











REsnonse

The ironies of history

IN HER intcresting article “A Resting
Place for the Imagination” (Himal Sep-
tember 2003), Parvati Raman discuss-
es the meanings of the term ‘diaspora’.
She joins issue with what she inter-
prets as my “questioning of the legiti-
macy of diasporic identities” in the case
of South African Indians in my essay ‘Diasporic dispo-
sitions’ (Himal December 2 J(]Z) There is much to both
agree and disagree with in her article and [ welcome a
preductive and historically informed debate on what
analytical and political meanings the much used, and
abused, category ‘diaspora’ have today.

Let mc start by assuring Raman that mv intention in
the admittedly polemical essay under discussion was
never to question the “legitimacy” of diasporic identi-
ties as genuinely held political-cultural identitics, and
even less to assume the existence of any “authentic di-
asporic subject” modelled on the

an earlv point in time, an alert and interested audience
for news of India (still reported on one page in the old
Durban based weekly The Leader). They embraced the
anti-coloniatl 1deolow\ and the new ‘Indianness’ which
arose in the twentieth century, articutated first and fore-
most by a Gujarati Hindu, Mohandas Gandhi. The fam-
ily histories of Gujaratis 1 know in South Africa have

not been related to me as storie~ of loss o isplace-
ment, but as stories of daring and 23+ ¢ = -rtx:““‘w

under adverse circumstances, crowned by success and
affluence becausc of thrift and hard work.

Even more interestingly, the framing of such stories
in terms of ‘diaspora’ is a very recent phenomenon,
conditioned by the fact that the foundational and hege-
monic narrative of post-apartheid South Africa is that
of a suffering people. The history of Indians has, ac-
cordingly, been framed as a homogenous story of loss,
displacement and suffering, ie, a standardised version
of the history of indentured labourers. There is a- fur-
ther irony in the fact that this version of the South Afri-
can Indian history, which has been

Jewish experience, as Raman claims,
My intention was to demonstrate the
profound irony that resides in the fact
that those of Indian origin in Seuth
Africa today who most eagerly em-
brace a diasporic identity organised
around a central theme of loss, of dis-
placement (not migration} from the
motherland,-and of gvercoming
hardships in their new land of resi-
dence are those who suffered the
least.

Imagined woes s

claborated and painstakingly docu-
mented by generations of progressive
and non-racial intellectuals, today is
cagerly embraced and apprepriated
by the most conservative and commu-
nal, and even racist, forces in the ‘In-
dian’ community in Seuth Africa,
The second intention of my cssav
was to show how problematic the
encounter with the actually existing
India is for many South African Indi-
ans who embark on roots tourism
with only vague ideas of the Subcon-
tinent. Raman is absolutely correct in

Although the Gujarati passenger In-

dians suffered under the racist governance in Durban
and clsewhere, their predicament bears no resemblance
to the plight of the indentured labourers from 1860 on-
wards. The nature of the predominantly Gujarati mi-
gration to various parts of Africa and elsewhere from
the nincteenth century onwards can best be described
as driven by transnational familial cconomic strategies
of trade. Gujaratis in the region, including South Afri-
¢a, have maintained close links with Gujarat through
religious institutions, ties, marriages, regular visits, and
50 On.

There is no doubt that India, and more specifically
Gujarat, was, and remains, absolutely vital to the iden-
tities of these relatively affluent groups. In fact, that sig-
nificance is much more than just as a resting place of
the imagination but as the very origin of the cultural
practices, language and moral habitus of these com-
munities. This pattern of sustained contact and inter-
dependence was true of the period Raman deals with,
as well as during the apartheid era and after.

The same environment of transnational Gujaratis
and some north Indian migrants also provided; from
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pointing out that this is a broader and
more general problem of what [ would cali transna-
tional populations. It is also true, as Raman suggests,
that a large part of the elite and middle-class in India
and other countries in the Subcontinent have a very
problematic relationship with the realitics of their own
countries.

There is no doubt that a growing resentment against
the poor, and the ‘backward Musiims’, have heen cen-
tral motives in the widespread middle class adoption
of a hard-headed Hindu nationalist rhetoric in India.
However, my intention was to question the existence of
any “authentic diasporic subject”. The people described
in my essay (and many other similar accounts) are all
descendants of indentured labourers who left the Sub-
continent lured by the prospect of a new life across the
kala pani.

