its in-
ternal merits, but where complex
issues are concerned that cannot
be the sole ground tor judgement. It is cqually impor-
tant, in the case of an endangered activity like docu-
mentary filmmaking, to give due weight to the themes
on which they are made and the conditions under which
they arc made. This is all the more true when the mass
media has increasingly silenced itself on sensitive mat-
ters in the effort to stay on the right side of the political
establishment. To that extent, the timing of the judge-
ment hurt filmmakers who, in the pursuit of their craft,
are prepared lo step beyond the permissible limits es-
tablished by polite consensus. At a time when docu-
mentary fiimmakers are struggling against the censor-
ship regime imposed by their governments, the jury’s
choice of award winning films seemed to be unmindful
of these grim realitics. The organisers sensed the dis-
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comfort and seemed to get equally uncomfortable. At
the closing dinner in Patan Museum, so painstakingly
hosted by the organisers, the atmosphere was glacial.

It is not as if decumentary filmmakers make films
sotely to win awards. Far from it. They make films be-
cause, first of all, they have consciously opted to work
in this genrce and they have a commitment to document
the struggle of people in the non-fickional mode. But at
another level, shunned by the establishment and cin-
ema theatres as they are because they choose to portray
controversial subjects, documentary festivals are their
only life-line of recognition and encouragement. An
award is always a bonus in a documentary fitmmaking
career that is pursued in an overall climate in which
neither the genre nor the filmmaker gets due recogni-
tion. Awards help bring hitherto neglected works and
their themes into focus.

Tt is in this context that the deci-
sion of the FSA 03 jury to completely
ignore sharp and well made socio-
political documentarics which
showed the chilling consequences
of possible conflicts in South Asia:
like Anand Patwardhan’s Juny aur
Anann (War and Peace) which takes
the lens close to nuclear national-
ism; Sanjay Kak's 85-minute long
powerful documentary on the
Narmada andolan, Werds on Wa-
ter, which deftly pits the grassroots
movement of the Narmada Bachao
Andolan against the powers that
be in the World Bank in yet another
riveting documentary on the
Narmada struggle; Grey Stitt’s Di-
verted to Delhi, a film on the cultural
disasters of globalisation through
the example of call centres; Gopal
Menon’s Resilient Ringthms, on the
continuing oppression of dalits in
India; and Samar Minallah's Swara:
A bridye aver troubled waters, a hard-
hitting comment on a reprehensible

Pakhtun practice.

A powerful and recurrent theme at the festival was
the growing fundamentalism in India. The Gujarat car-
nage appears to have become a focal point for several
documentaries. Shubradeep Chakravorty’s Godlira Tak
< Tie Tervor Traif is 60 minute-long clinical investiga-
tion of who passibly sct fire to the train in Godhra {and
who certainly did not) and it Vachani’s 98-minute film
The Men in fhie Tree, on the rise and influence of the
Rashtriva Swavamscvak Sangh (Rss) in India, were
perhaps the best explorations of this theme. Likewise,
ace directors KI” Jayashankar and Anjali Monteire pro-
vide a moving personalised tale of communal harmony
in Mumbai’s biggest slum, Dharavi, in their film Nafz
{The Boad). The list is long,.
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But none of these passionate, well crafted and well

argued documentaries found favour with the FSA jury.
None of them featured in the list of awards and special
mentions announced by the trie led by former BBC jour-
nalist, Delhi-based Mark Tully and his co-jurors, Lubna
Marium from Dhaka and sawmliani Tochhawng from
Mizoram. It is as it the jury had somchow missed the
pulse of the festival and its very essence—political docu-
mentaries that challenge the global world order and
the pursuits of narrow nationalism. They scemed Lo be
entircly oblivious to the mechanics of the production of
these films—to the struggle and anxieties of documen-
tary filmmakers who make these films against heavy
odds and semetimes with little or no money, and onl\
their convictions to sustain them. It is as if the jury had
carefully plucked these out and put it in their reject bin
almost as a conscious choice and selected those which
were made under much less difficult circumstances.
More impeortantly they scemed to have picked films that
did not upset the apple cart. In effect, they had com-
pletely disregarded the socio-pelitical impulses that arc
driving the documentary community in the Subconti-
nent.

After all what is it that makes a Michael Moore lift
the Oscar with his decumentary Boieling for Columbing?
Or an Alanis Obomsawin, with her pow erful documen-
tary from Canada, Kquehsatake: 27t) years of Resisfance
puk up over 18 international awards? Or journalist,
writer, and documentary filmmaker, John Pilger, stand
out with his innumerable political documentaries? ls it
nat the fact that they dare to take on the politics of their
governments and expose the lies?

Defiant grammar

Defiance is the grammar of cincma verite as established
by some of the world’s finest documentary filmmakers
over the ages. At a time when mainstream media is
driven by the urgings of the market place, this is the
only form of cinema that is continuing to fight on rights
issues, whether it be of indigenous or poor people in
the world, the forces of neo-colonialism, or the danger-
ous fallout of the global arms trade. After all, the docu-
mentary genre itself was a reaction against the plea-
sure machine of mainstream cinema and an attempt to
take celluloid back to a socially driven mode of film-
making. As Jean-Luc Godard pithily summed it up, “The
problem is not to make political films, but to make films
politically”

The tenuous existence of films that expressly articu-
late views and perspectives that militate against the
confirmed orthodoxies and cannons of the nationalist
faith is what makes jury awards more than just sym-
bolically significant. The award is also more than just a
ritual gesture of empathy. It is a statement endorsing
the legitimacy of both the subject of the film and the
dissident sensibility that informs its treatment. For that
reason the award is a statement of its own politics. In
this scnse, the award privileges certain kinds of world
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Lubna Marium with Anand Parward.'jcjsr_r_.

views over others, and in a world that has increasingly
circumscribed the public space for dissidence, a docu-
mentary audience expects the jury to at least honour
the tradition of demogcratic dissent by recognising such
films. And in an otherwise arid landscape, it provides
filmmakers with the reassurance that their efforts have
been worth the trouble. “We come to these festivals not
only to show our own films but also to sce the works of
other filtmmakers. The awards are crucial in a sense
because that gives us newcomers into the field an idea
of what kind of films should be vur role models...which
should set the benchmark.. the selection by this jury
has left us baffled”, said Samar Minallah, filmmaker
from Peshawar, whose film on the male-dominated
North West Frontier province was made under ex-
tremely trying circumstances. She was not alone in her
criticism as many others echoed her sentiments.

It is ironic, though not necessarily surprising, that
the jury chose so pointedly to distance itself from the
political documentary in the immediate aftermath of
an unprecedented and aggressive display of hostility
against documentary filmmakers by government of In-
dia. Just prior to FsA ‘03, they had run headlong into a
major crisis when the government suddenly made it
mandatory for d()LleCHtalV filmmakers to get censor
certificates far their films as a precondition for submit-
ting them for the bi-annual Mumbai International Film
Festival (MIFF). The festival is billed as one of the big-
vest and best decumentary festivals in India and no
such rule had been applicable prior to this peculiar
stipulation. The censarship clause provoked a huge
protest in the documentary film community. As many
as a 170 Indian documentary filmmakers threatened to
boycott the festival. Some foreign filmmakers too joined
them in support. An embarrassed government fimally
backtracked and is now pleading with filmmakers to
send in their entrics.

The censorship certificate

In circumstances when filmmakers have to go through
extraordinary trouble to not only make their films but
also to have it screened, political filmmakers need te be
given due encouragement if the genre of documenta-
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ries is not to go the way of the other media, by eschew-
ing its real investigating and critical functions in favour
of fun films that witl meet with the jury’s approval. This
is all the more so because the general context that per-
mits such serious anti-status quoist documentaries has
not fully emerged in South Asia. In India, documenta-
ries are made in reasonable numbers but the state tries
to screen them from the public. According to it Vachani,
director of The Men in the Tree, “The state clearly per-
ceives a threat from documentary filmmakers who are
critical of its functioning...there is a growing paranoia
in the establishment about the visual medium ...and
under these circumstances it is getting more and more
difficult to screen films which are seen as controversial
in public spaces...my film has found it very hard to get
venues in India...a screening set up

Patwardhan goes on to add, “The state has always
been jittery about documentary films, whether it be the
Congress povernment or the B~ He recalls that Satyajit
Ray, had to intervene on behalf of his film Prisoners of
Conscience, which was made just after the emergency in
1978 and the government had tried to censor it. Since
then, this filmmaker has fought innumerable cases in
court to ensure that his films are not blocked. “They
wanted 21 cuts in all in my film War and Peace this time.
I finally won the court case in Aprik this year and got a
censorship certificate without a single cut...luckily our
democratic system still functions from time to time !,
says Patwardhan.

Clearly then, the dissident film, the film as a critique
of holy cows, is an endangered craft, given the difficul-

ties encountered before, during and

at the National Institute of Design
{NID) in Ahmedabad was cancelled
at the last minute...”.

There are indications that this
trend is looking increasingly attrac-
tive to other countries of the region,
like Bangladesh and Nepal. In Nepal,
FSA 03 was almast up in the air this
time with the government demanding
that films should have censor certifi-
cates before they could be screened at
the venue. Last minute backroom cin-
ema-dipiomacy with Nepal's Infor-
mation Ministry and the fear that the
cancellation of the festival could

Whatever individual
members of the jury
may say in defence
of the criteria they
applied in arriving at
their decisions, it is
evident that they did
not take into account
the context in which
films are made.

after the making of the film. Odds of
this magnitude arc enough to daunt
voung filmmakers from using their
medium to attempt what the other
media have for the most part aban-
doned. It is entirely understandable,
though not excusable, why states in
South Asia have a preference for soft
films over tough films. What is less
understandable is the FsA 03 jury’s
disintercst in the very form that the
more politically informed expected
them to uphold. While the organisers
merely believed that documentaries
can be fun, the jury emphasised that

cause acute embarrassments, allowed

the festival to happen. F$A ‘03 was held as usual with-
out anyone knowing the hurdles that had almost short-
circuited it! But from another, more country-specific
angle, overt censorship is not even required since the
conditions simply do not exist to encourage the emer-
gence of a culture of political documentaries. How else
is one to explain the scarcity of political documentary
makers in Nepal, a country that has been going through
acute political turmoil for close to a decade.

The situation is no different in Sri Lanka where the
censorship regime has made it very difficult for docu-
mentary filmmakers to operate and make films critiqu-
ing the establishment. And this accounts for the fact
that there was no Sri Lankan film at ¥$A 2001 and only
one entry at this year’s FSA. And even this lone entry
was not made in 51i Lanka, having been made by Yasin
Khan, who lives in Canada and ‘works for the Cana-
dian Broadcasting Corporation (CBC).

Besides overt censorship and subtle pressure tac-
tics, states also resort to cruder methods of intimida-
tion, Says Anand Patwardhan, one of India’s most con-
sistent and tircless documentary filmmakers, “I have
had policemen baryge into auditoriums and try to stop
the screening of my films.. .till [ produce my censor cer-
tificate and then they are forced to leave...that’s the one
reason that | make it a point to get a censor certiticate”™.
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documentaries should be fun. Some
documentary films can no doubt be fun, but what hap-
pens in the meanwhile to all the cinematic chronicles
of people who are dead, dying or living like the dead,
across the South Asian landmass. In Sanjay Kak's film,
Waords o Wafer, an epitaph on the gravestone of a
Narmada tribal read: “This is the true war against ter-
ror”.

The parallel with documentary films is obvious.
They are the true, and sometimes the onty, challenge to
terror in our societies. But did the FSA "03 jury think
about such issues? &

The first line of Siriyavan Anands review (Himal October
2003) of Meera Nanda's book Breaking the Speil of Dharna
and Other Fssays should read as follows:

[ recent times, there have been very few intellectual voices
from among the [nglish-using sections of India with the
commitment and courage to take on both Hinduism and
Hindutva. Lven the most passionate spokespersons of
secularism in India seem to invest faith in ‘good Hindu-
jsm’ and its ‘plurality’ and seem content to direct their
critical energics against Hindutva, refusing to see the
fundamental links between the former and the latter.

{The error is J"(’ll.,'}'c’ffi’d,')
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Goodbye documentary,
hello non-fiction

The director of Kathmandu’s Film South Asia festival of documenta-
ries looks back at the history of documentary films, maps evolving
trends in the genre, reflects on the emergence of a substantial body
of viewers for serious non-fiction and ponders on the ways in which
these films can be taken to a larger audience.

by Manesh Shrestha

‘7 "hen the Travelling Film South Asia festival of
non-fiction films arrived in the central-Nepal
9 hill-town of Pokhara in ecarlv November, the
5creomn§_, of 15 films—some light- hearted, but mostly
activists’ fare—proved to be the documentary filmmak-
ers’ dream come true. Could this really be happening?
The venue, a commercial cinema hall with capacity of
600, was often showing documentaries to a packed hall
of more than a thousand, tick-
ets of twenty rupces were be-
ing sold in “black’ for up to Rs
200. Even an eighteen-minute
film on the sexual identity of
Bombay transvestites got a re-
spectable audience of 250
“Let us have a screening
revolution!” has been a slo-
gan of the organisers of
the biennial Film South Asia
festival in Kathmandu. The
Pokhara response to the trav-
clling festival seemed to her-
ald just such a revolution. Tt

Magar_(_T_QS?).

A Rough Cut on the Life and Times of Lachhuman

mentary testivals, was also due to the fact that there
were several Nepal-made documentaries in the line-
up, including an archival film from the 1950s by a Swiss
geologist, and several films on cultural themes made
with deftness and depth by Nepali filmmakers who
had themselves been 5_,r00med over vears of watching
documentaries from all over, in successive Film South
Asia festivals.

What was missing in the
Nepali films was the passion
of the activist, which has de-
fined much of independent film-
making in South Asia before
this, but that lack was more
than made up for by films from
the rest of the Subcontinent,
from a scream of pain on behalf
of clephants (P Balan, Kerala)
to questions about what really
happened in the bumt railway
coach at Godhra (Subhradeep
Chakravarty, Delhi), the sacri-
fice of girls to assuage male fam-

proved that documentaries,
firstly, had audiences aplenty even beyond the serious
connoisseurs in the capitals and main metros. Pokhara
also proved that an audience that is not accustomed to
sceing documentaries has nevertheless developed a
taste for it, from word-of-mouth travelling all the way
west from Kathmandu, from watching documentaries
on television, and generally being capable of imbibing
more information in audio-visual format than earlier
generations.

The overwhelming response in Pokhara, which was
much more than what the FSA organisers had seen any-
where in South Asia in cight years of organising docu-
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ily pride in the Northwest Fron-
tier Province (Samar Minallah, Peshawar) and the
rhythms of life in a poor village in the delta region of
Bangladesh. All these films were received enthusiasti-
cally by the Pokhara audience.

The documentary film has travelled a fairly long
distance in the matter of just a few vears in South Asia,
taking advantage of the rapid advance in both produc-
tion technology (the digital camera, editing on computer,
etc) as well as screening equipment {most importantly,
the video projector, video tapes and DVDs). Meanwhile,
the tastes of the audience have been sharpened by the
evolution in South Asian cinema (particularly the A’
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IF AWARD winning documentaries at Film South
Asia held in Kathmandu since 1997 are any indi-
cation, the ‘better’ films as adjudged by the juries
(led variously over the years by Goutam Ghose,
Shyam Benegal, Mark Tully} are ones that tell sto-
ries of societies via the medium of individual ex-
perience. The award winners have included
Tsering Rhitar’s The Spirit Does Not Come Anymore
which teld the story of intergenerational conflict
between a Tibetan faith healer and his son; Farjad
Nabi’s take on the life of Nusrat Fateh Ali Khan ag
well as his No One Believes the Professor, about the
eccentric Lahori theatre actor; Thin Air, about ma-
gicians in Bombay and their hopes and insecuri-
ties; Sabeena Cadihoke’s Three Women and a Cam-
era about individual women photographers; My
Migrant Soul, the very personal story of a
Bangladeshi migrant labourer, his hopes and
fears; and A Rough Cut on the Life and Times of
Lachhuman Magar. The story of awards was no dif-
ferent in the Film South Asia '03 just concluded in
Kathmandu, when the jury awarded the ‘best” fitm
award to The 18th Elephant — 3 Monologues, which
is a ‘personal’ story about three elephants.

markcet Hindi film), and the plethora of television chan-
nels and programmes. What has been missing is diver-
sity in the documentary genre of a kind that includes
not only propaganda at one extreme and activism in
the other, but lightness, cultural commentary and even
humour in the delivery of the message if there is one.
Even more importantly, there is as vetno screening net-
work which really appreciates the value of the docu-
mentary and the appeal that it has in society. That the
audience for documentary films does exist in sufficient
volume to even sustain a moderate level of commercial
success was proven by the Pokhara event, which has
been repeated in the smaller cities of South Asia that
have hosted the Travellmg_, Film South Asia. [f a me-
dium-sized hill-town in Nepal with no history of docu-
mentary film festivals can provide an audience that
turned up in early November, one can imagine the un-
fulfilled demand that exists in the far corners of South
Asia which have been more socialised into non-fiction
film than Pokhara has been.

When the Nepali Hlm A Rought Cut on the Life and
Times of Lachimman Magar was declared the second best
documentary at Film South Asia ‘01, a filmmaker in the
audicnce remarked, “That is not even a documentary,
how could it win an award?” The 38-minute long
Nepali film was a portrait of a retited soldier from the
Indian Gorkha regiment, working as a sweeper in a
tourist lodge. A raconteur with self-deprecating bent
and an eye for women in the village paddy ficlds and
Kathmandu streets alike, Lachhuman Magar was an
unlikely subject for ‘traditional” documentaries, given
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over as thcy are cither to present gm'ernmenta] and de-
velopmental propaganda, or the decply-held views and
convictions of the documentary-maker-as-activists.
Lachhuman Magar thus marked a departure into an-
ather realm of filmmaking in Nepal too, delving into
artistic expression, pleasant emotions and engaging de-
scription. The life and times of the former soldier, as
captured by the hand-held camera of filmmaker Ihinesh
Deeokota, does deal with deep issues such as poverty,
exploitation, deprivation and politics, but none of it
directly.