For these people, success in life in South Africa has
been accompanied by & desire to learn about their own
origins. [ am not questioning the legitimacy of this de-
sire. On the contrary, the search for some kind of au-
thenticity—to be found in a sense of history, in religion,
in music or other practices—is a crucial force in human
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life and something that necds to be understood and
appreciated by anyone dealing with identity questions.
What [ tried to show is that for these South African
Indians, an ‘India’ of the imagination is a more etiec-
tive touchstone of authenticity than the physical reali-
ties of the Republic of India of the 1990s.

I agree with Raman that instead of assuming
“diasporic sentiments” to be a natural or unproblemat-
ic constant, we need to investigate what the ‘homeland’
or ‘Indianness’ has meant at various junctures. As his-
torians or anthropologists, our job is to bring to light
the complexities and paradoxes at the heart of such
narratives and jdentities. But we also need to be aware
of the necessary distinction between a language of pol-
itics (based on moral and political judgement) and a
language of analysis (based on presentation of evidence,
descriptions and arguments that can lend themselves
to different interpretations). These two languages
can never be separated and ‘objectivity’ is impossible
except as an always incomplete

land, or point of origin. But to use the term diaspora to
meaningfully describe entire groups of people is a cul
de sac.

[ do not believe in an objectivist ‘check-list sociolo-
gy’, but one needs to ask what remains of the term di-
aspora if we remove notions of home/origin, and if we
remove the central trope of loss? We are left with noth-
ing, or a misnomer. Even the most anti-essentialist elab-
orations of diaspora or hybridity could not escape the
idea of displacement, or of the mixing of cultures—thus
implicitly assuming a place-bound and holistic notion
of culture that most anthropologists have abandoned
quite some time ago.

instead of scrapping the concept altogether, T sug-
gest that we recognise that there are ‘diasporic” senti-
ments, and attempts at ‘diasporisations’ that, in our
case, aim at turning various groups of ‘brown folks’
into an Indian diaspora. It happened in the beginning
of the twenticth century as the creation of ‘India” as a
political project, and it happens now

aspiration.

This notwithstanding, widely cir-
culating terms like ‘diaspora’, ‘iden-
tity or ‘culture’ mean different things
in the mouth of a political figure, and
in that of a social scientist. The polit-
ical activist is trying to talk something
into existence (as Gandhi did with
‘Indianness’, which would have had
no meahing 50 years earlier), while

An ‘India’ of the imagi-
nation is a more effec-
tive touchstone of au-
thenticity than the physi-
cal realities of the Re-
public of India of the
1990s

in the attempt to create a global
Hindu culture.

Indianness sans indianness

Raman’s depiction of the importance
of India as a “resting place for the
imagination”, and the depiction of
Indian community sclidarity necds
some qualification, however. The of-
forts to make ‘Indianness’ a common
denominator in South Africa had a

the analyst is trying to map and de-
scribe the genealogy and meanings of a certain term
and its uses. Politicians and cultural entrepreneurs are
extremely attentive to the meanings and connotations
of the terms they use, and social scientists should
be equally attentive to the precision of the terms they
employ.

I have strong doubts about the usefulness of "di-
aspora’ as a noun, as a descriptive category that says
something meaningful about a group of people and their
history. This is not merely because the concept has been
used both by the left and the right, as Raman points
out, but because it implies “diaspora’ to be a ‘total iden-
tity’, a condition that informs and structures many fac-
ets of life. This is plainly wrong. Diaspora should be
used as an adjective (diasporic) or as a verb (diaspori-
sation) to describe an aspiration, a flecting, at times
important, form of imagination that may, or may not,
succeed in providing an effective tramework of inter-
pretation of a given social situation.

Raman’s example of Indianness of the carly decades
of the 20th century was exactly such a yearning and
aspiration that gave a sense of dignity and certamty to
its adherents and yet, as a lived reality, was blocked
and disturbed by countless divisions of class, religion,
language, etc. So, we can use the adjective ‘diasporic’
to describe such sentiments and identities that estab-
lish imaginary and practical links with a {lost) home-

long and difficult gestation. Gandhi was only gradual-
ly persuaded to take up the plight of the indentured
‘coolies’, and deep-seated caste and community preju-
dices meant that many Gujaratis were reluctant to see
‘coolies’ as part of their concern.

There were Jong-standing efforts in the 1890s on the
part of Gujarati merchants to be reclassified as ‘Arabs’
to escape the stigma of being an ‘Asiatic’. At that time,
‘india’ was an idea, not a reality and the bonding of a
Tamil untouchable with a Gujarati merchant was less
than self-evident. There is little doubt that the spurious
racial classification and governance of everybody from
the Subcontinent as ‘Asiatics’ was fundamental to the
emergence of ‘Indjanness” in South Africa.