With the expansion in the repertoire of the non-fic-
tion film, it was but natural that a parting of ways would
come about between filmmakers of the earlier moulds
and those who were branching out to explore new av-
enues of expression. This divergenee was exemplified
in the tension between filmmakers who are among the
best in the line of activist documentary-making and the
three-member jury of 154 03, because the latter decided
to reward acsthetic appeal as a necessary clement in
presenting films to an audience. This was, in fact, the
most radical departure from all FSA festivals in the past,
where the commitment and political vision of the film
was given maximum weight.

That there was such a difference of vision is itselfl a
positive factor, for it indicates that the entire spectrum
of possibilities in the making of documentary films is
now in the process of being fll]ed DOLumenhrv film-

makers are also becoming more alert te the needs of the
audience, and uiilising more sophisticated cinematic
techniques to reach them. There is also a visible trend
towards a more nuanced rendering of subjects to an
alert audience. The fact that the majority of films that
are now being submitted to Film South Asia for exhibi-
tion are actually made in the ‘regional” or national lan-
guages rather than English also indicates that the tar-
getaudience of these films is no more the English-speak-
ing film aficionados of the major metros. This relation-
ship between a new type of fitmmaker and a new type
of audience has freed the documentary from some of its
typecast roles and made for a greater realism and hon-
esty that is univ ersal in its appeal and accessibility
despite the necd to communicate dialogue through sub-
titles.

The early documentary

There have been two ways to understand the ‘docu-
mentary’. One is as the pubhc was brought up until
recently to believe — that it is essentially a medium for
the public information output of government as pack-
aged in the classical newsreel. More recently, it has come
to be associated in the public perception as the vehicle
for subtle propaganda by development agencics,
whether domestic or foreign, of their aims, objectives
and achievements. In contrast to this propagandist
view, is the understanding of the ‘purist’, of the docu-
mentary as real life film which raiscs issues, provides a
voice of dissent, documents the natural world or por-
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trays a way of life that needs to be brought to the notice
of a larger public, embellished with the voice of good
narration. Lachhuman Magar was not, by these defini-
tions, a documentary. Unless the definition of the ‘docu-
mentary’ can be expanded te include these types of films,
it may be wiser to use the more generic and neutral
category ‘non-fiction” for such films as they evolve over
time to explore new themes and technigques of repre-
sentation.

Indeed, the South Asian documentary has come a
long way since 1910 when the first moving-picture docu-
mentation was made on celluloid film. Dhundiraj
Govind Phalke, or Dadasheb as the pioneer was known
in the world of early Hindi cinema, recorded on film
the growth of a pea plant over one and half months. TTe
Growtlr of Pea Plant was a 200-feot film which ran two
minutes, and it was a documentary made with no
higher purpose than to convince would-be investors
about making a feature film. Thus was the Hindustan
Film Cempany formed in 1917, Phalke, whoe went on to
lay the foundations of the Tndian film industry, made
several documentaries including one entitled Hotwe Filis
are Made. Tt was in 1938 that, what we now know as,
documentaries were made for the -
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first time in India when a two-reel =
film on the Indian National Con- =
. . == ﬂ..< y
gress session at Haripura was T o=
B - i
produced. » @Sl
. - W
The film on the 1938 Congress 2o
. . L e
conclave became the prototypical - B
documentary for those who came ok

later. Such was the propaganda
value of films that the British set
up three establishments within In-
dia—the Film Advisory Board
(FAB), the Information Films ot In-
dia and the India News PParade
with the aim of building support
for their cause in the second world war. The establish-
ment of the Films Division in 1948 by the Indian gov-
ernment post-independence simply continued the tra-
dition, and the audience was caplive as the output was
to be compulsorily screened at cinemas before the com-
mercial features. This tradition was continued in Paki-
stan by the Department ot Film and Publication, and in
Sri Lanka bv the Government Film Unit. Not to be left
behind, government newsreels were produced i
Bangladesh by the Department of Film and Publica-
tions and in Nepal by the National Film Development
Corporation, churning out a varicety films on cultural
landscapes, development efforts, national integration
and ‘desh darshan’ travelogues.

While lilmmakers-as-government-employees picked
up the camera in support of the state, in the 1950s, a
small “independent” filmmaking movement was begun
by Paul Zils, a refugee from Hitler’s Germany who had
landed in the Subcontinent. A Short Film Guild was
organised, later to evolve into the Indian Documentary

Thin Air (1999).
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Producer’s Association, and the new genre of fllmag
sought to widen the scope of the non-fiction celluloid.
Zil’s former assistant, S Sukdev, introduced activism
into filmmaking in India with his debut film The Saint
wid Hie Peasant (1958), about the land reform movement
led by Vinoba Bhave. Sukdev believed that filmmakers,
as artists, must be aware of their social role and respon-
sibilities and use cinema as a weapon to expose the
truth about society. The movement started by Sukdev
continues powerfully to this today, particularly in In-
dia, with the activist exposing the dark underbelly of
subcontinental societies. Given the impulse for tree ex-
pression that has survived in India, it is only natural
that films that courageously question given mares have
had a more fertile ground there than in the
neighbouring countrics, where anly lately has the ac-
tivist film begun to be regarded as a possibility,

In fact, the activist film sceking to challenge social
prejudices scems only now to be extending roots in Pa-
kistan. Bangladesh, which does produce fire documen-
taries, is still locked into learning from the catharsis of
1971, while Nepal is moving flrml}» along the path of
producing engaging films on cultural matters but keep-
ing well clear of uncomfortable
social and political truths ata time
when the national society con-
fronts extended crisis. Inexplica-
bly, Sri Lanka as the country
which could have been expected
to produce the best ot South Asian
documentaries because of its alert
urban intelligentsia, the legacy of
a media inherited from colonial
times and a whole raft of societal
issues to tackle, has been surpris-
ingly the laggard when it comes
to documentarv-making,.

Development docs

The advent of television meant a sudden jump in the
reach and quantity of documentaries, but quality was a
different matter. Covernment-owned television stations
did no better than the films divisions, proffering films
with a didaclic tene and little creativity and imagina-
tion. As a result, the image of the documentary as pro-
paganda material—or at the very least as pedestrian
prod uctions—churned out by government became cven
more imprinted in the popular imagination.

Though the initial promise of television as a me-
dium of creativity was not fulfilled, the more or less
simultaneous advent of the videotape did promote a
democratisation of the discipline. Cumbersome 16mm
and 35mm cameras and sound equipment and post-
production facilities and expensive raw stock gave way
to casy-to-carry and affordable cameras, post-produc-
tion L‘Lluipment and much cheaper tapes te shoot the
films on. With the drastic reduction in investment re-
quired, an individual or a small companv could con-
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commissioned by the Public Service Broadcasting Trust
of India and many of these get telecast on natlonal tele-
vision albeit outside primetime, In the evolving scenario,
there is a shift away from what may be (some would
say unfairly) called films with the “Delhi proclivity”
These films are symptomatic of how Delhi looks at the
rest of India. ‘Elite” filmmakers go, shoot and telecast
with little empathy for the subject matter. Such films
tend eften to be insular and superficial. These are the
equivalent of commissioned development films in other
countries of the region. Delhi filmmakers are, in tact,
the recipients of the lions-share of grants (national and
international) as well—we are talking of 50-70 films in
the past few years—which filmmakers clsewhere in the
Subcontinent are often unaware of. The PSRBT, for one,
could help in national integration by commissioning
films from those in the ‘mofussil’.

19805 and 1990s. More important perhaps was them

cine-club movemoent that had existed in Dhaka for de-
cades, which led to a trend towards making low-cost
short fictions and documentarics on socio-political sub-
jects in the late 1980s. The result was the emergence of
the Bangladesh Short Film Forum in 1986, and film fes-
tivals began {o be organised in the country from 1983
onwards, which gave exposure to budding film profes-
sionals. Dhaka went on to become perhaps the first city
in South Asia where a documentary film achieved com-
mercial success in the cinema halls. This was Tareque
and Catherine Masud’s Mukiir Gaan on the Bangladesh
liberation war of 1971 and the role of a cultural troupe
in it

The war of liberation has been the recurring teitmotif
of Bangladeshi films, and till today filmmakers have
staved with this theme-—while also making liber al use

of different genres of Bangla melody,

Elsewhere

Without the Sukdevs and Patwar-
dhans to follow, and lacking the rela-
tively freer environment for expression
in India, non-fiction filmmakers
bloomed late elsewhere in South Asia.
While, on the one hand, government
film units ruled the roost Hl recently,
the arrival of the donors wanting to
project themselves on the audio-visual
medium meant that the few tilmmak-
ers who were around got picked up
and converted into purvevors of de-
velopment. Working within the pa-

The fact is that the

power of the audio-

visual medium was
wrested from the
government but
then hijacked by
the development

agencies

from the music of Rabindrasangect tor
that of the Bauls. This musical bent
appears to give Bangladeshi docu-
mentarics a natural upper hand with
the viewers. Muktir Gamn was of course
the controversial cause celebre in the
genre of 1971 films, but the trend con-
tinues, The latest in the lincup is Sfics
Raler Kotha Bolte Cshechi {Tale of the
Drkest Nighty by Kawsar Chaudhary
(20013, on a Pakistani army attack on
Dhaka University academics just be-
fore the 1971 war. Themes dear to de-
velopment agencies, such as child

rameters of donor interests, only ex-
ceptional filmmakers were theretore able to produce
films that were political and activistic. So, while t1lms
began to be made in the 1980s, outside of the purview
of government, and organisations like Worldview In-
ternational Foundation were set up in Nepal and Sri
Lanka specifically to train a new breed of filmmakers,
the fact is that the power of the audio-visual medium
was wrested from the government but then hijacked by
the development agencics. Although the subject matter
of these films made with donor funding differed from
those made by government, the instructional tone re-
mained. However, with this new donor-driven indus-
try, the volume of films being produced went up sharply
and some sort of innovation and experimentation was
inevitable,

India, for historical and political reasons, is obvi-
ously ahead of every other South Asian country in docu-
mentary production of every type—governmental, de-
velopmental and independent. Bangladesh comes sec-
ond, in terms of quality and volume of output, and the
last decade has seen a surge in independent produc-
tions. The large donor presence in Dhaka naturally
seems to have encouraged voung professionals to pick
up filmmaking as a carcer, with the Germans having
held a series of documentary workshops in the late
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labour and gender issues, have also
heen recurring subjects for Bangladeshi documentaries.
But of late Dhaka documentarists have been diverging
to wider avenas of public concern, with an example to
be found in Manzare FHasaain’s Rokeya (1997), a film
which unravels the life of Roke va Sakhawat Hossain,
one of the pioncers of women's liberation and social
progress in Bengal in the early tw entieth century. Fauxia
Khan's Perception - The Other Caireos (2001} profiles six
women painters of Dhaka, while Tareque and Catherine
Masud's A Kind of Cliilidheed, delves into child labour,
The Ram Bahadur Trophy for best film in Film South
Asia ‘01 went to My Migrant Senl by Yasmine Kabir, a
film tailored around the audio tapes sent home by a
Bangladeshi migrant who was to die as an expatriate
labourer in Malaysia.

After India and Bangladesh, it is Nepal which seems
to be producing the largest number of independent docu-
mentaries in the region. Documentarics in Nepal, too,
have their provenance in propaganda films made in
the carly vears of the Panchayat regime, starting with
heroic portrayals of King Mahendra as he toured the
country in the carly 1960s. The arrival of Nepal Televi-
sion in the mid- 19805 saw a surge in films sceking to
promote national integration by cxtolhn}1 the Lultural-
phvsical bounty of the country. Then came the ‘donors’,






inglv the least energetic in all of South Asia. This is
surprising, given that Colombo as a metropolis has all
the Iﬂgll_’dit‘ﬂth for the advance of decumentary—an
alert intelligentsia, English exposure which opens up
a world of pOHHIb]IIUL‘H in media, an agonisingly long
ethnic erisis, and so on. Unfortunately, non-fiction fl]m-
making has remained more or less where it was when
he GFL was established more than half a century ago.

What lies ahead
What lies at the core of the lack ot independent and
quality documentary filmmaking in South Asia obvi-
ously is not so much the absemc of a market as the
mnblhl\ to reach it Fitmmakers will emerge if only they
had venues to show their films. And an audleme will
congregate if only they had venues see these tilms. Tele-
vision might have provided a ready market, especially
with the spread of the terrestrial network in the 1980s
and the boom in satellite television in the 1990s. How-
ever, the new commercial channels, too, ended up tele-
casting off-the-shelt, film-based programmes on the
cheap, and the idea of ‘servicing” the people has not
entered the minds of producers and proprietors. Gov-
ernment television stations, if Ucnumch autonomous,
would have evolved as public tulo\ ision over fime, but
at present the\ sh\, away from .m\thms; but the most
descriptive and non- ana]\ tical documentaries on so-
cial and cultural Lhd”(_‘ﬂgC‘:- before the people. The very
nature and high costs of the television medium—
whether government or pn\atol\ owned—soeems to
make thcm wary of documentaries. And so the chal-
lenge of aetting an audience for documentaries must be
sought elsewhere and not television, at lcast for the fore-
sceable tuture. This Is where the experience over the
last seven years of Tilm South Asia and its Travelling
Film South Asia offshoot might prove uscful, for it indi-
cates that the audience does exist in the required num-
bers for documentaries, particularly those made in the
local languages, and that what is required are innova-
tions in distribution, sales, marketing and projection.

As far as marketing is concerned, there is a ready
demand for South Asian documentary films in the West,
which have been offectively filled by filmmakers such
as Anand Patwardhan, whose documentaries are dis-
tributed worldwide and also broadcast on overseas
channels. Other examples of high sales in the West in
the know of the Film South Asia organisation are
Dhurba Basnet's The Killing Terraces (2002), which has
sold hundreds of copies in v115 video format, and
Yasmine Kabir's My Migrant Soul (2001).

The sale of video prints, priced in the range of USD
150-200, provides unprecedented income for the nen-
fiction filmmaker, as well as exposure overseas. How-
ever, this does not reallv answer the need o make and
show films for and to the local audiences of South Asia.
Markcting and distribution remain a hurdle. Other than
the Hod;_,]mg Clearinghouse of South Asian Non-fic-
tion Film faunched by Film South Asia in 2001, there is
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no organisation that is dedicated to the marketing ofm

Sauth Asian films sithin the region or externally. An
effective marketing etfort would give filmmakers eco-
nomic independence to make the kind of [ihims thev
would want to and allow them to experiment and be
innovative. Since filmmakers do not have the time or
the wherewithal to market their films, there is a need
for documentary film marketing agencies to foster the
art in the region.

The development of a market, however, can only
come when thousands of diverse organisations, com-
munitics and clubs across South Asia realise that there
atready are, made by the dozens and even hundreds,
flms that can draw audiences. When, with the use of
video projection systems, they begin to arganise docu-
mentary shmxmm, or fl_‘\tl\ﬂl‘- thls will as a matter of
course lead to a rise in demand from a public that is
suddenly alive to the possibilities of enjovment, infor-
mation and cducation via the non-fiction film. From
then on, the market will feed demand which will feed
supply. Tor various reasons, South Asia can prove that
documentaries can work here the way it cannot in most
other parts of the world—the freedom that exists here,
as dovs not in large parts of the third world in relative
terms on the one hand, and the plethora of subjects and
themes available here stand out in contrast to the situ-
ation in the more sanitised, democratic societies of the
developed world. There are just so much more “stories’
in South Asia—pcer hectare or per thousand pepula-
tion—than there is in, say, Western Furape or North
America. South Asia is, indeed, documentary heaven it
only we (public, filmmaker, connossicur) knew it

Defining documentaries

Fven in the case of denor-funded films the future is not
bleak, and this is important because development agen-
cies will remain important sources of funding docu-
mentaries for same time to come. Filmmakers need to
put their foot down when it comes to deciding how to
convey the ‘development message”. The £ fact is, most
donor agency ofticials with the hand on the purse
strings do not understand the moving image, and the
interest is to provide subtle propaganda that will ulti-
mately help the agency’s own work, including tund-
raising. Filmmakers who have a sense of responsibility
towards the societics they cover can try and buck the
trend, and remain auteurs true to the 511b|0(t rather than
to the funding agency. These filmmakers must convince
the agencies that educating the larger public about is-
sties they (the agencies) are interested in can only be
achieved if they (the filmmakers) are given a free hand
and their creativity is not stunted by excessive interfer-
ence.

Nepal-based director Alex Gabbav's Kathmnandu:
Lintold Storfes (2002) and A Man Called Nomiad (2002)
both provide examples of how a filmmaker who Sticks
to an independent point of view can end up making a
film that is useful over the long term. The donor’s brief
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s foundation

Before starting to question the logic of why the Fauji Foundation is
buying out PSQ, it is worth considering why PSO is being sold in the

first place.

by Aasim Sajjad Akhtar

¥ thas been publicly reported that
E the Fauji Foundation of Paki
-H_stan is foremost amongst the
bidders for the soon-to-be-divested
Pakistani State Gil (PSO) enterprise.
Before one starts to question the
logic of Fauji Foundation buving
out SO, it is worth considering
why P50 1s being sold in the first
place. Along with the Gil and Gas
Development Company (OGDC),
PsO is one of the few profitable
state-owned enterprises in the
country, and in fact generates sub-
stantial profits for the national ex-
chequer.

The International Monetary
Fund (IM1), which has pushed long
and hard for the privatisation of
OGDC and PsO, typically claims that
privatisation of state owned enter-
prises (SOFs) in poor countries such
as Pakistan is necessary to address
major structural inefficiencics in the
operation of such enterprises, or, in
other words, to extricate them from
perennial losses. Therefore, the
offloading of SO and OGIDC to the
private sector would appear to be
rather unjustified given that these
enterpriscs have been raking in
profits consistently in recent years.