Throughout, Gandhi and subsequent Indian lead-
ors stressed the status of Tndians as ‘imperial subjects’
to be granted certain rights and protections as opposed
to the Africans or ‘natives’ whose capacity for self-rule
Gandhi never deliberated on or assumed. The racial
basis of ‘Indianness’ was also reflected in later politi-
cal formations that were all mono-racial (except the
Communist Party after the 1940s). Indians were organ-
iscd in the Natal Indian Congress and Transvaal Indi-
an Congress, while Africans were organised in the
African National Congress and other formations.

In spite of the formal co-operation between these
outfits in the 1940s and after, their mono-racial charac-
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ter did not change, even up to the 1980s. The racial
basis for Indian solidarity in South Africa was both
impased by the sheer force of its government, and de-
rived from deep-seated caste ideologies that, like racial
ideclogy, are based on ideas of immutable essences
transterred through blood and lineage. This does not
alter the fact that ‘Indianness” became a very effective
basis for political and communal organisation (under
leaders like Yusuf Dadoo and others) that was emanci-
patory and pioneering in the resistance against white
dominance in the country. However, this legacy of
community solidarity has also, as Raman points out
herself, become something of a liability in the new South
Africa.

India was, however, not merely a resting place of
the imagination among politically alert South African
Indians in the first half of the twentieth century. The
relationship between the two colonial ;
territories also displays intercsting con-
tradictions within the colonial project
itself. During the protracted attempts
to repatriate and relocate Indians in
Durban in the 1920s, the Congress
maovement in South Africa sent a depu-
tation to India to mobilise political sup-
port for the cause of the Indians in
South Africa. Mass meetings were held
in various parts of India to protest
against the move and the Viceroy of In-
dia, Lord Reading submitted an official
protest against the legislation.

[nterestingly, the Government of In-
dia acted as an advocate of Indian in-
terests in South Africa and pressed for

=.’. k

law office.

Gandhi outside his Johannesburg

first five years after its implementation, but the world-
wide economic crisis slowed down the pace. As stories
of untold hardship among repatriates in India filtered
back into South Africa, the numbers applying for repa-
triation fell dramatically in the carly 1930s.

In 1946, the South African government passed the
highly controversial Asiatic Land Tenure and Indian
Representation Act—an explicitly discriminatory piece
of legislation. The Government of India, still under Brit-
ish administration, protested strongly and withdrew
its High Commissioner in South Africa. An Indian del-
egation from South Africa met Gandhi in Pune in March
1946, and Gandhi assured the delegation of his uncon-
ditional support and that the matter would be taken up
in international fora, and in the negotiations with the
British Government (Bombay Chronicle, 4 March, 1946).
On behalf of the Government of India, the issue was
put before the newly formed United Na-
tions General Assembly as a clear eox-
ample of discrimination on the basis of
race and culture.

A few years later, India led the in-
ternational protests against the new
apartheid legislation and in 1949, af-
ter the riots in Durban which left doz-
ens of Indians dead and thousands
homeless, the Government of India
tried to flex both political and military
muscle to prevent further abuse of In-
dians in the country. None of these
measures had any effect on Indian con-
ditions in South Africa, but the exam-
ples indicate the depth and vigour of
pan-Indian solidarity in this early

TIHIY WrAgng

a round table conference where the is-
<uc could be scttled and negotiated between the two
sovernments within the Commonwealth. The confer-
ence took place in Jate 1926 in Cape Town. The Indian
delegation consisted of six civil servants, three Indian
and three British, and was led by Sir Mahomed Habibul-
lah. The South African delegation was all white, After
protracted negotiations, the so-called Cape Town Agree-
ment was signed in 1927, It stipulated a new voluntary
repatriation scheme that built certain financial incen-
tives (free tickets, a fixed sum per adult and child, ctc)
into the repatriation procedure.

The more remarkable part of the agrecment was that
a review of Indian education was to be undertaken,
with the assistance of experts in education from India,
that the South African government promised to pro-
vide better housing and living conditions for Tndians
and that Indians should receive “equal pay for equal
wark”, and that no unreasonable obstacles should be
put in the way of Indian business initiatives. [t was
also agreed that a permanent Agent General of the Gov-
ernment of India should be posted in South Africa to
oversee the implementation of the agreement.