The 1MFE, and its sister institu-
tions, have also made a point in re-
cent times to emphasise the fact that
the Pakistani state does not have
satisfactory revenue-generating ca-
pacity, and has demanded un-
cquivocally that revenues be in-
creased through a variety of means,

Ll

On the ground, it has been the im-
position of general sales tax (GST)
on a number of hasic commodities
that has been the main source of in-
creased revenue in recent times.
Given that the resulting price in-
creases of basic commeoeditics have
had clear poverty-enhancing im-
pacts, particularly over the past four
vears, it Is intriguing that enter-
priges such as PSC and OGDC are
being uffloaded, as such divest-
ments will surcly transfer the rev-
enuc-generating burden onto the
poor.

The once-upon-a-
time-debates, like
those over the unem-
ployment that is
caused by
privatisation, no
longer even com-
mand positions of
semi-importance.

The contradictory claims of the
international financial institutions
(IFIs} aside, the fact of the matter is
that there is a frenzied rush to cap-
ture and control oil and gas te-
sources the world over. The inva-
sions and dgccupations of Afghani-
stan and Traq arc clear examples in

this regard. In countries such as
Pakistan, where the comprador elite
classes facilitate the capture of such
rescurces, it is hardly necessary to
resort to direct military intervention.
In the case of SO, the corporate in-
terests of the local clite, ic the army,
represent the only economic logic at
work, and this is quite acceptable to
the 1¥1s and the global financial elite
at large.

Perhaps one can argue that as
an independent private entity, Fauji
Foundation is entitled to invest in
any sector it so pleases. Such an ar-
gument would be well and good if
Fauji Foundation’s interest in tak-
ing over the country’s mnnopoiy
producer of oiland gas-related prod-
ucts represented an isolated in-
stance. [n fact, Fauji Foundation,
and a host of other army-run corpo-
rate enterprises in the country, have
come to control such a huge propor-
tion of the economy that it would
not be unreasenable to suggest that
the army literally controls the des-
tiny of a sizeable proportion of the
country’s population. In the ¢ir-
cumstances, the global elite are
mare than willing to indulge the ex-
travagances of the army so as to en-
sure that the former’s larger geo-po-
litical miterests are pmtccted.

If, today, Fauji Foundation is
buving up Ps0, we should rest as-
sured that some very important
forces in the oil and gas corporate
world are in the loop and are quite
willing to facilitate the process.
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Needless to say, these same forces,
even if they do not directly posscss
and control the oil and gas of P50,
will be able to exercise control ever
these resources through their coop-
crative partners in Pakistan. The
ence-upon-a-time-debates, like
those over the unemployment that
is caused by privatisation, ne longer
even command positions of semi-
importance. This reflects just how
bankrupt the capitalist system has
become, and how the unbridled su-
premacy of the market has con-
demned the vast majority of people
in the world to obscurity and in
dignity.

In the final analysis, the
privatisation of PsO and OGDC, and
who is buying up the companies,
is neither truly about what is genu-
inely good for the economic health
and sovereignty of the state, nor,
and more lmpmtantlv, about the
needs of the people of Pakistan. In
tfact, ordimary Pakistanis will lose
from this business of privatisation,
as they have in the past from trade
and financial liberalisation. The
fact is that privatisation and
liberalisation do not even take place
in the way that their neo-liberal
preachers sugeest they will. It
would be one thing if the global fi-
nancial elite actually played by
their own stipulated rules, but they
do not even do that. Structural ad-
justment policies have not only im-
poverished Pakistan; such policies
are also simultancously designed
to allow the local elite to maintain
their monopoly on resource-alloca-
tion. For all of the talk of reform,
Pakistan’s economy still resembles
a neo-celonial one that is based on
the accumulation of resources by
the rich and powerful, and the con-
tinuing exploitation of the working
class.

It is indecd untortunate that
these sorts of issues do not make
headlines in Pakistan, even when
the army’s political role is discussed
every day. It would not be inaccu-
rate to argue that the Pakistani
economy now functions as one unit,
with provincial economic autonomy
virtually non-existent. The tall
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Fauji Polypropylene Products, Hub Chowki
Fauji Sugar Mills, Tando Muhammad Khan

Fauji Foundation Experimental & Seed Multiplication Farm, Nukerji, Sind. ¥
Fauji Software Company, Rawalpindi.

Fauji Medical Transcription, Rawalpindi.

Fauji Institute of Information Technology & Medical transcription

Fauji Foundation Institute of Management & Computer Sciences, Ra walpindi _§

Fauji Qil Terminal Company, Karachi.

Fauji Jordan Fertilizer Company Ltd

Fauji Kabirwala Power Company I.td

{wiww. forndation.edu.pk)
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claims of the Legal Framework
Order {constitutional amend-
ments promulgated by President
Musharraf in 2002 which gave a
constitutional rele to the armed
forces, power to the president to dis-
solve the National Assembly and
whimsically extended his term as
president) notwithstanding, those
comimitted to the people of Pakistan
really ought to recognise the serious

s ' 5
T

cconomic plunder that is taking
place within the country, led by the
army, and given cover by the I¥ls.
Those who believe that democracy
should reign supreme would do
well to remember that there is no
political democracy without eco-
nomic democracy. Itis time for those
who can and will to take the road
less travelled. That will make all the
difference.
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The politics of information control
Dumbing down
the Maldivian atolls

As far as the Malé ruling elite is concerned,
control, not development, is the first priority in
their relationship with the rest of the country.

by Michael O’Shea and Fareesha Abdulla

ver the last decade, growing

business opportunities,

successful government and
private education initiatives, and the
popularity of Western and Indian
fashion, music and films, have
helped spread knowledge of En-
glish and Hindi among Maldivians
throughout many islands of the
atolls. In the last few years a wide
range of information accessibility,
delivered via popular English and
Hindi cable and satellite television
channels and the Internct, has
raised the level of awareness of the
outside world, but news specifically
from Maldives is rcported only
through media controlled by
the President Maumoon Abdul
Gayoom, his ministers and trusted
associates. The state-owned radio
and television stations are directed
by the Minister for Information and
Culture, Ibrahim Manik, brother-in-
law of first lady, Nasreena Ibrahim,
while the three daily newspapers
are controlled by other close associ-
ates of the president. Mohamed
Zahir Hussein, Minister for Youth
and Sports, owns the Haveeru daily
paper. He has been an intimate
friend of Gayyoom since their
student days at Al Azhar Univer-
sity in Cairo during the 1950s.
Miadhu newspaper is co-edited by
Gayyoom and owned by Minister
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for Health, Ahmed Abdullah. Abbas
Ibrahim, brother of Nasrcena
Ibrahim and head of the National
Council for Linguistic and istori-
cal Research, owns Aafathis, the
third daily paper.

The local media carries no infor-
mation about the inner workings of
the Malé government, or anything
that might embarrass the president
and his administration. There is no
analysis of government policy or of-
fictal decisions. Information within

The local media car-
ries no information
about the inner work-
ings of the Malé gov-
ernment, or anything
that might embarrass
the president and his
administration.

Maldives is suppressed by a care-
fully designed presidential system
for censorship and suppression of
criticism. This system is based on
similar authoritarian practices de-
veloped in twentieth century Syria,
Iragq, Egypt and Libya. It has

allowed not only the Maldives Na-
tional Security Service (NS}, but
also cliques within the administra-
tion including the president, to act
without legal and ethical restric-
tions. Anv suggestion of reform is
treated as a personal threat to these
groups. Maldives is a tightly man-
aged society and NS actions of vio-
lence and intimidation without any
regard for the legal rights of the
people, requires organised conniv-
ance by a state acting well beyond
the boundaries of traditionally ac-
cepted Maldivian norms.

The criminal procedure law of
December 2002 gave the NS5 com-
plete control over the investigation
process so much so that the arrested
person’s defence lawyer may now
face criminal charges at the discre-
tion of investigating officers. The
real high court in the Maldives is
the President’s Office, and judges of
politically sensitive cases receive
their verdicts directly from there, In
the past, Malé’s judges often inter-
vened to prevent abuse of court pro-
cesses by government, but after the
new 1998 Constitution placed the
judiciary under direct presidential
control, judges lost any semblance
of independence.

As far as the Malé ruling elite is
concerned, control, not develop-
nient, is the first priority in their re-
lationship with the rest of the coun-
try. Traditionally, the elite’s attitude
towards the atolls, and people out-
side their families’ circles of powecr,
was one of feudal disdain and in-
difference, but limited accessibility
to distant atolls from the capital
meant that large areas of the coun-
try were semi-autonomous. When
they came into contact with their
rulers in Malé, common islanders
were required to perform ritual sub-
servience to their rulers. In modern
Maldives, these rituals remain im-
portant. They are performed in gov-
ernment-sponsored clubs and
organisations, at public school meet-
ings and cvery official function.
Non-attendance at these functions
is interpreted as disloyalty to the
state and a personal criticism of the
attending officials and guests.
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Despite regular election prom-
ises to decentralise government ad-
ministration and build resorts in
distant atolls, President Gaycom
has refused to direct department
sections and resorts away from the
Malé area. Ignoring offers from for-
cign airlincs and governments, he
continues to resist the establish-
ment of international airports in the
north and south of the country.
These are heavily populated but
economically depressed areas that
need tourists and the consequent
increased demand for fresh fish,
imported vegetables and rice, gov-
crnment services and employment.
In the midst of unparalleled weaith
in Malé, the government’s obscssien
with control and suppression of
criticism has etfectively prevented
any comparable economic develop-
ment beyond the capital. Jealousy,
fear of devolution of Malé’s power,
greed and limited national vision
are the root causes of this attitude
among Gayoom and his supporters,
and over the years, these, along with
myopic greed have become domi-
nant factors.

According to the United Na-
tions Development Programme
(UNDP) statistics, the Maldives has
the highest per capita income in the
South Asian region, at over USD
2,000, (when adjusted for purchas-
ing power parity—UsD 4,000}, but
the cost of living is very high and
there are significant income differ-
entials in society, and between the
capital Malé and the atolls where
most of the population live. In 1998
during an economic boom, Malé’s
per capita income was 75 percent
higher than in the atolls. Life expect-
ancy in the atolls is much lower than
for Malé—77 years in the capital
compared to 68 vears for atoll dwell-
ers. 30 percent of the Maldives popu-
lation lives below the poverty line,
and 43 pereent of children below the
age of five are underweight. Worker
participation rates for women in
Maldives are among the lowest in
the world, being as low as 19 per-
cent in 1998,

In 2000, tourism earned 70 per-
cent of Maldives” foreign exchange
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from exports and generated a third
of the country’s GDP, but Maldivian
participation in the resort industry
is low. Many resort staff are low-
paid foreign contract workers from
Sri Lanka, Bangladesh and India,
while the resorts themselves are
deliberately concentrated around
Malé and the countrv’s sole inter-
national airport next door. This en-
sures that the profits flow directly
into the capital and bypass all other
islands and most Maldivians. Somc
Malé families have become ex-
tremely wealthy, and all landown-
ers in the capital have been enriched
by the phenomenal increase in land
values and rents.

Elsewhere in the country, frus-
tration and anger arc cominoen
among the m many w ho cannot share
directlv in the tourist bonanza, gov-
ernment jobs or increased land val-

As far as the Malé
ruling elite is con-
cerned, control, not
development, is the
first priority in their
relationship with the
rest of the country.

ues. In the one industry to which
they are permitted limited access—
fishing—the profits from the atolls’
fleets, as well as investment deci-
sions are controlled by exporters
and officials in Malé. There is wide-
sprecad unemployment among
voung people in the capital and the
islands, and drug addiction and
burglary have become common-
place. Malé judges have always
found the atells as convenient
places to exile people to, and with
the rise in the city’s crime rate and
the overcrowding of nearby pris-
ons, many law-breakers now serve
their sentences in economically de-
pressed islands, thereby enlarging
the networks of the drug distribu-
tors and stolen property receivers.
At the 2003 Atoll Chiefs’ Conference

in Malé, there were continual com-
plaints about these criminals and
their negative influence on young
islanders.

The arming and military train-
ing of the NS5 is supposedly de-
stgned to protect the Maldives from
foreign mercenaries and to prevent
illegal fishing in its territorial wa-
ters. Instead, it has become an ex-
pensive enforcer for a police state of
less than 400,000 citizens with a to-

tal land area of only 300 square
kilometres {about half the size of
Singapore). The strict enforcement
of drug and sex laws, especially for
unemployed young people, com-
bined with the incarceration of
growing numbers of non-violent po-
litical activists, have overcrowded
the prisons, where inmates are sub-
jected to planned NSS programmes
of torture, beatings, dehydration
and starvation. Directly under the
conmand of President Gayoom, the
same Nss officers perform military,
policing, prison guard and torture
duties.

Against this background of in-
creasing brutalisation, alienation
and frustration in Dhivehi society,
the official presidential referendum
campaign of 2003 may have seemed
surreal to foreign obscrvers. The
shootings in Maatushi prison (sec
Himal October 2003) and civil un-
rest in Malé shocked the elite fami-
lies, not because they were not
aware that torture and killings were
normal NS5 procedure, nor because
they are unaware of President
Gayyoom’'s commanding role. They
were shocked because people who
they consider inferior, dared to pub-
licly protest the president and the
behaviour of his N85, and they werc
embarrassed and angry because the
political incqualities that undetpin
their wealth and power were being
exposed internationally and unde-
niably, for the first time.

Maldivian society is fast ap-
proaching a crossroads, where the
class differences, and regional dis-
crimination are fuelling discontent.
Can we expect the Male elite to re-
spond to the growing storm with
sagamty I
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Reporting the Maldives

PERHAPS THE only soutce of independent infor-
mation on the Maldives, maldivesculture.com was
originally established in 199% to publish the editors’
translations and research, and to attract scholars
and writers interested in Maldives. Using the site
and email, chat rooms and discussion boards, the
founders established a broad range of contacts with
Maldivians and foreign researchers. It is this cyber-
community that really runs maldivesculture.com,
and their combined talents and hard work have
given the site the influcnce and respect it now
enjoys.

By government order, the site was blocked in the
Maldives from the sole internet proxy server in the
country, after pages were uploaded that highlighted
the number of close rclatives and long-term friends
of President Maumoon Gayoom and his wife
Nasreena who held many powerful positions in the
executive, the administration and the licensed me-
dia. The pages included extensive quotes from the
Dhivehi Forum site where arguments and discus-
sions in English were raging among Maldivians and
making these disputes accessible to an international
audience for the first time was not taken well by the
government/family apparatus. Along with the ban,
the editors were subjected to a continuing and sus-
tained hate campaign from anonymous websites
and emails over the last two and a half years.

The special challenge for maldivesculture.com
is to appeal to both Maldivians and foreigners in a
way that treats both groups of readers with respect.
Some complain that news and articles on the site
are too bleak and negative, but officially sanctioned
torture, arbitrary arrest and police harassment are a
growing social problem in Maldives, adversely
affecting the lives of many individuals and their
families.

The transkation in 2002 of Ibrahim Luthfee’s let-
ters, originally written in Dhivehi in 1999 and sent
to the president, ministers and Majlis members, was
a watershed in the website’s efforts to reveal the true
nature of the Gayoom regime. Luthfee's defiance of
the president and Ahmed Abdullah, and their ef-
forts to relocate their Miadhu newspaper offices into
Luthfee’s residence and business premises, led to
him being harassed and imprisoned. The letters de-
tail this saga of injustice and torture, but they were
completely ignored officially. The letters are a damn-
ing indictment of President Gayoom, some of his
ministers, the N5s and the courts in Malé.

In 2002, Ibrahim Luthfee received a life sentence
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for defamation and treason after publishing and dis-
tributing, via the Internet, the Dhivehi language news-
letter, Sandhaanu. At Maafushi prison, where he was
serving his sentence, Luthfee’s injuries from torture
and mistreatment became so severe he was moved o
Sri Lanka for treatment. In May this year, Luthtee es-
caped from a Colombo hospital room and for four
months he shifted constantly to avoid capture by NS5
officers and Maldivian spies operating in Sri Lanka.
The United Nations High Commission for Refugees,
which had been informed about Luthfee’s case partly
through the translations on maldivesculture.com,
granted him paolitical refugee status and in October he
left Sri Lanka for asylum in Europe.

Immediately after his escape from hospital, Luthfee
contacted maldivesculture.com and predicted cor-
rectly that violence would break out soon in Maatushi
unless torture at the prison ceased. The uprising in
Mal¢, in September this year, in response to torture
and shootings at Maafushi galvanised widespread
opposition to Maumoon Abdul Gayoom among influ-
ential people in Maldives and expatriate Maldivian
communities, and the website has become increasingly
important for them. Gayoom has made potitics central
to all social and inteltectual life in the country, and as
long as he forbids any reporting of the country’s in-
exorable reform process, it can be expected that the
website of maldivesculture.com will continue to play
an important role informing Maldivians and rest
of the world about the affairs of this fast changing
society. B

(www. maldivesculture.cont is run by
the writers of the acconipanying article, Michael
O'Shea and Fareesha Abdulla)
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Trading off a jewel

The present Nepali dispensation has agreed to let India build
a hydropower project that it (Nepal) holds dear. Let the terms be
fair, however.

_by Santa B Pun

t an October 2003 ‘track two” meeting in the Ne
pali capétal between the Centre for Policy Re
i # search, (CPR) from New Delhi and the Institute
for Integrated De\ elopment Studics {1iDs), Kathmandu
on Indo-Nepal water resources development, the Indi-
an delegation extolled the virtues of the ‘Bhutan mod-
cl’. According to them the USD 600 per capita income
accruing from the 336 megawatt (Mw]) Chukha project
is expected to rise to USD 1200 once the 1,020 Mw Tala
hydroclectric project comes on stream in 2005, The CPR
team also apprised the Nepali participants that India’s
National Hydroelectric Power Corporation Limited
{(NHPC) was in town, negotiating the 300 Mw Upper
Karnali hydropowcr project. A CPR delegate further stat-
ed that the estimated equity dlstrlbutlon for the project
could be 85 percent for NHPC, 10 percent for the Nepal
Clectricity Authority (NFA) and the remaining 5 per-
cent for the Soaltee Group, a Nepali private company.
The Nepali participants were not bowled over by the
Bhutan model as the\, wete constructed entirely on In-
dia’s financial strcngth and cnded up with India-im-
posed power tariffs. The Nepalis instead questioned
the status of several regional projects: the American-led
Four Border South Asian Regional Initiative on Encrgy
(SARI/E), the Asian Development Bank (ADB)-led Arun
Valley Development and the Australian Snowy Moun-
tain Electric Company’s seven-year old project called
West Seti. Furthermore, the Nepalis summed up that all
roads lead to Delhi. But it was on the Upper Karnali
issue that Nepali evebrows were raised, for the 85-10-5
sharing of the spoils was not something that was in the
public domain before this.

How much private sector?

The fact that His Majesty’s (JU\ ernment of Nepal
(HMGN) had traded off the 300 Mw run-ef-the-river
Upper Karnali te the Gov ernmmt of India (GOT) had
been reported in the media for some time. However, the
sudden appearance of the GOl owned public sector
undertaking, NHPC, in the present politically troubled
waters of Nepal does indeed raise many questions, at
least amony, the more critically inclined. When HMGN
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offered these two projects to GOI, it was believed that
the private sector of both the countries— the Federation
of Nepalese Chambers of Commerce and Industry (FNC-
C1), the Confederation of Indian Industry (C11), and the
Federation of Indian Chambers of Commerce and In-
dustry (FICCH— would be involved. During King Gy-
anendra’s last India visit, a memorandum of under-
standing (MOL) between FNCCT and FICCT was initiated
for joint private sector participation in trade and in-
vestment with a tourism and hydrepower development
focus. In fact, knowledgeable circles assert that the
strong Indian multinational, the Reliance Group of the
Ambanis, was very keen to execute the Upper Karnali
project. Reliance must also have had its eyes on the
much larger jewel, the 10,800 Mw Karnali Chisapani
“Kohinoor”, to demonstrate that it could succeed where
Enron had failed in the past (see Hinal March 2002).
Ag it transpired, it was the GOl which cffectively blocked
Reliance’s bid. GOI's policy, for the time bomg_,, seems to
be that all infrastructure projects in Nepal will have to
have the full stamp of Indian public sector undertak-
ings. It was presumably this presence of the public sec-
tor that prompted the Embassy of India in Kathmandu
iv g0 out of its way to extend reassurances to Nepal.
The Commercial Secrctary of the embassy made the la-
boured explanation that this is “.._the first time that an
Indo-Nepal hydel project is being envisioned on com-
mercial lines. ... [t is not a project run on a government
to government basis but being done by a company on a
commercial basis that makes sound economic sense”.

Nepali reactions

There were varying reactions to the recent developments
on Upper Karnali but all have the same conclusion:
that the aggressive approach of GOl and NHPC indi-
cates that they are going for the “quick and final kilt”.
Some, like Ananda Bahadur Thapa, former Executive
Sccretary of Nepal's Water and Energy Commission,
bemoaned the poessible deaih of a 4,000 Mw storage
scheme that could also have been built on the river at
this stretch. It will be interesting te see how the two
governments react to this complaint; a run-of-the-river
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Comparison of existing run-of-river projects with the proposed Upper Karnali project

Table: 1

Power House

Capacity Cost

Capacity in
Mw

Avg. Annual Energy Head in Headrace

USD/Kw Gwh (gigawatt hours) | Meters Tunnel
Puwa 2532 6.2 48 304
Modi 2027 14.8 92.5 67.0 21
Chilime 1450 20 137 351.5 2.8
Khimti {no
transmission line) 2333 60 350 660 7.6
Bhotekosi {with
transmission line) 2750 36 246 139 3.3
Marsyangdi 3078 72 462.5 90.5 7.2
Kali Gandaki A 2639 144 842 115 6.0
Mid-Marsyangdi
{under const.) 2714 7( 398 90 5.2
Upper Karnali 1514 300 1,915 141 2.2
Bhutan’s Tala, IC Rs 847 1,020 4,865 860 230
40 Billion Bhutan’s --- 336 1679 168 0.5
Chukha, IC Rs 2.46
Billion in 1989
{USD 864 Million)
Source: NEA /Generation, 2003 Arnual Report with the exception of Khimti, Bhotekosi and Upper Karnali

power-anly project as opposed to a project with valu-
able stored water in addition to power. Others lament-
ed that the “jewel in the crown” in the country’s hydro-
power treasure chest should have been for Nepal's own
domestic use and is wrongly being licensed for export.
The cheap power, they argue, would have played a
vital role in stabilising Nepal's spiralling power tariff.
There are still others who question the tiny 15 percent
equity that Nepal is being apportioned. This peint has
been rebutted by some Nepalis themselves with the que-
ry, “How much cash docs NEA have? Has NEA ever
paid dividends to HMGN? Therefore, in the circumstanc-
es, can NFA afford to cough up the equity investment
for Upper Karnali?” Apparently these Nepalis have
been badly bitten by the “commercialisation bug” of
the industrialised countries which now plagues the
developing world. The question that should actually
be raised is, which South Asian electric utility coughs
up its own cash for its capital intensive generation ex-
pansion works? But one does, however, hear that some
Nepali investors are seriously jockeying for reasonable
stakes in the pie. There is no question that the pie needs
to be apportioned property. As the rightful owner of
the resource, it is Nepal, and no one else, that should be
doing the apportioning.

The Upper Karnali project is Jocated in the corner of
the districts Dailckh-Achham-Surkhet in midhill west
Nepal, on the Karnali river {the Ghaghra in India}, one
of the mighty tributaries of the Ganga emerging from
the central Himalaya (see map). The backwater of the
10,800 Mw Karnali Chisapani project is quite far away
from the Upper Karnali powerhouse site, One does,

however, notice the tellingly seductive loop of the Kar-
pali river when it suddenly changes its course by a tull
hundred and eighty degrees. No doubt, this is nature’s
precious gift to Nepal. A mere 2.2 kilometre tunnel cre-
ates a drap of 141 meters to generate an average annual
energy of 1913 million units. In contrast, the 144 Mw
Kali Gandaki project, financed by the Asian Develop-
ment Bank {ADB) and Japan’s Overseas Econemic Co-
opcration Fund {OFCE), has a six km tunnel to get the
115 metre drop to produce only 842 million units. In
the case of the Upper Karnali, accessibility is already
available through the Surkhet to Jumia road that touch-
¢s the project’s proposed headworks. A mere 22 kilo-
metres of road is necessary to connect the headworks
with the powerhouse. This is the reason why all eyes
are focused on this 300 Mw “jewel”.

Very Hot Tariff

With an average selling price of NRN 7.02 per unit (US
cents 9.5 at an exchange rate of NRN 74.09 to the dol-
lar), Nepal's clectricity tariff is the highest in South Asia.
The USA's average national tariff is about six cents per
unit, but in hydr()vd()minatcd states like Washington
the average tariff is only four cents per unit. Among; the
major reasons attributed for Nepal's high tariff are:
heavy reliance on bilateral and multilateral agencies,
extensive employment of international consultants and
contractors, difficult terrain with non-existent infra-
structures and very limited in-house construction and
manufacturing capability, Sadly, Nepal has also been
unable to capitalise on the economies of scale, This is
what has led to the recent spurt of many small hvdro-
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power projects. As in most South Asian countries, cor-
ruption, no doubt, is instrumental in padding up that
tariff. There is, however, one aspect that many do not
factor in, namely, project selection, Projects are supposed
to undergo a rigorous Least Cost Generation Expan-
sion Plan (L.CGEP) before they are finally selected for
implementation. But when the statistics are convenient-
ly fudged and “sexed up” by the decision makers them-
sclves, then the proverbial garbage in/garbage out is
the outcome, naturally. This is one of the main, often-
glossed-over reasons for Nepal's inordinately high tar-
iffs. The aborted Arun I project of east Nepal on the
Arun tributary of the Kosi is a case in peint. The LCGEP
debate on Arun 111 is still shrouded in a lot of smoke.
The two concerned multilateral do-

horses of Nepal Electricity Authority {NFA) are the 462
Gwh Marsyangdi and 842 Gwh Kali Gandaki power
stations. Both were built through muliilateral /bilater-
al donor loans and have very high capacity cost of over
USD 2,600 per Kw, There may stlll be some increase in
the cost of Kali Gandaki when the contractors’ ‘claims’
are settled. Though Marsyangdi, funded mainly by the
World Bank and the German bank, Kreditanstalt fir
Wiederaufbau (Kfw}, is still the most expensive project,
proponents asscrt that the proiect was constructed dur-
ing the difficult “trade embargo™ period with India.
About 60 percent of any hydropower project’s total cost
is notched up by civil works, with the headrace tunnel
accounting for a major portion of that cost. Both Kali
Gandaki and Marsyangdi have

nors, the World Bank and ADB, were
not on the same wavelength regard-
ing the Arun T project, with the lat-
ter criticising it for its high costs and
the former hell bent on pushing it
through. The dilemma was v ery suc-
cinctly expressed by a very senior
ADEB staff at a Kathmandu donors’
meet in 1994 when he said, “While
Arun s in our head, it is Kali Gan-
daki that is in our heart”. When
Arun Ul ultimately did get “smoked
out”, ADB was quick to pick up the
Kali Gandaki project. [t was now the
turn of the World Bank to gleefully

With an average
selling price of NBRN
7.02 per unit (US
cents 9.5 at an ex- Muw
change rate of NRN
74.09 to the dollar),
Nepal's electricity
tariff is the highest in
South Asia.

tunnels over & kilometres in length.
Even the tiny Puwa and Chilime,
that generate a meagre 48 Gwh and
137 Gwh respectively, have tun-
nels in the range of 3 kilometres.
Bhutan's much talked about 336
. 1320 Gwh Chukbha project,
despite a 468 metre head, needed a
6.5 kilometre tunnel with a twin
.95 kilometre tailrace tunnel. Sim-
ilarly, Tala in order te produce 3962
Cwh of energy needed a 23 kile-
metre tunnel plus the 3.1 kilometre
tailrace tunnel. The production of
1915 Gwh from a mere 2.2 kilome-

criticise the project — Kali Gandaki -
for being too expensive! Only a stern official letter from
the ADR to the World Bank, querying point blank “Do
you or do you not support Kali Gandaki?” permitted
ADB to fmallv praceed with the project.

The jewel in the crown
Given the maladics that have plagued hydro-develop-
ment in Nepal it will be useful to compare the proposed
Upper Karnali project with other schemes that have
been implemented. Table T provides details of somc of
the existing run-of-the-river plants incorporating tun-
nels in the Nepal power system, both public and pri-
vate sector, compared with Upper Karnali and Bhu-
tan’s Chukba and Tala project.

Leaving aside the two “take or pay” Khimti and
Bhotekosi projects in the private sector, the major work-

Table: 2

Country/Project

Bhutan/Chukha 1,679
Bhutan/Tala 1,020 4,865
Laos/TheunHinboun 210 1,645
Nepal/Upper Karnali 300 1,815

336

tre tunnel trul\ makes Lipper Kar-
nali Nepal’s “jewel in the crown”,

Upper Karnall was therefore not kept on HMGN's
“solicitation list” of 22 projects. HMON feverishly doled
out the licenses to such media savvy developers as Eu-
roOrient, which promised to immediately start the
spade work on the famous 402 Mw Arun b project.
None of the 22 “selicited” and licensed projects have
started their ‘spade’ work despite the lapse of four vears,
The World Bank, that was involved in both the pre-
feasibility and feasibility studies of Upper Karnali, did
toy around with market testing this project for Nepal's
incipient Power Development Fund (PDE). But then the
Bank sheepishly scttled for the tiny 30 Mw Kabcli to
market test PDF. ADB was approached for a poessible
public/private joint venture. But this was ill-timed as
both ADB and OFCE were then totally engrossed with

IC Rs 2.46 Billion

23.0 IC Rs 40 Billion
{USD 864 Million)

6.2 UsD 240.3 Million

2.2 USD 454.3 Million

(1938 Carnadian consultant estimale)
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Chart-1: Ownership structure of the Theun-Hinboun Power Company
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the Kali Gandaki. There were then a lot of behind-the-
scene manoeuvring to pocket the Upper Karnali licensc.
One of them was a Nepali private power developer who,
through a lot of Delhi/Lucknow pilgrimages, had an
invitation to come for the Upper Karnali power pur-
chase discussion on the official pad of India’s Uttar
Pradesh State Flectricity Board. The strong Canadian
firm SNC Lavelin did use its own “influence” unsuc-
cessfully. Tt was the “weird” French humanitarian or-
ganisation, Elysses Frontier, that finally pocketed the
license by offering NEA/HMGN 30 percent equity with-
out having to dole out a single paisa from their cotfers.
That the Cabincet Committee on Fast Track Projects
could approve such a questionable agreement made
one question the very credibility of the Cabinet Com-
mittee itself. But this is how the new “privatisation ancd
liberalisation” mantra works in the Nepali power sec-
tor, particularly when the poelitical environment is
murky. With the “jewel” now firmly in the hands of
GO/ NHPC, no more “pundits with new mantras” are
cxpected.

The Laotian way

So then, how can Nepal and India move forward? There
is no question of reneging on the Indo-Nepal agree-
ment to implement the Upper Karnali. No anc ques-
tions the Indian participation, as the consuming mar-
ket is theirs. But Upper Karnali belongs to Nepal and
the power to utter an emphatic “no” on the terms and
conditions rests with Nepal. Hence, it all boils down to
an cquitable sharing of the pic, and the 80-10-5 formula
that has been inadvertently leaked can certainly not be
considered fair by a huge margin. Nepal must not cven
remain content with a mere “30 percent equity”, as some
have suggested, whether this be in the public, private
or combined domain. Nepal simply does not have the
luxury of relinquishing its “fair and equitable share”

a2

. Electricite du laos
60 percent

l

MDX Lao “Cm().;npan)-' Itd
20+ percent

|

|

:GMS Power Public;
- Company Ltd.
%) percent

“Crown Property:
Bureau
1{) percent

in such an attractive project. For those who question
where Nepal can access the funds required for Upper
Karnali, perhaps a look at the Laotian-Thailand mod-
ol, the 210 Mw Theun-Hinboun hiydropower project,
would provide the answer.

Thailand is to Laos what India is to Nepal—a large
industrialised giant breathing down the neck of a small
landlocked country rich in water resources. [he joint
public-private Theun-Hinboun power plant in Laos is
dedicated to the Thai market, as would be Upper Kar-
nali to the Indian market when built. It is an inter-basin
transfer where a 6.2 kilometre tunnel creates a head of
240 meters and generates an average annual encrgy of
1645 Gwh. The project component also includes the 86
Kilemetre 230 Ky double circuit transmission line to the
power delivery point on the Laos-Thailand border. The
project construction started in November 1994 and by
March 1998 the plant had started commercial opera-
tion, ic, within 40 months. Despite the use of interna-
tional consultants such as Norconsult and clectrical
and mechanical contractors such as ABB and Kwvacrn-
er, the total project cost of this plant was an incredibly
modest USD 240.3 million or USD 1144 per Kw. The
ownership structure of the Theun-Hinboun power com-
pany is indicated in Chart 1 while Chart 2 depicts its
complex financial structure.

Nepal needs to note how Electricite du Laos got the
finance for the 60 percent equity. ADB prm-‘ided a UsD
57.7 million loan to the Laos government at the usual
one percent service charge, 40 years maturity period
with ten vears grace. The government then re-lent USD
51.5 million to Electricite du Laos at 6.21 percent inter-
est, 25 years maturity and five years grace. The govern-
ment also provided a loan of USD 8.3 million to the
Theun-Hinboun power company but at a higher com-
mercial interest rate ot 10 percent with only 16 years
maturity and four vears grace period. Commercial banks

HIMAL 16/11 November 2003



fiysis

Chart-2: Financial structure of the Theun-Hinboun Power Company
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{Setrce: wiow.adlb.org/irojects/theunhinbowi/periconclusions.asp Appendix 7)

also lent out USD 64.8 miilion and there was a good
portion of USD 58.6 million as export credit. It is high
time that Nepal Iearn a lesson or two from this Laotian
medel. Thailand, which purchases the power generat—
ed by the company, was quite content with a humble 2
percent equity. 50 was Nordic Hydropower, on wh()se
strength the export credit was availed. After commer-
cial operation, ADB noted, “The equity investment is
expected to be fully returned within six operating years
of the Project”.

The final word

Table 2 demonstrates where Nepal’s Upper Karnali
stands. It clearly stands head and shouldesr above Bhu-
tan’s much acclaimed Chukha and Tala projects. By
2005, India will start commercial operation of the 1,020
Mw Tala hydroclectric project in Bhutan, constructed
at a cost of about IC Rs 40,000 million or USD 864 mil-
lion {at the exchange rate of 1C Rs 46.3 per USD). This
works out to a capacity cost of USD 847 per Kw. By this
same formula, Upper Karnali will cost only USD 254
million and not USD 454.3 million as estimated by some
Canadian consultants. The normal 70:30 lean/equity
financing ratic would mean a total equity of USD 76.2
million. So what exactlv is a “fair and equitable” share
for Nepal in this ‘jewel? A 60 percent stake is the min-
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imum that Nepal should settie for. Tt is not asking too
much of HMGN/NFA to hunt for the measly USD 46
million that the 60 percent equity constitutes. The World
Bank and AR, after having invested so heavily in Ne-
pal’s power system, cannot abandon it in knec-jerk fash-
ion. But it is HMGN that must nudge the two institu-
tions and GO/ NHPC to ereate a conducive environment,

One must not forget that Nepal's fledgling private
sector should also get a firm berth in this project. The
policy of negotiating with the Sealtee Group alone does
convey the wrong 1mpress|on There are a number of
other corperates as well in Nepal—the Choudhary, Jyo-
ti, Panchakanya, Golchha groups - to name just a few.
Are they untouchables? Why should they be margina-
lised? One may then naturally ask, would GOT/NHPC be
interested in such a Laotian model? If India is as prag-
matic as the Thais showed themselves to be, and there is
no reason to suppose that they are not, then they should
have no objections at all. GOI/NHPC is well aware that
all the goods and services (consulting, civil, mechanical
and electrical contracts) including the cheap power ac-
cruing from Upper Karnali are all destined to head In-
dia’s way. GOI/NHPC must remain pragmatic with a
modest portion of the project. Otherwise, Nepal will be
forced to perccive that it is not just the “jewe]” that India
wants but the entire “jewellery shop” itself!