The repatriation scheme did have some effect in the
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phase of decolonisation.

A closer look at these concerns betrays the some-
what paternalist character of this solidarity, however.
Since the 1890s religious and cultural figures in India
had expressed concern about the fate of the expatriate
Indian populations in Mauritius, the Caribbean, Fiji
and South Africa. Missionaries were sent out by the
Arya Samaj and later by those adhering to the orthodox
{sanatan} interpretation of Hinduism, despite initial
worries about the polluting effects of crossing the occan.
Also, Muslim organisations like the Deoband madrasah
in Uttar Pradesh and Sufi orders sent missionaries
abroad. The mission was to uplift the lower caste ‘coo-
lies” and to prevent conversions to another faith. Be-
neath the progressive veneer of pan-Indian solidarity,
commumnal divisions were deepened and the purifica-
tion of practices and categories commenced. Once of the
victims of this work of purification was in fact the cele-
bration of Muharram as a pan-Indian festival, which
ceased to play a role in the 1970s.

Bollywood imaginations
The final issue that Raman touches upen is what India
means to South African Indians today. The brief an-
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swer is three things: a site of religious pilgrimage for
some, a site for shopping for others, and for most, the
land of Bollywood and film stars. The need to look be-
yond South Africa, to identify some sort of ‘Indianness’
is still there - today in the face of a sense of marginalisa-
tion and non-recognition in the post-apartheid order.
But India is not a destination of migration or a place to
seek education.

Many young Indians leave South Africa and they
go where young whites and coloured are going: Aus-
tralia, US and the UK. The resting place for the imagi-
nation is today in the culture of modern transnational
Indian communities in London, Mclbourne, New York
or Toronto. Bollywood products experienced a steady
decline in popularity in South Africa for decades until
a new wave of films targeted a teenage audience and
took up themes around non-resident Indian (NRI) iden-
tities, and more importantly, arrived in South Africa
with English subtitles. A new generation which grew
up almost without Indian vernaculars could now fol-
low and understand a new generation of Hindi films.

These films and their stars have achieved an unprec-
cdented global mainstream status, making them perfect
and well-packaged symbols of recognition of modern

Indianness—of an identity as modermn Indians, distanced
both from Indian tradition and from an erstwhile ‘coo-
lic' status. While this phenomenon can be regarded as a
symptom of a ‘diasporic desire’—a certain longing for a
glossy and global Indianness, it coexists with the splin-
tering of smaller groups of South African Indians into
multiple transnational identifications: descendants of
Cujarati Muslims secing themselves as parts of a uni-
versal Muslim civilisation that converses in Arabic and
English; a global Tamil network that projects Tamil suf-
fering in Sri Lanka onto a global narrative of Tamil loss
and misrecognition; recently converted Pentecostal Chris-
tians for whom Jerusalem and Kentucky become more
important than Madras and Jaffna; and of course con-
servative Hindus whose solidarity with the Indian na-
tion state is reproduced through identification with a
protracted and global conflict with Muslims, Pakistan
and ‘Islamic terrorists”.

It is in view of these indisputable facts that [ pro-
pose that we critically rethink whether ‘diaspora’ is a
useful concept that can help us to understand the com-
plexity of contemporary identity politics in South Afri-
ca and elsewhere.

Thomas Blom Hansen, Edinburgh
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SRILANKA

THE PEACE
PROCESS AND
THE PEACE TALKS

IN THE resolution of a protracted conflict,
it may sometimes be necessary to have
visible breakthroughs in order to keep
meorale high, both of the negotiators them-
selves and also the interested public.
Virtually all rounds of the peace talks that
commenced with the first one in Sattahip,
Thailand a year ago, had such moments of
brilliance. These moments were accentuated
by the flamboyance of the I TTE's chief
negotiator at those talks, Dr Anton Bala-
singham, who had a sure grasp of the Tamil
cause and the LTTE's history.

Whether it was the redefinition of the
I'TTE's concept of Tamil Eelam in Sattahip
in September, the Oslo declaration on
federalism in December, or the acceptance
of a human rights framework in Hakone in
February, every round of the peace talks
brought with it news of a positive break-
through that the international media could
carry to all parts of the world. But with the
apparent withdrawal of Dr Balasingham
from the scene, and his replacement by less
autonomous negotiators, it is unlikely that
visible breakthroughs of the same kind will
take place at future talks.

It is therefore important that those who
are following the Sri Lankan peace process
should draw a distinction between visible
breakthroughs at peace talks and the overall
strengthening of the peace process that is
taking place. There is a need to bear in mind
that peace talks are, by and large, a matter
between the government and LTTE. But the
peace process is more than peace talks
between the government and LTTE. The well-
being of the people of Sri Lanka, north and
south, should not be held hostage to the
agendas of either the government or LTTE,
or both of them together. The peace process
includes the government and LTTE; but it
also includes the other political forces in
the country, not to mention the 18 million
people who constitute the population of the
country. The peace process should not be
limited or equated only to the presence or
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absence of peace talks.

The difference between the
peace process and peace talks
can be seen most clearly in some
of the events of these past five
months. During this period there
were no peace talks between the
government and [LTTE. But a
strong casc can be made that the
peace process did not get
weakened even though there
was a hiatus in the peace talks.
Instead, averall, the peace process seems to
have got strengthened.

In the past five months there has also
been a great deal of constructive and positive
work that has been done, both by the LITE
itself and also other parties, to take the peace
process forward. A most valuable contri-
bution in this regard was the LTTE's highly
publicised deliberations in Paris on an
interim administrative framework to govern
the North-East. The LTTE's decision to
include the diaspora community, as well
as leading academics and former senior
government officials in a broad-based effort
to come up with a concrete proposal, has
served to strengthen confidence in their
commitment to a negotiated settlemnent.

A further strengthening of the peace
process has taken place with the increased
interaction between the LTTE and inter-
national organisations. An example would
be the action plan drawn up by UNICEF that
the I.TTT has endorsed, and is
in the process of being
implemented, under which the
rebel leadership has agreed to
an awareness programme on
child rights to be carried out
in the North-East within the
next few months. The LTIT has
also agreed to the publication
by UNICEF of a monthly child
situation report that would
cover such areas as child
recruitment and rehabilitation
and child labour.

The challenge for UNICEF would be
to ensure by non-confrontational and
problem-solving methods that the LTTE
honours the terms of the action plan for a
restoration of the lost rights of children in
the North-East. The LTTE would also
be aware that an agreement with an
internationally recognised organisation
such as UNICEF has to be taken seriously if
it is not to suffer serious erosion of

Have they fallen out?

The well-being of
the people of Sri
Lanka, north and
south, should not be
held hostage to the
agendas of either
the government or
LTTE, or both of
them together.



Commentary

credibility. In endorsing UNICEF's action
plan, the LTTE has gone beyond the verbal
assurances that they once gave to the UNs
Special Envoy on Child Rights, Olara
Otunu, which they failed to honour. This
shift of attitude on the part of the LTTE is
evidence of how the peace process is
continually being strengthened even in
the absence of peace talks between the
government and LTTE.

Kumaratunga's commitment

Yet another major contribution towards the
strengthening of the peace process has bcen
President Chandrika Kumaratunga’s re-
jection of a political alliance with the V.
This political alliance would certainly have
strengthened the political opposition to the
government, both at the electoral and
ideological levels. The President’s decision
to forego this political advantage was due,

e

in large measure, to her refusal to agree to
the jvP’s demand that the new alliance
shauld oppose the devolution of power as
a solution to the ethnic conflict, and
Norwegian facilitation in the present peace
process.

Had the President agreed to the JVP's
terms, the peace process woukd undoubtedly
have been seriously jeopardised. With the
mass base of the PA behind it, the JvP would
have organised mass events that had the
potential of generating open confrontation
with the government. In turn, the perception
of a government on the defensive would
have weakened the peace process. But due
to the fact that the President publicly, and
courageously, uphe]d her commitiment to a
negotiated paolitical solution through the
devolution of power and with Norwegian
facilitation, she helped to consolidate public
support for the present peace process and

PEACE DIVIDEND AND THE TIGERS

IN RECENT weeks, the Colombo government has
been announcing massive governmental invest-
ments to be made in rural infrastructure, such
as roads and electricity. Not without reason,
government politicians can claim that the employ-
ment and ripple cffects gencrated will spark off an
economic boom in the near future.

An element of potential instability in this
optimistic scenario is the continued deprivation
being suffered by the most severely war-affected parts
of the country. These parts of the country are under
LTTE control, and their continuing deprivation would
put the LTTE leadership under pressure to show
economic peace dividends to convince its cadre that
the peace process is worth the silencing of their guns.