Anatysis

Flogging the dying horse of
agricultural research

by Devinder Sharma

d ill Gates’ donation of USD 25 million for
, ‘biofortification’—breeding crops with higher
E_# levels of micronutrients—is an effort to provide
a life-saving shot to the dying family of public-sector
international agricultural research institutes. [ronically,
the Consultative Group on International Agricultural
Research (CGIAR), the much heralded institution respon-
sible for ushering in the green revolution technology, is
now seriously struggling to keep itself alive. Faced with
huge staff layoffs, drastic reductions in research
programmes, declining research output and vanishing
financial commitments, the CGIAR is contemplating a
series of mergers to stay afloat. Gasping for breath, the
institute is even considering the merger of two of its
premier institutes—the International Rice Research In-
stitute (IRR!) at Los Banos, in the Philippines, and the
International Crop Research Centre for Wheat and
Maize (CIMMYT), in Mexico City.

Such has been the tevel of desperation that the CGLAR
has deviated from its stated position of working for the
public good when in 2002 it decided to take on board
Syngenta Foundation - an agency established by
Syngenta, a global leader in agribusiness. The
company’s primary business is crop protection bio-tech-
nology and high-value commercial sceds, whose sales
in the year 2000 were USD 6.9 billion. This major shift
in CGIAR's known public image had prompted the
group’s committee of non-government organisations to
freeze its relationship with the organisation. The NGOs
bekeve that the CGIAR has abdicated its responsibility
of ensuring food security for the world’s poor by bring-
ing in technologies that lead te economically viable and
sustainable farming systems. Instead, the CGIAR 1%
evolving into a service centre for corporate interests.

The decade of the 1970s was the period when
CGIAR's green revolution technology, supported by
appropriate national farm policies, ushered in food self-
sufficiency for many of the chronically food deficit coun-
tries. Two decades later, in the 1990s, intensive agricul-
ture had begun to take its toll. Apart from the deteriora-
tion of the environment that it unleashed, there werce
other consequences too. Thousands of farmers all over
the world, from the technology-sophisticated and sub-
sidy-rich United States, European Union, Japan and
Canada to the poor and marginalised majority ot the
world in India, China, Argentina, Zimbabwe, Mexico,
the Philippines and many other countries, have been
plunged into a crisis of sustenance. [n the poorer coun-

M

trics, the commercial control that agribusinesses have
established over the production process has pushed
small and medium farmers over the brink of security
and into a vortex of mounting debt, leading eventually
to the loss of their meagre pieces of land.

All the while, the CGLAR has remained a mute spec-
tator. Not even once did it find it worthwhile to look
into the real causes behind this spate of agrarian bank-
ruptcies. if anything it is tainted by association, because
the International Food Policy Rescarch Institute (IFPRI),
one of the organisations funded by CGIAR and which
was a beneficiary of Bill Gates” largesse, has concen-
trated its encrgies on pushing market reforms in the
guise of “sustainably meeting the food needs of the de-
veloping world” {as its mission statement says). [FPRI
is at the forefront of the frantic campaign to dismantle
national policies that had propelled countries to take
advantage of the green revolution technology. Such has
been its descent into business fetishism that it even
wants to bring retief within the purview of the market.
LFPRI has gone to the extent of suggesting that food aid,
which is governed by an incfficient UN Food Conven-
tion, be actually brought under the World Trade
Organisation’s ambit. Is it not time that the CGIAR be-
gins its own restructuring by closing down the IFPRI?
After all, by the principles of market rationality, where
is the need to duplicate what the World Bank can do
more cffectively!

It is evident the CGIAR has abandoned the marginal
farmer to join the anachronistic chorus extolling the
virtues of corporate-controlied agriculture. An interna-
tional research system, dominated entirely by Western
experts scarcely acquainted in any real sense with the
ground realities in developing countries, sooner or later
had inevitably to collapse. In the attempt to rectify its
own maladies it has once again succumbed to the same
forces that led it to abandon its original mandate. Bill
Gates’ donation comes as a bailout gift for the ailing
arganisation, but the net result is that its agendas will
become more and more detrimental to the interests of the
larger agrarian community in the developing world as
CGIAR throws its weight behind the corporate club.

Crank solutions

Ever since the relcase of the dwarf wheat and rice crop
varietics some 25-30 years ago, international agricul-
tural research centres have only been engaged in main-
tenance research. They have simply been trying to pro-
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Analysis

tect what has already been evolved and released. With
no clear-cut direction and vision, the donors had be-
gun todrift away. The CGIAR therefore attempted anum-
ber of options, such as special thematic research
programmes under the ‘challenge programmes’, but in
the end it could come up with no purposetul plan of
action to kecp itself alive. Floating in the winds of
change, it followed the neo-liberal consensus, dump-
ing food sccurity in favour of climate change, and
sustainable agriculture for market reforms and
aglobalisation.

as nutrient deficiency is generally referred to, cannot be
removed by providing the poor and hungry with an
‘informed choice’” of novel and functional foods. What
the poor need is food—which is abundantly available—
and that too food rich in nutrients. In India, for instance,
which is home to one-third of the world’s hungry and

malnourished, more than 30 million tonnes of wheat
and rice (which was a record 65 million tonnes a year
ago) are rotting in the open. The surplus food contains
an average of nine percent proteins—four to nine times
more than is to be found in any fortified GM crop that
scientists have developed so far.

A greater humanitarian purpose would have been
served if Bill Gates had instead donated grants to insti-
tutes and groups that would have helped reach the
abundantly available food to the poor, to ensure that
the hungry arc adequately fed. The reality is that the
poor and hungry do not have the means to buv the food
that is available and going bad in front of their cyes. If
the hungry cannot afford to buy their normal dletary
requirement of rice {or for that matter any other staple
food) for a day, how the CGIAR proposes to make high
cost ‘golden rice’ available to
them is something that the Gates
Foundation programme officers
probably forgot to ask. The glo-

3
Nourishing the Future
through Scientific Excellence

Biofortification was one of the misplaced research
priorities that CGIAR had proposed earlier but was un-
Moreover this particular priority made no research
sense, but that was not an insuperable objective since
research programmes are no longer required to make
crops that supplement micronutrients. ‘Golden rice’ is
fust one instance of the kind of irrational research that
is carried out in today’s climate. This much-touted vari-
addition amounted to a
miniscule quantum of A
beta-carotene, has now %% CGIAR
misadventure. Distin-
guished scientists have alrcady confirmed that golden
rice cannot address the problem of Vitamin A deficiency.
of crank solutions being developed and dignified as
scientific remedics to what are ultimately economic prob-
lems. Fortified crops cannot eradicate nuirient defi-
lem. Whether the newly evolved genetically-modified
crops contain supplements of Vitamin A, iron or zinc,
these foods will bring no benefits to those who need it
The human body requires adequate amount of fats to
absorb these nutrients, which is conspicuously absent
in malnourished populations. The chronically hungry
ments. What is more, recourse to this futile technologi-
cal fix only accentuates the original problem. The higher
market price of such grains, owing to their high intel-
kinds of food. In the process, further imbalances are
created in one’s nutritional status. The biofortification
programme is in reality aimed at restoring the credibil-
come under increasing attack from a number of
organisations and groups in Europe and elsewhere.

Bill Gates was probably not properly advised, and
relations outfit, is in dire need of financial resources
and therefore used the emotional card of hunger and
malnutrition to seck funding from the Bill and Melinda

able to undertake in the light of the outcry against it.
any sense. The idea behind this venture was to breed
ety of rice, the sum total of whose micronutrient value-
been widely accepted as

But ordinary constraints have not stood in the way
ciency. Technology simply cannot address this prob-
desperately—the malnourished. The reason is simple.
therefore gain nothing by eating these food supple-
lectual property costs, erodes the capacity to buy other
ity of the discredited biotechnology industry, which has
for obvious reasons. Harvest Plus, a mere CGIAR public
Gates Foundation. Not realising that ‘hidden hunger’,
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bal scientific and development
community (including CGIAR) has failed to understand
that if they had aimed at cradicating hunger in the first
place, there would be ne ‘hidden hunger’.

would Bill Gates understand that biotechnology,
the way it is being promoted by corporate interests, has
the potentlal to further the great divide between haves
and have-nots? The twin engines of economic growth—
technological revolution and glebalisation—will only
widen the existing gap between the well-fed and the
hungry. Biotechnology will, in reality, push more people
into the hunger trap. With public attention and re-
sources being diverted from the ground realities, hun-
ger will only grow in the years to come.

CGIAR’s blind support for the corporate agenda,
thercfore, is a pointer to the growing irrelevance of the
international agricultural research institutes. Such is
the poverty of ideas to mect the growing food needs of
the world that the CGIAR has been gradually made to
die a premature death, much of which of course was its
own doing. Itis tiine for the CGIAR board, which is firmly
in the grip of the World Bank and the Japanese govern-
ment, to follow what is enshrined in its original man-
date. The CGIAR should handover the 16 research cen-
tres that it supports to the respective countrics where
these are located. This is what the forefathers of the
research system had said at the time of creating the
CGIAR, and they were so right. Nothing can revitalise
this dving horse, not even Bill Gates with his millions,
if the CGIAR cannot stand up for the cause of the poor
and marginalised farmer. i
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gime and the rebel regime sat at the negotiating table in
April this vear after agreeing to a code of conduct. At
the second round of talks, the government acceded to
the Maoist demand of restricting the movement of the
army to a five kilometre-radius from their barracks.
While it has been reported that this concession had
King Gyanendra's atl-important sanction, the army
denied that any such consensus had been arrived at.
Following the army’s refusal to submit to the five
kilometre restriction, the nominated government of
Prime Minister Chand collapsed in May since it had
lost the confidence of one of the most crucial entities in
the post-constitutional polity.

After the departure of the Chand government, the
mainstream political parties were still hopeful of find-
ing a meaningful role in the political process. If they
had any expectations from the palace, these were clearly
unjustified. The king studiously disregarded their
claims and, instead, nominated Surya Bahadur Thapa
(also of the Rastriya IParjatantra Party) as prime minis-
ter. This reconfirmed the suspicion of the mainstream
political forces that the demoecratic rhetoric emanating
from the palace was so much cye-wash and that the
takeover of 4 Qctober 2002 had not been a short-term fix
for an immediate problem but an attempt at insti tutional
consolidation to recover past glory. The Maoists, who
had hitherto deluded themselves into believing that
they constituted the decisive factor in the prevailing
equilibrium, also realised that the hopes thev enter-
tained of a share in state power had come to nothing,.
The negotiations could obviously ge no further, but the
ceasefire remained in force since the Maoists were con-
strained by public pressure and unfavourable circum-
stances to respect if.

In August 2003, the king's government put forward
its political agenda for the last round of negotiations,
which, while being long on the social agenda, clearly
and unequivocally repudiated the core Maoist demand
on constituent 1bbcmbl}. This brought an official clo-
sure to the negotiating process, since there was noth-
ing left to be negotiated. Almost simultancously, the
Royal Nepal Army launched an anti-insurgency op-
eration in which 19 Maaoist activists were killed in
Doramba, Ramechhap districts. This signalled the col-
lapse of the ceasefire, and the country resumed its in-
terrupted civil war.

Towards militarism

The declaration of the ‘people’s war” by the Commu-
nist Party of Nepal {Maoist) in 1996 was the first step in
the creeping militarisation of national society that has
now suddenly gained momentum. The immediate goal
of the rebels was to render parliamentary government
obsolete by crippling its functioning, while its long-
term goal was the overthrow of the monarghy and the
capture of state power. Therefore, in the short run they
targeted democratic institutions and the mass base of
the parliamentary forces. They proved to be adept at
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using the situation to their advantage and exploiting
the contradictions between the palace and the parlia-
mentary forces, as also the inter- and intra-party con-
flicts at the core of the political mainstream. These strata-
gems pave them the space to expand their influence in
large parts of the country from their original, limited
‘base area’ in the midwestern hills,

Concentrating their operations in raral areas, the
rebels first went after and often killed politically influ-
ential persons affiliated to the Nepali Congress, when
that party was in government. They refrained from at-
tacking the army and instead concentrated their fire-
power on the civilian police force since this would ef-
fectively neutralise the capability of the government. In
the initial phase of the ‘people’s war’, the leadcership of
the Nepali Congress believed that, in the long-run,
Maoist activity would diminish the mass base of its
nearest political rival, the Communist Party of Nepal
{United Marxist Leninist), though it was their own cadre
which was at that time at the receiving end of the vio-
lence. For its part, the leadership of the CPN (UML) was
misled by the early Maoist focus on Nepa]l Congress
cadres into the believi ing that the long-run effects of the
war would be to weakcn the Nepali Congress. This
misreading was encouraged by the fact that the retalia-
tory killing of Maoist cadres was taking place on the
orders of the incumbent Nepali Congress government.
This process, the mainstream communists believed,
would eventually be beneficial to them. The political
parties relied too much on these mechanical calcula-
tions, and to that extent they fell victim to the Maoist
leadership’s shrewd strategy of creating and exploit-
ing contradictions within first the political parties and
then the ranks of local administrative institutions.

This accentuation of contradictions within the con-
stitutional polity was a necessary precondition for the
Maobaadi strategy of building ‘red bases” in the coun-
tryside until the revolutionary armed forces were ready
to capture political power in the main cities. Within
Maoist thinking, the “principal area of struggle is the
countryside”. The situation in the country was condu-
cive for a rapid consolidation based on the disenchant-
ment among the masses, The rivalry between the politi-
cal partics, their disregard for development, extraordi-
nary levels of corruption while holding the reins of
power, and the accentuation of neo-liberal cconomic
pelicies were the cause of extreme frustration among
the rural populace, which was compounded by the
absence of employment opportunities in urban areas.
The political parties were bereft of any radical agenda
for socio-econonic transformation and bringing about
more inclusiveness in the polity. The Maoist slogan that
the rebellion would provide a solution to the ethnic,
religious, linguistic and regional conflicts as well as to
the political and economic problems besetting the na-
tion evoked a popular response in the countryside. This
slogan attracted disgruntied radical clements in all
parties, as also deprived sections of the people who
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faced economic, social, cultural and political
exploitation,

Seen in a comparative historical context, the Nepali
Maobaadi strategy differs substantially from the Chi-
nese peoples’ war strategy. The leadership of the
Maobaadi has given priority to the military rather than
the political strategy. After the breakdown of the sec-
ond ceasefire last August, the Maoists have been imple-
menting a politico-military strategy (pol-miij, which
was first implemented by the Vietnamese Communist
Party from 1936 to 1939, when they were fighting
against French colonial oppression. This strategy was
later adopted by a number of other radical parties in
the Philippines, such as the Workers Party of Philip-
pines, the Revoelutionary Workers Party, and the Marx-
ist-Leninists. This strategy relied more on the military
component and included individual acts of terror de-
signed to destabilise the state, create a dramatic im-
pact, give a warning to individual capitalists and the
armed forces, and exert pressure on the ruling class or
its individual representatives through assassinations,
bombing, sabotage, ‘expropriation” and other punitive

From the piected io i‘he selected: Deuba, Chand and Thapa.

acts. This strategy unleashed the progressive
militarisation of both state and society.

Since the inception of the Maoist insurgency in
Nepal, the palace and the Kathmandu valley elite in its
attendance were more than satisfied with the system-
atic targeting of parliamentary institutions and their
mass base, which was the main bulwark against mo-
narchical absolutism prior to the people’s movement
that culminated in the 1990 Constitution. The
organisational and institutional dismantling of parlia-
mentary forces at the grassroots gave the king a greater
leverage over the political process. The Maoists, mean-
while, made the most of this rivalry within the main-
stream polity to sirengthen themselves organisationally
and militarily.

The demise of civil authority

What helped the Maobaadi in particular was the am-
biguous position of the army in the state systern. While
the rebels were attacking the cadres of the over-ground
political parties, restricting their political activities
among the rural masses, immobilising the police, and
destroying the physical infrastructure in the control of
the civil povernment, the army refused to engage in com-

bat on two counts. The army leadership claimed that it
could not be party to the killing of Nepalis by Nepalis.
It also argued that the army could be mobilised only
after the political parties had forged a consensus on the
issue and insisted that its infervention was predicated
on royal initiative since the king is the RNA's supreme
commander. It was clear from these preconditions that
the military did not see itself as being subordinated to
the clected government but as an institution loyal to the
palace.

While King Gyanendra was looking for a legal route
to concentrate power within the palace, the army was
taking the first steps in driving a wedge within the state
system that the monarchy could utilise for its own po-
litical purposes. The deliberate refusal to engage mili-
tarily with the Maoists at Holery village in Rolpa dis-
trict in July 2001, despite the army having been dis-
patched there for that purpose by the then Prime Minis-
ter Girija Prasad Kuoirala of the Nepali Congress, was
part of this tactic. The RNAs refusal to obey civil in-
structions had the desired outcome in the form of
Koirala’s resignation. It is signiticant that Koirala was
the one political entity to have comsistently re-
fused to do the palace’s bidding. Consequently,
on his resignation, he refused to dissolve par-
liament, a move that the royalists and the army
were banking on to take their plans further.
Thercfore, royal take-over required a fow more
steps to be taken before the objective was
achieved.