The problem for the LTTE is that they seek
economic peace dividends that they alone should
implement and distribute to the people of the North-
East in the manner of sole benefactors. No doubt they
feel that they are the ones who have single-mindedly
fought for Tamil rights over the past two decades at
tremendous cost. But economic peace dividends
cannot be unilaterally obtained. They come from
partnership, and by adhering to the rules of pariner-
ship with donors, such as transparency and
accountability, and respect for human rights,

One has only to travel the length of the A9
highway from south to north to see a different reality
emerge when entering or leaving the LTTE controlled
areas. Here, there is the shocking sight of the utter

destruction of war and spartan conditions of living
bereft of the basic amenities of motorable roads,
electricity and telephone lines. A systematic eftort to
reconstruct public buildings, such as government
offices and schools, is yet to commence.

There are two reasons for this unhappy state of
affairs. One is the failure of the government and LTTE
to develop an appropriate mechanism by which funds
can be made available for the development of LTTE
controlled areas. Prior to the suspension of peace talks
in April 2003, the LTTE was on the verge of signing
an agreement to establish the North East Recons-
truction Fund (NERF). The government had already
signed it and the World Bank had to sign it after the
LTTE did so. The LTTE decided to suspend peace talks
with the government and the signing of the NERF
agreement was also suspended, presumably as they
did not wish for any more partnership with the Sri
Lankan government at that time.

A second reason for the neglect of LTTE controlled
arcas is the LTTE's reluctance to permit foreign donors
to come in directly to those areas. Thisisnota problem
limited to donor agencies, but extends also to
commercial ventures, For instance, an expatriate Tamil
business venture, led by a person with sound Tamil
nationalist credentials, was unable to make much
headway for a project it had for the Wanni, The reason
was the LTTE’s reluctance to provide statistical
information and survey data that were needed for
the feasibility study.
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region. “If this trend continues unchecked,
soon the Indian government instead of
the Sri Lankan government will have to
approach the LTTE for release of the fisher-
men”, says Professor Surinayarana, a Sri
Lanka expert in Madras.

The problem in the Palk Bay is over-
tishing accompanied by pollution that has
led to the depletion of the fish and the
destruction of the marine ecology. Fishing
by mechanised trawlers has further accen-
tuated the problem. Pearls were once found
in plenty in and around the Gulf of Mannar
till at least as late as the 1960s. But Thoothu-
kudi, the ‘pearl city’, has witnessed a severe
dwindling in the number of oyster catch
over the years. The age-old diving profession
15 in rapid decline.

Another issue which concerns the Tamil
Nadu fishermen is the ambitious Sethu-
samudram project linking Palk Bay with the
Gulf of Mannar on the east coast of India by
creating a shipping canal through the
Rameswaram Island. Doubts were raised
by the green lobby about the environmental
impact of the project, since it involves
extensive dredging of the Pamban channel
where coral fish abound. Because of this
sustained pressure, an initial environ-
mental examination was carried out
through the National Environmental Engi-
neering Research Institute (NEERI), Nagpur
in 1998. The Sri Lankan Government has
also communicated its opposition to the
project because of the perceived threat to
marine life in the territorial waters along
the Pamban Channel.

Though the NEERI pre-feasibility report
indicated that the project was environ-
mentally safe, with little effect on the eco-
system and on the Gulf of Mannar’s Marine
National Park, there is, however, no clarity
as to how much the Sethusamudram project
would help or affect the fishermen. If all the
hype about the shipping activity that the
Sethusamudram project may generate is to
be taken seriously, then it is clear that there
will hardly be any scope for much profitable
fishing in the area.

As always, when confronted with the
problems of livelihood being affected by
state-injtiated projects, the burecaucrats
always trot out a stock solution. The talk in
the state government is about getting the
fishermen to switch over to some new
profession. And now a feasibility report on
this matter is being prepared by the state
and the central governments, the big
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question is will the fishermen be forced to
abandon their profession? And if thev are,
what measures will be taken 1o ersure that
they will get another source of income. The
paucity of options stare 20 million fisherfolk

in the face.
-Syed Ali Mujtaba

PAKISTAN

INELASTIC
DOCTRINE

PEOPLE CAN be charged for blasphemy
under section 295 A, B, C and 505 of
Pakistan Penal Code. Recent in-
stances of blasphemy cases have once
again brought the issue into the pub-
lic sphere and prompted a discus-
sion on whether or not blasphemy
is an Islamic concept. Blasphemy
laws have been severely mis-
used in the past. One such tragic
case was that of Gul Masih who
was sentenced to death in 1992
for allegedly passing a remark
on Prophet Mohammed. In a
more recent case, Munawar
Mohsin, a subeditor of the Fron-
tier Post was sentenced to life im-
prisonment and a fine of PKR
50,000 in July 2003, for publishing a let-

ter to the editor titled “Why Muslims Hate
Jews”, which contained allegedly deroga-
tory references to Prophet Mohammad. Most
recently, an accused in a blasphemy who
had been released on bail was killed early
last month. In another instance, a Lahore
shoemaker also attracted charges under the
blasphemy law. And in one of the most cel-
ebrated cases in the country, which at-
tracted international attention, a medical
lecturer in Rawalpindi, Younus Shaikh,
was sentenced to death in 2001. In 1998,
High Court Judge Arif lqbal Hussain Bhatti
was shot dead in Lahore for reversing the
death sentence against two people charged
tor blasphemy. The number of blasphemy
cases is on the rise but the level of insecu-
rity is now so high that many lawyers are
afraid to take them on.

At the root of the problem is a small seg-
ment of religious hardliners who exploit
religious sentiments and inflame popular
passions using any excuse available. Blas-
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Youn‘usr.VShafkh: a
victim of the laws.

Such is the hold
of hardliners
these days that
even those
proposing mod-
erate reforms
have to tread
with caution.

phemy cases are useful instruments for
them and they use religious hypersensitiv-
ity to add to the general climate of sectarian
intolerance accompanied by violence and
death. The hardliners have been consis-
tently exerting pressure on the government
to strengthen blasphemy laws. They ignore
the historical fact that blasphemy laws were
introduced by the British back in 1860 in a
misguided attempt to reduce tension be-
tween Hindus and Muslims. The laws were
instituted for purely administrative reasons
and do not have any basis in religious te-
nets.

Pakistan maybe a theocratic state, but
socially the country is variegated in its eth-
nic, cultural and religious composition. The
Muslim hardliners do not want to accept
that contingent factors such
as education, cognitive ability
and personality traits influence
peoples’ interpretation of doc-
trines. Therefore, the interpreta-
tion of Islamic codes will vary and
in many instances differ from that
of the small segment which pro-
claims itself the sole authority on
the subject. This group wants to
impose its views on society by agi-
tating for laws that restrict the elas-
ticity of doctrinal interpretation

Section 295C of the Pakistan
Penal Code pertains to the use of deroga-
tory remarks—"...whoever by words, cither
spoken or written or by visible representa-
tion, or by any imputation, innuendo, or
insinuation, directly or indirectly, defiles
the sacred name of the Holy Prophet

Quran, relevant verses:

6:107 Ifit had been Allah's plan, they would not have
taken false gods: but We made thee not one to watch
over their doings, norart thou set over them to dis-
pose of their affairs.

64:2 It is He Who has created you; and of you are
some that are Unbelievers, and some that are Believ-
ers: and Allah sees well all that ye do.

88:22 Thou art not one tomanage (men's) affairs

English: Yusuf Ali translation
Ihttp:/ /www islarnicity.corm)
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Mohammed (PBUH) shall be punished with
death, or imprisonment fot life, and shall
also be liable to fine”. Many have argued
that this scction is against the teachings of
the Prophet. Works of legal luminaries like
Justice Shafiq Usmani enderse the view that
the concept of blasphemy is unknown to
Islamic jurisprudence. Many cite the fact
that there are only three verses in the Quran
(7:180, 41:40 and 33:57) that are actually
relevant to concept, as distinct from the act,
of blasphemy. None of these verses says that
people can be charged and brought to trial
for blasphemy. The Quran does not confer
any authority or despotic power to any in-
dividual, community or state to act as the
guardian of the religion. In fact, there are
explicit proscriptions on the arrogation of
such powers, which are to be found in the
Quranic verses 6:107, 88:22 and 64:2.

But such is the hold of hardliners in Pa-
kistani socicty these days that even those
proposing moderate reforms have to tread
with caution. In 2000, President-General
Pervez Musharraf had announced that
measures would be taken to amend the pro-
cedure for the registration of blasphemy
cases to prevent misuse. However, nothing
came of it owing to the protests by religious
groups. That the political leadership of the
country and the government should step
around this issue so gingerly is not surpris-
ing. The relevant law that concerns  blas-
phemy was introduced in 1986 by General
Zia-ul Haq. This was the period when the
state had embarked on an overtly theocratic
vision of itself and was working in close co-
operation with the religious lobby which
viewed the law as its special creation and
instrument of centrol.