This task was made somewhat easier by the
fact that Koirala's successor was Sher Bahadur
Deuba, who, in order to retain power, was more
than willing to appease both the palace and
the army. The royalist takeover pmcceded at an accel-
crated pace during Deuba’s incumbency, as civil gov-
ernment and parliamentary institutions, weakened by
steven vears of pounding by the Maobaadi, ended up
taking several measures that handed over power to the
monarch. The crucial event in the consolidation of
monarchic power was the Maoist termination of nego-
tiations with Prime Minister Deuba {who had by then
broken off from the main Congress party of Koirala)
and the simultaneous unprovoked attack on the army
barracks in Dang in November 2001, The timing and
motive behind this scemingly ili-conceived Maoist
move, which brought the army dramatically into the
fray, is shrouded in mystery. This was the first time
that the Maoist leadership had made a seemingly self-
defeating tactical move, and what is more, this unchar-
acteristic gambit came at a time when the international
circumstances, in the aftermath of 9/11, were none too
conducive for such actions.

Whatever the maotivations, this development
prompted the fulfilment of one of the RNA’s main pre-
conditions for entering the combat zone, namely the
imposition of a state of emergency and the suspension
of civil laws by the Ieuba government. In effect, the
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army’s entry inte combat was primarily a political move.
The consolidation of the anti-constitutional forces was
finalised, ironically cnough, by the parliamentary
forces, which gave the declaration of emergency their
stamp of approval twice, first through legislative ratifi-
cation and then through renewal six months later. The
seeds of the subscquent dissolution of parliament were
sown with these two acts of surrender to the palace.
This paved the way tor the militarisation of the state
to match the militarisation of society by the Maoists. To
achieve this, the last vestiges of civil government had to
be removed and the first move in this direction was the
dissolution of parliament in May 2002 by the ever pli-
ant Deuba in order to re-impose emergency in the face
of stiff opposition from the non-rovalist political forces,
who were now convinced that the re-imposition was a
ploy to strengthen the palace and the military. The dis-
solution of parliament for the purpose of rencwing the
emergency was a contradiction in terms, because at the
moment of dissolution both the rationale and the in-
strument for the re-imposition of emergency also ceased
to exist, since the takeover of the polity

the army and the police in counter-insurgency opera-
tions. The present mechanism is just a more dignified
name for military rule.

The unified command signifies the seal of approval
and governmental authority to militarisation that has
now become country-wide in scope. Its effects are com-
prehensive. The role of parliamentary forces and statu-
tory bodies has been severely restricted while the op-
cration of constitutional rights has been curtailed. The
abrogation of freedoms has reached such absurd levels
that the police and army are prohibiting the salc of pro-
gressive books and literature. More ominously, even in
Kathmandu, where Macist activity has been low-key,
people are being killed on suspicion without verifica-
tion of their antecedents, and houses are being raided
without judicial warrants. In the countryside matters
are even grimmer, with encounter killlngs becoming
routine, The army officers have achieved such a level of
control aver the polity that they nonchalantly disre-
gard judicial orders to present their detenus in court.

Managing civil obedience

by the anti-constitutional faction was
practically complete. All that remained
to be done was to remove all elected lo-
cal bodies (in villages and districts) and
this happened a month later. The foun-
dations of state-led militarisation had
been laid with these two climactic acts,
dissolution of parliament and local
bodies. The Deuba government, in ef-
fect, represented a transitional regime,
facilitating the replacement of a parlia-
mentary government by a palace gov-
ernment.

At this stage in the proceedings, with
the gun dominating the countryside, it

Koirala’s suc-
cessor was Sher
Bahadur Deuba,
who, in order to
retain power, was
more than willing
to appease both

the palace and
army.

With the rise of the military in the af-
fairs of the nation, there has been a pro-
portionate neglect of state institutions
that fall within parliamentary jurisdic-
tion. The election commission is, for all
practical purpescs, defunct as it not
only has no chicf election commissioner;
it has no members at all. The Public Ser-
vice Commission is similarly devoid
of commissioners. Procedurally, the
present constitution provides no way
out of this institutional paralysis. Theo-
retically, the king has the nominal right
to make appointments to all constitu-
tional bodies. But this right can be exer-

was quite clear that the climate was not

suitable for seeking a fresh political mandate on a na-
tion-wide scale. The promise of clections was no more
than a fig leaf to destroy what was left of civil govern-
ment after Deuba’s leadership. The final blow was de-
livered on 4 October, when the now politically redun-
dant prime minister, having fulfilled his role of hand-
ing over the polity to the palace, was removed by the
king on grounds of incompetence.

With the total elimination of parliamentary forces
from any reckoning on the ground, and a roval surro-
gate in the saddle, the situation was ripe for rightist
forces to launch an all-out militarisation of the nation
in the name of suppressing the insurgency. Predictably,
the incumbent Prime Minister Surya Bahadur Thapa
announced, recently, the introduction of a unified com-
mand, which subordinates civilian and political deci-
sions at all levels to the military command. A unified
command had been introduced carlier too, during
Deuba’s tenure, but that was of a qualitatively diffcrent
order, entailing a mechanism for coordination between
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cised only on the recommendation of
the prime minister in his capacity as Chairman of the
Constitutional Council. This body has five members,
namely, the prime minister, the chief justice, the speaker
of the House of Representatives, the chairman of the
Upper House, and the leader of the opposition in the
House of Representatives. Since May 2002 there has
been no House of Representatives, therctore the posts
of the speaker and leader of the oppesition do not exist.
Meanwhile, the term of office of the chairman of the
Upper House also expired in June. Three out of the five
mandatory offices are vacant and two of them cannot
be filled without a general election. King Gyanendra
has also been aveiding appointments to several vacant
constitutional offices despite the necessary recommen-
dations by the full council.

But it is not just vacancy of office that creates prob-
lems. Even where institutions have their full comple-
ment of officials, the absence of a parliament hinders
proper functioning. Bodies like the Department of Au-
ditor General, the Commission for the Investigation of
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Abuse of Authority, the Nepal Human Rights Commis-
sion, the Public Service Commission, the Otfice of the
Attorney General and other constitutional bodies di-
rectly accountable and responsible to the House of Rep-
resentatives have no parent body to report to.

With the Constitution having been given a de facto
burial, the governance of the nation is currently being
conducted through ordinances signed by King
Gyanendra. In the absence of any accountability, royal
whims seem to take precedence over national concerns.
Because the state is ruled by the fndeeonii shasan (direct
rule) of the king, the institution most symmetrically
aligned to the interests of the palace—the Roval Nepal
Army—has placed itself beyond law and legality, and
its adventurism reflects the excitement of an institution
that has suddenly discovered power after long being in
the shadows. Since the collapse of the second ceasefire
in August this year, the army and the Maoists have,
between them, been killing, on average, as many as 17
people per day. While not much may be expected of
rebels who declare themselves to be unbound by law
and sce violence as a means to a political end, the im-
punity with which the army is conducting itself takes it
far beyond the pale of the law.

Economic incompetence

The civil government of Deuba was dismissed by King
Gyanendra for being ‘incompetent’. More than a year
has passed since the country has been taken over by
royalists. What has been their performance in the de-
partment of performance? The death toll in the con flict
has mounted dramatically and there is no end in sight.
The consequences for the economy have been severe.
Government spending on development projects has
fallen drastically due to the diversion of funds to the
military and inability to spend in the Maobaadi-con-
trolied countryside. Further, due to political instability
and deteriorating sccurity, development, construction
and investment have come to a standstill. In a country
where the government is the largest investor in the in-
frastructurce sector, there has been no fresh invest-
ments. This has adversely affected both the purchasing
capacity and the overall employment climate, fuelling
frustrations that do not bode well tor the prospects of
peace. National capital is gradually fleeing the coun-
try. All available economic indicators suggest a marked
deterioration.

Qverall, the government’s revenue mobilising ca-
pacity has plunged to new depths and the deficit in the
budget is being kept in some kind of control only by
contracting debts. In other words, the burden of main-
taining the security establishment at greatly expanded
levels is being borne by pushing the country into 2 debt
trap. The so-called counter-insurgency operations be-
ing directed by the king’s government is being financed
through external borrowings. This is the kind of “effi-
ciency” that the country was awaiting after being de-
livered from the evils of ¢ivil government.

In 2002-03, direct investment in Nepal decreased by
50.4 percent over the previous year, and employment-
related industries grew only by 0.09 percent. Leaving
aside the question of how neo-liberal ideologues will
explain away this uncomfortable fact, there is the even
more serious problem of the political consequences in
the countryside of this reversal. In this regard, the con-
sumer price index does not bring any cheer cither. The
price of food and beverage has increased by 6.1 pereent
in 2002-03 as against an increase of 3.5 percent in the
corresponding period of the previous year. But the price
of rice and pulses has decreased. In other words, the
peasantry of Nepal has to bear the burden of declining
real incomes. On the other hand, the prices of all im-
ported goods have increased. The price of government-
controlled goods has seen an increase of over 11 per-
cent. The price index is more than adequate to demon-
strate the proof of rising misery. In such a grim eco-
nomic climate, the only relief comes by way of financial
remittances from Nepali labourers overseas, particu-
larly in the Gulf and Malaysia, which has scen an in-
crease of 28 percent over the previous year. But thiz
repatriation of funds also highlights the Nepali trag-
edy. Today, caught between the ever-present Maobaadi
threat and the military dragnet, able-bodied males have
all fled, many of them to work in low-paying jobs in
India and overseas. A reorientation of the country’s fun-
damental economic activities to military expedicency is
underway,

Completing the circle

While the government has failed abysmally to arrest
the declining trend in the cconomy, Maoist activity has
been undermining the basis of livelihood in country-
side. The rebels have been destroying small hydro-elec-
tric projects, post offices, irrigation projects, offices of
the village development committees, telephone towers,
forest offices, public health posts and every other kind
of service delivery infrastructure. They have also been
looting banks and cooperatives in the countryside, be-
sides disrupting schools and other social sector insti-
tutions. The Maoist method of financing the “people’s
war” has subjected the rural economy to enormous
stress. The public distribution system in many areas is
non-functional since Maoist cadres and the RNA cormn-
mandecr what remains af the supplics after govern-
ment officials and contractors have taken their share of
the spoils. In the case of the army, the scizing of public
food stocks is also a counter-insurgency technigue to
prevent supplies from falling into Maoist hands. What-
ever be the official logic, the net result is to push vulner-
able families to the cdge of starvation. Today, most ot
the mountainous and hill districts of the country are in
the grip of acute food scarcity as egsential commodi-
ties, including medicines, are diverted to facilitate the
prosecution of a war that threatens to become perma-
nent. Maoist extortions have increased and the finan-
cial demands being imposed on small and marginai
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peasant famitics are otten weli bevond the carrying ca-
pacity of the household budget. All this, compounded
by the violence and the gov ernment failure to manage
the economic downslide, has increased the compulsion
on people to feave the country in search of the most
menial of livelihoods.

By now, militarisation has left its stamp on practi-
cally every aspect of national tife. Militarisation is not
merely the increased presence of armed forces in the
public sphere. It is the comprehensive reorientation of
national energies and resources to the prosecution of
war. (n both sides of the contlict, it subordinates poli-
tics to the military purpose so that the institutional arena
loses its civil character. Most importantly, organised
violence is normalised and nationalised as the
organisations of war reach all corners of the country
and penetrate every level of social and economic activ-
ity. In Nepal today, even short-distance bus journeys
take an inordinately long time as security checks hoeld
up traffic along the highways. And the checks are so
intrusive that little heed is paid even to the ordinary
protocols that govern the public interaction between
men and women. The militarisation of the country has
gone so far that it now routinely invades the modest\ of
the village woman. What makes it worse for the ordi-
nary citizen is that the primacy accorded to the military
conflict has been at the expense of political activity,
which for the last decade has been their only me dium
of articulating gricvances. Political silence is the most
perverse outcome of the militarisation, as the civil insti-
tutions arc intimidated into submission.

Reinstating the democratic system

The extreme right and the adventurist lett have com-
mandecred the country, and in polarising the
depoliticised polity between them they have circum-
scribed the revival of mass democratic politics. But in
doing this they also share the common delusion that
they have destroyed mass democratic pelitics. In the
absence of any system of registering what people in
society want, this is clearly a premature conclusion.
Unfor tunatclv diplematic missions and country offices
of mternatlonal institutions also paztake of the same
feast. In September, when the five-party democratic
combine was preparing to launch a mass struggle
against the palace to force it to restore the Constitution
and the Parliament to its rightful status, there was a
frantic bout of diplomatic activity as the ambassadors
of India, the UK and the UsA rushed about the capital
to defuse what they considered to be a crisis. And the
so-called crisis was cventually resolved in favour of
the palace-military combine as pressure was brought
to bear on the parties, by these three countries currently
most active in the internal affairs of Nepal. In fact, the
concerned ambassadors extended their assurance to
the leaders of the agitation that they would impress
upon the king the need to restore the parliamentary
process. Of course, they omitted to mention a time frame
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for the restoration. Once again the parties which repre-
sent the political spectrum and are presumably the truc
representatives of the people again proved their naiveté
and their inability to sustain political activity even far
the purposes of setf-preservation.

Both internal ‘nationalist’ forces and international
‘democratic’” forces have assumed a recalcitrant agti-
tude to the restoration of the political process in Nepal.
The reasons are obvious. The extreme right, including
the institutions of international neo-liberalism, and the
extreme left, both share a paranoid fear of mass democ-
racy, and the current configuration is ideal for all anti-
democratic forces to abide b\,’ a common commitment to
keep parliamentary institutions defunct.

The belief shared by the palace, the Maoists and the
more powerful members of the international commu-
nity in Kathmandu, that parliamentary parties have
become defunct, is c.implv a by-product of their current
political expediency. The space for mass politics does
exist. The problem is that since influential 1 forces be-
lieve it does not exist, that becomes a self-fulfilling
prophecy as they deploy their influence to ensure that
it at least looks like it does not exist. This is one of the
main difficulties facing the beleaguercd parliamentary
forces in the current phase of amplified militarism. Po-
litical parties face a very difficult situation today. Mass
politics thrives on mass contact and if it is prevented
from reaching out to its defining constituency by the
reign of terror unleashed by militarised politics, the il-
lusion will be perpetuated that no ene needs mass poli-
tics any more. But the absence of mass politics currently
doces not signify the absence of the urgent need for mass
politics. In the countryside, the acceleration of the war
has revived faith in the political process because of the
ways in which the military process bears down on so-
ciety with such oppressive weight. Caught between two
sides whose sole objective is not to lose a war that they
are fighting in the belicf that they will win it, the ruml
populace has nowhere to turn to but the pOlltlLd] pro-
cess to articulate their interests,

In such a situation, and despite the opposition of
‘patriots” inside the country and “democrats” cutside
the country, political parties can play a major role if
they assess the balance of forces objectively, forge alli-
ances on the basis of a common minimum understand-
ing (just as the ‘other side” has done, jointly cultivate
the constituency for peace and parliamentary revival
and organise a non-violent movement against the cur-
rent and evolving autocracy. By doing so they will have
responded to a genuine need that exists but is not al-
lowed to be expressed. The sovercignty of the massces
was at least nominally established in 1990, Tt was taken
away in 2002-2003. To begin with, that nominal sover-
eignty can be restored through the same joint platform
that secured it for the first time a decade ago. Once they
have regained their native turf, the political parties can
then resume their ideological and poelitical rivalries in
parliamentary ways. ]
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Crisis beyond legality

Will constitutional amendment provide for the social and political
needs of the Nepali people and polity? Or a new constitution? And
by what procedure?

by Yash Ghai

epal is caught in what most people assume to

be a constitutional crisis. There are two aspects

to this crisis which need to be kept distinct.
The first, and the more transient, theugh it may tum
out to be the more problematic, is the result of the disso-
lution of the Housc of Representatives and the failure
to hold elections within six months of dissolution, as
stipulated by the 1990 Constitu tion. Consequently, the
country is presently, at best, operating under half or a
quarter of a Constitutien. Parliament
does not exist and therefore the validity
of government itself is questioned as
ministers must be drawn from parlia-
ment, except for a specified short period
that has already lapsed. Moreover there
can be no parliamentary accountability
of the cabinet. The present practice of
accountability to the king has no con-
stitutional legitimacy, nor any political
legitimacy. Article 127 (which provides
that the king may issue orders “neces-
sary to remove difficulties in bringing
the Constitution into force”} is too frag-
ile a feed to sustain the burden of the
governance of the country and cannot
act as life-support for the Constitution,
in the context of the collapse of the en-
tire parliamentary system that lies at
heart of the 1990 document.

The second crisis is about the legiti-
macy of the Constitution itself. The con-
flict of the last decade, by effectively dis-
abling the state from discharging its fun-
damental Constitutional obligations to

The present prac-
tice of account-
ability to the king
has no constitu-
tional legitimacy,
nor any political
legitimacy.

tion has its supporters, there is now a general
acknowledgement that it needs, at the least, to be re-
vised, if not replaced.

It is not self-cvident how the current Constitution
can be resurrected-—and without its resurrection there
seems to be no obvious way to return to constitutional
rule or to find means to tackle problems of reform and
national reconciliation. So paradoxically, while the
Constitution has some excellent provisions and with
reform can scrve as the vehicle for fu-
ture political and social developments,
it is clear that the procedure for its re-
vival and reform has to come from out-
side its own framework. At heart,
Nepal's problem is not constitutional
but socio-political—the present Con-
stitution contains the seeds of devel-
opment to respond to present anxicties
but they will not germinate without
political nourishing. Nepal necds a
process to draw up a consensus on its
vision of the future and te affirmitin a
national compact. Fortunately, that
possibility lies within Nepal's grasp.
There seems to be considerable consen-
sus on what necds to be done and on
the willingness to engage in a process
for this purpose. What is lacking is
agrecment on the procedure to achieve
this.

The reforms
The debate has, not surprisingly,
centred on the ability of the 1990 Con-

individuals and communities, has ren-

dered the Constitution meaningless. The roots of the
Maoist rebellion lay in their dissatisfaction with the
way the Constitution was framed, its orientation and
how it has operated. But there arc other groups as well
which are troubled by the lack of constitutional recog-
nition of national diversity or social justice, and which
consider that the state has been monopolised by high
caste and other privileged groups. While the Constitu-
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stitution to deal with sociai and politi-
cal problems facing Nepal. The vision of the Constitu-
tion is sufficientlv broad-ranging to encompass the as-
pirations of Nepal's different groups and communi-
ties. The difficulty lies in the technique. While a part of
the political settlement that ties behind the abandon-
ment of the Panchayat system and intreduction of multi-
party democracy was effected in the Constitution, some
other components, like inclusiveness and social jus-
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tice, were acknowledged but not incorporated in legal
forms that lend themselves casily to implementation or
enforcement. Constitutional reform now must ensure
the complete implementation of the 1990 settlement and
understandings explicit in the Constitution.

The claims and passions which now animate
Nepali politics are themselves the result of the limited
democratisation promoted by the 1990 Constitution.
Democracy does stir things up. Those who advocate
demacracy must accept that its ideology and aspira-
tions create new forms of consciousness, identity and
empowerment whose inclusion is necessary to achieve
tully the political and social benefits of democracy. The
striking thing for an outsider is the similarity in analy-
sis by the key protagenists of the problems facing Nepal
and the reforms necessary to solve them. To take the
matter forward it is necessary to assess the strengths
and weaknesses of the Constitution. The general as-
sessment may well be that that while the Constitution
has several good points, it needs important reforms in
some key respects.

First the good points. The document acknowledges
the supremacy of the people and pro-

cial relations”, accompanied by some remedial action
to alleviate discrimination against the disadvantaged,
contrasts with a constitutional approach based on
rights and entitlements. Some members of the Constitu-
tional Recommendation Cemmission considered that
too explicit a recognition of minorities would perpetu-
ate differences and might even lead to the break-up of
the country (while others were of the view that some
recognition was essential to ward off criticism that the
commission had ignored minorities). Indeed here we
have a major dilemma regarding the organisation of
the state in multi-ethnic societies. The answer lies per-
haps in a middle position, in which people’s multiple
identities are recognised for some purposes, but within
the overarching citizenship of the country.

Thus, while diversity and social justice are pre-
sented as key goals, they are insufficiently accommo-
dated in the Constitution. The foremost reform must
aim towards inclusiveness—bringing into state and
power structurcs communities that have hitherto been
excluded or marginalised. A review of the electoral sys-
tem is necessary to achieve this, although more vigor-
ous recruitment by political parties

claims the supremacy of the Constitu-
tion over laws (and presumably admin-
istrative policies and acts). It recognises
the ethnic and linguistic diversity of the
people (but not adequately the religious
diversity). It has a reasonable chapter
on fundamental rights with a special
concern for its enforcement. The Direc-
tive Principles of State Policy establish
important social and economic goals. It
seeks to insulate some critical state pow-
ers and functions from political control
orinfluence by vesting them in indepen-
dent commissions, authorities and of-
tices, such as conduct of clections, ap-
pointments to the judiciary, and ap-
pointments to and the management of
the public service. An independent

The 1990 Consti-
tution was princi-
pally concerned
with balancing the
interests of the
monarchy with
those of the politi-
cal parties. Hence
the interests to be
balanced were
limited

and the promotion of candidates from
the marginalised communities are also
necessary. The issue of the design of
the state cannot be avoided. There is
need for further democratisation
and participation through regional
decentralisation of state power to en-
hance democracy, development and
regional equity. Parliamentary govern-
ment, on which there appears to be very
wide consensus, should be strength-
ened through the clarification of rela-
tions between the king, the government
and the legislature (and perhaps by
removing immunity for acts done by
the moenarch in the exercise of his pub-
lic functions - Articles 32 and 36.1 -
and restricting some of his rule-mak-

court system has the powers of judicial

review and the authority to maintain the rule of law. A
constitutional council exists to ensure independent ap-
pointments to sensitive state posts such as that of the
chief justice and auditor-general. The Constitution sets
up an independent authority to investigate abuse of
office, including corruption, with powers of prosecu-
tion. Recognising that democracy is not possible with-
out national and democratically run political parties, it
provides for the regulation of political parties.

Now to the weaknesses. An overriding goal of the
Constitution, besides the celebration of diversity, is
national unity and the political integration—an objec-
tive which is to be achieved by * pmm()tlng healthy and
cordial social relations amongst the various religious
groups, castes and classes, communities and linguistic
groups...” (Article 26.2). The approach of “cordial so-
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ing powers, eg, Articles 39, 40.

While these reforms may satisty supporters of con-
stitutional monarchy (who are numerous), they may be
resisted by two groups on the opposite ends of the spec-
trum—the royalists who may consider that they under-
mine the institution of the monarchy and Maoists, who
have been opposced to the very notion of monarchy and
want a republic. The parliamentary system, on which
there scems to be universal consensus, also needs
‘stabiliscrs’ to ensure stability and effectiveness of gov-
ernment (lacking in some measure so far). This might
perhaps be achieved firstly by adopting the German
method of the “constructive vote of no confidence”—
which requires the motion of no confidence to nomi-
nate the successor prime minister——and secondly by
restricting, if it is possible, the fragmenting of political
parties. The status and role of armed and defence forces



should be defined with greater clarity, emphasising the
commitment to the security of individuals and commu-
nities and the principle of civilian control. Another
imperative s social justice, particularly the removal of
the severe economic discrimination against dalits and
indigenous communities and affirmative action tor a
transitional period. The greater participation and inte-
gration of women, who do not enjoy full equality with
men under the Constitution, in the political and eco-
nomic spheres brings together many of these objec-
tives—inclusiveness, social justice and participation—
and must be a priority for reform.

All this may seem to constitute a new and radical
agenda. But the truth is that this agenda is drawn from
the Constitution itself. The Constitution recognises cth-
nic and linguistic diversity but enly partially provides
for its incorporation (and, in disregard of religious di-
versity, makes the state ‘tlindu’). The Constitution up-
holds the equality of all citizens and prohibits discrimi-
nation on the basis of the various factors that constitute
the diversity of Nepal. Every community is guaranteed
the right to conserve and promote its language, script,
culture and religion (Articles 18 and 19). The Constitu-
tion commits the state to “promote the conditions of
welfare on the basis of the principles of open society by
establishing a just system in all aspects of the national
lite, including social, economic and political, while at
the same time, protecting the life, property and liberty
of the general public” {Article 25.15.

The state is committed to eliminating “all types of
economic and social inequalities which is possible
through the establishment of harmony amongst the
various castes, tribes, religions, languages, cotour and
communities” {Article 25.3), and to pursuing affirma-
tive action (Article 26.11). Another Constitutional com-
mitment, to promote democracy, is “the maximum par-
ticipation of the people in the governance of the coun-
try through the medium of decentralisation of adminis-
tration” (Article 25.4). The Constitution places special
emphasis on gender equity. Not only is the
maximisation of opportunities for women in the “task
of national development”a state policy (Article 26.7),
but a specific method—albeit in the event relatively in-
effective—is prescribed for the political representation
of women: at least 5 per cent of the candidates of any
party for efections to the House of Representatives must
be women (Article 134).

The proposed provisions would make the Constitu-
tion not merely a political instrument to allocate power
among state institutions, but alse the social charter that
so many people want it to be, responding to their sense
of identity and the quest for justice. According to the
chair of the Constitution Recommendations Commis-
sion of 1990, 95 percent of the suggestions to the com-
mission related to culture, language and religion. Per-
haps these were not seen as retevant to the Constitu-
tion then; certainly they are not proportionately reflected
in it. These social dimensions provide a wonderful vi-
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sion of Nepal: the richness of many traditions and cul-
tures, the recognition of the several identities its citi-
zens carry, vet its diverse communities united in their
common allegiance and loyaity to Nepal, and all com-
mitted to establish a demacratic, open and just society.
It seems that there is more or less a national consensus
on this vision. The challenge of reform is to turn it into
reality.

The procedure

If outsiders are struck by the broad consensus on te-
forms that are required, they are equally struck {and
surprised) by the lack of a consensus on the procedure
for reform, including the method of return to constitu-
tional rule. On the former, differences revolve around
twao principal options. The first {which has the support
of the king, the present government and most political
parties) is to secure reforms through amendments to
the present Constitution using the amendment proce-
dure provided in Article 116. The other view (held par-
ticularly by the Maoists and minorities) is that reforms
should take place through a constituent assembly. The
difference on procedure can become a real stumbling
black to reform. So what hangs on the difference?

What hangs on the difference are the scope of change
and the dynamics of the procedure. 1t may be possible,
at a technical level, to improve the Constitution suffi-
ciently to accommodate the concerns of most groups.
But the procedure has its own dynamics, and may le-
gally or practically restrict the scope of change, privi-
lege some groups at the expense of others, and affect
peaple’s consciousness of the new dispensation. This
involves the scope of change. The power of parliament
to amend the Constitution is restricted by Article 116.1,
which states that an amendment bill “must not be de-
signed to frustrate the spirit of the P’reamble of this Con-
stitution”. This formulation has resonances with the
judicially developed doctrine of “basic features” of the
Constitution which the Indian Supreme Court has used
to contrel the amendment powers of the Indian pariia-
ment. Presumably the Nepali courts would have the
authority to examine whether an amendment violates
this restriction.

What may be said to constitute the “spirit of the
Preamble”? From the phraseo]og}-' of the Preamble, the
following principles could be identified as the basis of
the Constitution: (a} people as the source of sovereignty;
{b) guarantees of basic human rights to every citizen;
(¢) social, pelitical and economic justice for the people;
(d) adult franchise; {¢) parliamentary system of govern-
ment; (f) multi-party democracy; {g) constitutional mon-
archy; (h) an independent and competent system of jus-
tice; and (i) fraternity and the bond of unity on the basis
of hberty and equality. Some of these principles are not
egasy to demarcate, but there was some common under-
standing of them in the struggle for reform in 1990,

For the present purposes it will suffice to say that
looking at the present consensus on reform described
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above, the only problematic area is constitutional mon-
archy, which precludes the republican option favoured
by the Maoists. Their present position may be less rigid
now and a truly constitutional monarchy of the kind
implied in the preceding discussion may be acceptable
to them. But of course, Article 116.1 does preclude some
kinds of change. There also remains the difficult ques-
tion of what meaning might be ascribed to “amend-
ment”. Tndian courts {and some academic authorities)
have taken the position that “amendment” cannot cover
wholesale changes to the Constitution (although some
countries, such as Guyana and Fiji, have relied on
“amendment” to introduce entirely new constitutions).
If the narrower view of “amendment” were adopted,
this would impose a restriction on changes (though
perhaps only the principle of constitutional monarchy
Is potentially a sticking point).

The constituent assembly approach would not start
with any restriction of this kind. It would, moreover,
start with a clean slate. This is its at-

direct voice to other organised groups as well. It would
be clearly based on people’s sovereignty and more likely
to educate the people in the niceties of constitution en-
gineering and thus more likely to secure legitimacy. But
the process could take a longer time and there is some
risk that with too many claimants staking their
demands, and the dominant forces somewhat
marginalised in the assembly, those forces would re-
sist a new Constitution, inside or outside the assembly,
perhaps successtully. On the other hand, the constitu-
ent assembly may have a greater capacity to fashion a
genuinely national consensus if all key interests arce
represented, putting a closure on constitutional con-
troversies.

There is of course no one method that a constituent
assembly has to follow and the opportunities and threats
vary with the precise method used. For example, the de-
gree of popular participation depends.on how the draft
constitution is prepared. If it is prepared by a committee
of the assembly (as happened in India),

traction to its supporters, and the flaw
to its opponents. Those who favour the
1990 political settlement with the nec-
essary adjustments outlined above are
afraid that a constituent assembly may
open a Pandora’s Box and the funda-
mentals of that settlement may be
thrown out. The constituent assembly
procedure is, for them, too open ended
and too prone to be hijacked, and they
prefer the parliamentary route of reform
through amendment. There may well
be anxieties about popularising poli-
tics, which could result from a broad
participatory process. On the other
hand, those who advocate a constitu-
ent assembly fear that the elites who
dominate parliament and fashioned the
1990 settlement as reflected in the Con-

Perhaps the
easiest way to
break the logjam
may be for the
king to convene
a roundtable
which will take
the process at
least to the point
where a constitu-
tional commis-
sion is set up.

people’s participation may not be much
greater than in a parliamentary process.
It is also possible to have an indepen-
dent and expert commission with the
task of preparing a draft for the con-
stituent assembly, after full consultation
with the people.

The constitutional recommenda-
tion commission seems to be a well-
tested device in Nepal and it is likely
that its use would bridge, at least to
some cxtent, the differences between
the two approaches. Such a commis-
ston, provided it was sufficientlv re-
flective of national diversity, could pro-
vide the forum for public participation
and promote a nation-wide debate on
the ills of and cures for the constitu-
tional order. Its report and recommen-
dations must reflect the recommenda-

stitution may not adopt the necessary
reforms. Once the framework of Article
116 is accepted, there would be no way to force change
on parliament. [t is therefore useful to look at the dy-
namics of the two approaches.

The parliamentary procedure would put a premium
on a consensus among political partics (which for the
most part they seem to have developed). It is probable
that political issues would prevail over the social and
economic ones. There may also be a propensity to re-
tain power at the centre. The king would have consid-
erable leverage over the process and outcome, as he is
given a (limited) veto. He can refuse to assent to the
amendments and force the two houses of parliament to
reconsider them. Only if they can send the same or an-
other bill to the king, supported in a fresh vote again by
a majority of at least two-thirds of the members, would
he be compelled to assent.

The constituent assembly would give a greater
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tions of the public. In this way, the de-
mands that the review process must engage the people
and provide the basis for national reconciliation can be
met short of a constituent assembly.

The prospects of the process would depend on the
degree of prior agreement on the objectives of review
and the values and principles that must inform the new
or amended constitution. Indeed a substantial degree
of agreement should be the pre-condition for the start of
the process. Fortunately, although there may not be to-
tal consensus, it seems that there is enough to prevent
this from being a major problem. The differences that
remain can be negotiated during the review process
when an environment of understanding, goodwill and
compromise will have developed.

If the device of prior agreement on the pre-condi-
tions and the appointment of a constitutional commis-
sion can bridge the differences between the parliamen-
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tary and constitutient assembly routes, then does it mat-
ter which approach js adopted? Perhaps it does. A con-
stituent assembly has the great merit that it can be
organised to truly reflect the full diversity of the nation.
Groups which are not adequately represented in par-
liament—and they include the Maoists—need to be
present as participants at the moment of the birth of the
new constitutional order. The 1990 Constitution was
principally concerned with balancing the interests of
monarchy with those of the political parties, and so the
interests to balance were limited. Now the larger agenda
has raised a multiplicity of issues which require wider
participation to balance competing interests. The char-
acter of a constitution as a compact among its people
and communities is marked more appropriately through
negotiations and in a constituent assembly than in the
less inclusive forum of parliament. And there is of course
the additional difficulty that there is no parliament now
to which the nation can turn.

Doctrine of necessity
First, all the key interests groups must come together. A

liament and reliance on the procedures of the Constitu-
tion to ratify agreements towards reform.

Perhaps the easiest way to break the logjam may be
for the king to convenc a roundtable which will take
the process at least to the point where a constituticnal
commission is set up, which means that decisions on
the goals and scope of reform and subsequent proce-
dures have been agreed on. A constituent assembly may
be the best mechanism for the examination and adop-
ton of the Constitution draft—even if violence contin-
ues. The assembly could be composed of the members
of the dissolved parliament, and representatives of
Maoists, women, dalits, minorities and other social and
economic groups nominated or elected by their own
organisations. It would be highly desirable in that case
that the Constitution is adopted before the next gencral
clections, so that the next general elections can bring
the Constitution into effect. Otherwise the implementa-
tion of the Constitution could be delayed by scveral
years as the new parliament runs its course.

Some way should be found to give legal effect to the
agreement of the roundtable. People will need assur-
ance not only that all parties are com-

pre-condition for such a meeting is
the cessation of violence. An effec-
tive ceasefire will open several op-
tions. Therefore the first priority is a
truce and an undertaking by all in-
terest groups to pursue a settlement
only by peaceful and, if necessary,
sustained negotiations. They must
agree to negotiate in good faith and
be prepared to make concessions.
The groups must also undertake to
respect the human rights of all indi-
viduals and communities. Negotia-
tions cannot take place in an atmo-
sphere of violence or the threat of vio-
lence.

Even with a truce, the way for-
ward is contested. The lack of a par-
liament and with no casy way to con-

The longer the im-
passe and the gov-
ernance of the
country through
arrangements in-
compatible with the
Constitution, the
greater is the threat
to the very notion of
constitutionalism
and rule of law.

mitted to it but also that no one will
be able to disregard, violate or scuttle
it. One way to do this would be for the
king to issue a legislative instrument
containing the agreement. Better still,
parliament might be reconvened for
the express, and sole, purpose of en-
trenching the agreement in the Con-
stitution (and authorising resources
for its implementation) which would
give a high degree of guarantee.

Is such a procedure legally pos-
sible? Yes, most probably. If the
roundtable is able to agree on the pro-
cedure and if the procedure and ob-
jectives of review are close to the spirit
of the present Constitution, either of
the above measures will carry the

vene another, the breakdown in the

talks between the government and the Maoists, the de-
clining legitimacy of the king, and the refusal of politi-
cal parties to engage in constitutional talks without the
recall of parliament make a meeting exceedingly diffi-
cult. But it is not impossible. There are various options
to emerge from the present predicament. The king could
convene a meeting of all the groups to discuss the way
forward. If the invitation is sent to a sufficiently wide
spectrum of organisations representing social and po-
litical diversity, a recalcitrant group will find it hard to
stay out. This meeting could be the first of a series of
roundtables until agreement is reached on all aspects
of the review process. (The roundtable could also agree
on the running of the government in the interim, as the
South Africans did pending a final constitutional settle-
ment). Another possibility is the restoration of the par-

force of law under the doctrine of ne-
cessity which recognises deviations from the strictly
fegal rules and procedures if that is the only way to
preserve the integrity of the state, or ensure order and
stability so that the security of the people is safeguarded.
[t is obvious that in the present circumstances, the strict
constitutional and legal procedures cannot be followed.
Steps must therefore be taken to return to constitutional
rule as speedily as possible. These steps must involve
the Maoists and probably other non-parliamentary
groups as well to ensure that the agreement is adhered
to. No other steps seem as likely to facilitate the return
to constitutionality. The Supreme Court in all probabil-
ity will endorse the agreement under the doctrine of
necessity. To strengthen the legal basis of whichever of
the two procedures is followed, the Supreme Court
might be requested to give an advisory opinton on this
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matter after the steps proposed here have been taken.

While the nation waits for talks about talks, it is
unnecessary that the debate on reform be suspended.
The debate should be initiated now by those interested
in reform. Political parties, civil society, academics, etc,
can promote the debate, prepare materials for civic edu-
cation on constitutional issues, including an analysis
of the present Constitution, and distribute papers on
options for reform. In this way, when the roundtable
meets, its members will be well briefed and so will the
public when the Constitution Commission begins to
collect public views. Civil society can in the meanwhile,
building a peace movement, continue its pressure on
key interests groups to begin negotiations.

Trudging the possible

Nepal necds desperately to get out of its political
immobilisation. Yet this is a good moment to seize the
opportunity for a durable political settlement. People
are weary of the war and hunger for peace and normal-
ity in their lives. The major interest groups are willing
to enter into negotiations. There is sufficient consensus
on reforms and the need to engage people in the review
process sa that a deal can be struck quickly. An early
settlement of the potitical crisis will enable Nepal to
resume social development and economic growth, and

to ensure physical and psychotogical security to the
people.

There are very considerable dangers in the continu-
ance of the political and constitutional impasse. The
longer the impasse and the governance of the country
through arrangements incompatible with the Consti-
tution, the greater is the threat to the very notion of con-
stitutionalism and rule of law, so hard fought for. With
every day that passes, the culture of violence strikes
deeper roots. Numerous lives are lost and communities
destroyed needlessly as the impasse continues. The role
and influence of the army will increase and its con-
cerns and demands will constitute another set of is-
sues that will need to be negotiated, making a political
scttlement that much harder. Polarisation within soci-
ety will increasce. It is almost certain, given the dynam-
ics of multi-cthnic societies, that minorities and other
marginalised communities will lose patience and esca-
late their demands and will perhaps resort to violence
of their own. Society will become more militarised. The
economy will continue to decline, bringing further suf-
fering and despair to the people. The continuing im-
passe and the lack of energy or willingness to break out
of it will diminish the ability of the king to fashion and
supervise consensus building. History and the people
of Nepal will then judge their leaders very harshly. &
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Onthe Road with the FARC

ON A foggy morning in mid-February, a single-engine
Cessna Caravan 208 carrying four US military contrac-
tors and one Colombian army pilot was flying over the
southern jungles of Colombia. The contractors were on
a reconnaissance mission — searching out coca fields
and the secret camps of the hemisphere’s largest rebel
group, the Revolutionary Armed Forces of Colombia,
better known as the FARC.

As jobs went, this seemingly dangerous mission was
fairly routine for these experienced contractors. The
pilot would climb through the thick cloud cover, and
the contractors would use high-powered aerial cam-
eras to photograph drug-producing areas allegedly
under the control of the rebels. The US and Colombian
authoritics would use this re-
con to fumigate the guerrillas’
lifeline, the coca crops, and per-
haps stage some military as-
sault on the group. The United
States also uses infrared tech-
nology on the airplanes to lo-
cate insurgent command posts.

Somewhere in this flight,
however, something went ter-
ribly wrong, and the Colom-
bian pilo't had to crash-land into
the side of a mountain. By the
time the authorities arrived at
the site, they found the plane
riddled with rounds from an M-
60 machine gun, with all five
of the men missing. Two of
them, one American and the
other Colombian, were later
found dead. They’'d been shot
in the head and the chest. Three
others had vanished.

Since that day, the United
States has sent in more than 100
Special Forces soldiers, and the

The United States has
sent more than USD 2
billion to Colombia in the
last four years, most of it
in the form of military hard-
ware, intelligence equip-
ment, and training.

rebeis, the primary target of this mik-
tary assistance.

The man thought to have captured
the three US contractors resembles an
elf. He has a little round head, short legs, and a skull-
hugging haircut. He likes to wear a camouflage base-
ball hat, and he gives orders in a rubbery, monotone
voice. His soldicrs look a lot like he does: sturdy peas-
ant farmers who have filtered into the ranks of the FARC
by the thousands, especially in the last few vears. The
rebel group’s membership has climbed to close to 20,000
troops. When [ last saw him, Jose Benito Cabrera, better
known as “Fabian Ramirez”, walked around his jungle
camp with the slow, methodical pace of a general. He
was obviously not in a hurry. Nor was his “movement”,
the name he and the rest of the guerrilias like fo use for
the FARC. He was happy, even jovial during those days
[ spent with him.

Tt was late February 2002
Fabian had recently been pro-
moted to the Estado Mayor, the
twenty-seven-member com-
mand structure of the guerril-
las. And his troops had just
played a major role in breaking
up a three-year-long peace pro-
cess the 'ARC had been carry-
ing out with the government. A
week earlicr, a special unit un-
der Fabian’s command had hi-
jacked a commercial airplane,
forced it to land on a major high-
way, , kidnapped one of the
passengers (a prominent sena-
tor), then streaked inte a 16,000-
square-mile area the govern-
ment had handed over to the
guerrillas to hold the peace
talks. The audacious act had
been carried out with james
Bond-like precision: In order
for the plane to land safely,
guerrillas on the ground had cut
some of the trees on the side of

total number of US personnel
in Colombia has briefly climbed above 400 for the first
time since people started keeping tabs. But rescue ef-
forts have faltered. In late March, another US recon
plane smashed into the side of a mountain just miles
from where the first went down. The second crash killed
the three ‘US contractors aboard.

The sudden loss of life has turned a boondoggle
into a quagmire. The United States has sent more than
USD 2 billion to Colombia in the last four years, most of
it in the form of military hardware, intelligence equip-
ment, and training. But during that time period, they've
lost several airplanes and close to thirty helicopters.
What's more, the atd has had little real impact on the

the road.

One day later, in a national address to the nation,
Colombia’s President Andres Pastrana called off the
peace process. The president said the FARC was using
the 16,000-squarc-mile area to stockpile weapons, hold
kidnap victims, run guns-for-drugs deals, and launch
attacks on neighbouring villages. And he was right.
Following his speech, the president ordered bombing
raids and sent thousands of troops to the area amidst
great fanfare and press coverage.

But Fabian’s soldiers secemed as if they'd been pre-
paring for this for several years. Within hours after the
triumphant return of Colombia’s military, Fabian’s siz-
able group of urban and rural militias had successfully
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to the middle class professionals and small shop own-
ers. Soon this middle class turned against the FARC and
began supporting the paramilitary groups emerging in
the war-torn zones. Drug trafficking led to corruption.
Over time, money threatened to replace politics as the
guerrillas’ reason for being. It’s an internal battle that
continues to this day. But in the beginning, the new
resources bolstered the confidence of the guerrilla lead-
ers, and they became steadily more ambitious. Tna 1982
national conference, the FARC planned an cight-year
strategy to take over the country. Guerrilla command-
ers called for the creation of an army of 30,000 troops
and added the words “Army of the People”, or EE to
their name. They said they would take to the offensive
and slowly surround the country’s major cities. To ad-
vance this strategy, the FARC launched
a peace process with the Colombian
government during which it created a
political party of its own. The rebels
called the party the Patriotic Union, or
UP.

Fabian Ramirez joined the FARC in
the early 1980s, the time when the guer-
rillas were negotiating peace with the

political power. With the cease-fire the FARC had
brokered with the government, the guerrillas were or-
ganizing the UP in the open. In rural townships and
villages all over the country, guerrilla soldiers spread
their message. In cities, rebel politicians talked on the
radio and television and gave interviews for the news-
papers. In its first clection in 1986, the UT elected 24
provincial deputies and 275 municipal council repre-
sentatives. The party also elected three senators and
four congressional representatives. The winners in-
cluded two active guerrillas, though not everyone in
the UP or even every candidate of the Ul was a member
of TARC. In fact, the vast majority of its members were
simply inspired leftists who thought the UP represented
a political alternative and a means toward peaceful rec-
onciliation. In the first presidential elec-
tions two months later, the UP garnered
nearly four percent of the vote, maore than
any leftist party in the history of Colom-
bia.

While the FARC talked peace and
pushed politics in public, behind the
scenes rebel leaders were preparing for
more war. Despite their electoral show-

government and creating the UP; in the
years prior, he'd grown steadily more
radical. It's easy to see why. He went to
a Jesuit school in a rural village of the
southern province of Caqueta, not too
far from where the US plane would
crash many years later. Caqueta was
Colombia’s Wild West. Aside from a
few clected officials, the government
had little presence in the area. And
while the church may have run the
schools, leftist guerrillas and drug traf-
fickers ran the villages. The drug traf-
fickers employed people; the FARC was

When Fabian
joined, rebels
like Mono Jojoy
were in the
shadows, and
the FARC was at
the height of its
political power.

ing and their rising support amongst
non-rebels, the guerrillas did not give up
their arms and continucd with the eight-
year plan to build an army and surround
the cities. UD? offices were often con-
verted into recruiting centres and poli-
ticking guerrilla soldiers frequently
brought back more than votes. In the pe-
riod of the UP’s greatest popularity, the
FARC doubled in size. Some UP mem-
bers abandened the party because of this
dangerous strategy. But many stayed
with the UP. It would cost some their
lives — rightwing paramilitarics work-

the law. Most of the kids went one way

or the other, one of Fabian’s former classmates remem-
bered. “I became a drug trafficker”, he nonchalantly
told me, “Fabian, well, he joined the FARC”.

The stout and energetic Fabian became part of the
X1v Front. The guerrillas are split into fronts or columns.
These fronts are part of six regional “blocs” that an-
swer to what's known as the “Secretariat”, or leader-
ship council. Since even before Fabian's time, the X[V
Front has been one of the FARC's biggest money-mak-
ers. Under the command of a pudgy-faced, rotund com-
mander known as Mono Jojoy, the XIV institutional-
ized the drug tax, or the gramaje, as it's known. It quickly
becamc the single most important source of income for
the guerrillas, and the X1v became one of the most influ-
ential fronts. For his part, Mono Jojoy would rise quickly
through the ranks and soon symbolize everything that’s
wrong with the FARC.

But when Fabian joined, rebels like Mone Jojoy were
in the shadows, and the TARC was at the height of its

10

ing closcly with the Colombian military
would not tolerate the gains of the UP. In a wholesale
political slaughter, they wiped out an estimated 3,000
to 4,000 party activists. This ended the FARC's political
experiment. And as peace talks fell apart in 1987, it
was clear the guerrillas were gearing up for one thing:
a protenged war,

Despite its Marxist-Ieninist roots, the FARC is more
Maoist than anything clse. It's primarily rural in char-
acter. The guerrillas, even their lcaders, come from peas-
ant backgrounds. Manucl “Sureshot” Marulanda came
from a coffee-growing famity, and he was a smali shop
owner hefore sectarian violence ripped across the coun-
try and carried him with it. I started to look for a solu-
tion,” he once said of the beginnings of La Violencia.
“Already you heard people saying, "Who do we get?
Who will join us? Guns? Where are the guns, and how
do we pet them? 1f we stay quiet, they’re going to kill us
all’, we couldn’t take any more punishment”. More than
200,000 people died during La Violencia, most at the
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that was already languishing in extreme poverty. When
financial success becomes the sole criterion to judge
one’s station in life, dowry death, abduction for ran-
som, and banditry are its inevitable consequences. The
Harshad Mehtas of the world dupe investors, and the
Laloos feast on fodder, their difference is only on how
they made their lucre. Both display the samc trait cele-
brated by Ayn Rand—individual initiative for person-
al benefit. Perhaps it is the blind adoption of the World
Bank and International Monctary Fund’s conditions
that has put Pakistan and Nepal towards the bottom
level of the UNDP Human Development Index, as the
only two non-African states to have performed so mis-
erably Perhaps there is some connection there with the
fact that [slamabad and Kathmandu embraced the
Structural Adjustment Programmes and free-market
fundamentalism of the Bretton Woods sisters most en-
thusiastically.

The situation looks so bleak that no escape from the
enveloping darkness scerns possible. But escape we must.
It is going to be a long wait if we are to wait for the prole-
tariat to shrug off its own leaders. The middle-class has
to reform itself if the region of 1.4 billion is to have any
future. There is only one approach towards this daunt-
ing challenge, with faith in Gramsci’s aphorism: “Pessi-

mism of the intellect, and optimism of the wili”.

South Asia needs ta read its history as that of the
clash of classes, not of religions, cultures, creeds, castes
as a social category proba-
bly owes its origin to the political cconomy of Aryan
expansion into the Ganga plains and the Deccan. The
Subcontinental bourgeoisic has to accept the multiplic-
ity of languages within national boundaries as wholly
arbitrary. It has to leamn to control the greed of the few
and pay more attention to the needs of the many. There
is nothing new here, Gandhi said it all in one word—
Swaraj. [t is the self-rule free from the trappings of
Macaulay and Ayn Rand that will release this region
from the misery of its own making.

It is politics that creates the environment for change,
and the politicisation of the subcontinental middle-
class must be the number onc priority of anyone inter-
ested in saving the reg_,ion from self-destruction. As Rosa
Luxemburg put it, “it’s either socialism or barbarism”.

The core has to shift to the left if it is not to destroy
itself by raping sisters, burning brides, killing foctuses
of daughters, and exporting pampered sons abroad to
become non-resident bigots remitting fascism ba(k
home.

-CK Lal
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"I have nothing but contempt for the covert agencies...”

Lone on the phone.

Has the Hurriyat split? If yes, which faction is legiti-
mate and which is renegade?

[n the absence of a registering authority for parties,
like the election commission of Pakistan or India, any
person can claim to have split a party. The Hurriyat
has not split. Only the people of Kashmir can judge
who is a traitor and what constitutes betrayal. Neither
the media, not the political establishments of India and
Pakistan have any say in it. It is exclusively a domain
of the Kashmir people.

Who mastersninded the split?

This perception of split suits covert agencivs on both
sides of the border. The so-called split could be a joint
venture of these covert agencies or ¢lse a solo venture
by one agency with the other facilitating the process.
The truth is, this whole thing could not have been done
without the implicit or tacit cooperation of both the
agencies,

Is there any individual that could claim to be the true
leader of Kashmiris?

No there is no single lcader, but that is nothing spe-
cial. Diffusion of leadership is not just a Kashmiri but
South Asian phenomenon, The era of solo performers
such as the Bhutto, Gandhi or the Sheikh families is
over. In Kashmir there is an added dimension. India
and Pakistan use their resources to thrust leaders on
the people.

You had accused the 1SI of masterminding the murder of
your father. Are you still sure?

At the spur of the moment I did accuse them. Till
date, 1 do not have any proof to substantiate it. Having
said that, I would not be surprised if they wcere involved.
1 do not feel that the IS], or for that matter RAW, is sa-
cred. Ihave nothing but contempt far all the covert agen-
cies, especially in South Asia. More than anybody clse
they have harmed the citizens of their own countries
whom they purport to defend.

What do you have against elections in Kashntir?

1 am not against the concept, but against the Indian
viewpoint that clections are a substitufe for plebiscite.
People elected to administer the state should not be
marketed as political leaders ta decide the future of
Kashmir.

What is the role of Lashkar and Jaish in the struggle of
Kashmiris?
Lashkar and Jaish are the products of those coun-

16

SAJJAD LONE became the chairman of the Jammu and Kashmir People's Conference
after the assassination of his father Abdul Ghani Lone on 21 May 2002 in Srinagar. He is
married to the daughter of Amanullah Khan, the head of the Jammu Kashmir Liberation
Front. Lone's party is represented in the Executive Council of the All Parties Hurriyat
Conference (APHC). Islamabad journalist Mohammad Shehzad talked to 36-year old

tries that have glamourised violence by ignoring poli-
tics. The onus of diluting, marginalising or eliminating
the role of violent elements is on [ndia. If they accept
there is a problem and engage political elements, the
violent clements will simply be crowded out.

Who is presently targeting civilian Kashiniris?

All the violent elements in Kashmir are targeting
civilians. This is the truth and the truth.

Is militancy a solution to the Kashmir issue?

Militancy has helped in the past in highlighting an
issue that was almost forgotten, the unresolved Kash-
mir dispute. However, continued militancy could prove
counterproductive. Whichever way you turn the prism,
militancy is detested throughout the waorld. It is un-
wise to get excited by the gains of militancy at the local
level and ignare the negative political impact it has
around the world.

How do you sce the role of Pakistan television vis-d-7is
the Kaslunir issue?

It is negative. PTV has emerged as a biased mouth-
picce out of tune with the cra of media invasion. Their
newsroom is a hub of fiction. It is difficult to tell wheth-
er one is watching PTV drama serials or watching v
news. They don't report, they create.

How do you look at India’s confidence building mea-
sures announced on 22 October?

On the face of it they do leok innocent and harm-
less. But including humanitarian issues like the treat-
ment of Pakistani children was petty and mean, and
PPakistan merely mimicked India in its repsonse. Hu-
manitarian issues are better left to the people of India
and Pakistan. Overall it does scem that India has not
been able to convince Pakistan that they mean busi-
ness,

Do you think India and Pakistan can sort out theirprob-
leins ou their oton?

Never. Third party facilitation or supervision or
participation or coercion is an imperative in trying to
resolve the Kashmir issue.

What do you think is wrong with the approach of India
and Pakistan to Kaslunir?

Over 35 years after independence, their behaviour
is a matter of shame for every South Asian. [rrespective
of their public postures, both the countries are averse to
the idea of allowing Kashmiris to choose their own
destiny. :
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