The mainstream polity of Pakistan, in
moments of competitive populism, culti-
vates the hardliners by pandering to their
special interest in the blasphemy laws. In
1992, then Prime Minister Nawaz Sharif,
went so far as to make capital punishment
the only possible sentence that could be
awarded for those convicted under blas-
phemy law. So long as this end of the politi-
cal spectrum—the religious extreme— re-
tains influence, little change canbe expected
in the current status of the Jaw and its use
Or misuse.
—Mohammad Nadeem Yousaf
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Rivers of collective

belonging

Continuing the debate on the river linking proposal of the Government of
India, a Kathmandu-based water engineer-turned-social auditor
examines the history of the emergence of the hydraulic technocracy in the
Subcontinent and the principles on which it operates.

by Ajaya Dixit

! ! um us desh ke vasi hain jis desh main Ganga
baheti hai (“we are dwellers of that land
through which the Ganga flows”) is a line from

the melodious song sung by the late Indian playback
singer, Mukesh. The song transcends the nation state
because its motif—the river Ganga—cannot be con-
tained within boundaries either physically or symboli-
cally. It is a pan-South Asian emblem for all that is life-
sustaining and sacred in rivers. What for the science of
hydrology represents merely one more immense mass
of moving water, is for a population of a billion and a
half a cultural metaphor for life itself. For the present
day Bangladeshi, Nepali, Sri Lankan, Pakistani, or In-
dian, the Ganga is a denominative absolute, be it the
Burhi Ganga of Bangladesh, the Trisuli Ganga of Nepal,
the Mahaweli Ganga of Sri Lanka, the Sindhu Ganga
of Pakistan, or the Cauvery Ganga of peninsular [ndia.
The Trisuli Ganga hurtling past the gorge evokes in the
Nepali villager the same sentiment as the Ganga enter-
ing from upstream to join the Bay of Bengal does in the
Bangladeshi farmer. The priest solemnising puja in the
Himalayan foothills recites the invocation, “Gangecha
Yamunechaiva Godavari Sarqswati, Narmade Sindhu
Kaveri, Jalesmin Sannidhimkuru” signifying a deeply in-
grained sense of collective belonging, tied to a common
coordinate. Hum us desh ke vasi hain captures this simple
but pervasive ethos of freely flowing water encapsulat-
ing within its hydrological cycle, life, livelihood, suste-
nance, culture and identity.

The Ganga is, however, more than just a cultural
metaphor. It had in time become an arresting allegory
tor engineering progress as well. The American ‘Wild
West’ invoked the Ganges in precisely this way. Ac-
cording to the historian, Donald Worster, “In the West,
Americans wanted Colorado to become an American
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Ganges”. American engineers believed that they lagged
far behind their counterparts in India in harnessing
rivers for irrigation, and wanted the New Civilisation
to outgrow the Old Empire. In their more detached
perspective, the flowing river was a resource to be ex-
ploited for the glory of science and the profit of capital,
which together augmented the power of the nation and
the state, with little heed to the consequences for the
people and the environment. This was an echo of the
same imputlse that drove the engineers of colonial South
Asia to conquer the Subcontinental and Himalayan riv-
ers. This vast difference between the popular and the
enginecring perceptions is cvident in the very different
conceptions of use of water and exploitation of waier.

Historically, human intervention in addressing
water problems has seen attempts to adapt to climatic,
hydrologic and socio-economic conditions. As water
increasingly passed from the hands of local users to
engineers, there was a concomitant elaboration of new
concepts, categories and definitions. One of the funda-
mental ideas on which the new paradigm of hydraulic
engincering rested was a functionally defined notion
of ‘waste’. This functional definition, invested with an
absolute meaning, is substantially different from the
relative idea of ‘surplus’ or ‘excess’ that informed tra-
ditional water-management practices. Because water
is in excess quantity where it is not needed, when it is
not needed, and to the extent that it is not needed, ap-
propriate modification of the stock and flow to suit dif-
terent needs in space and time has been a part of hu-
man history. Consequently water transfers and diver-
sions through open channels is not a new or recent
invention of civil engineering,.

However, there is an important difference between
interventions based on the contemporary paradigm and
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those of the past. In present times, climatic, hydrologic
and socio-economic conditions, which are even in the
natural course subject to extreme variability, are sus-
ceptible to much greater stress because of the sheer scale
of the technology available to unleash potentially fun-
damental change. This makes the task of achieving
water security that much more complex than in the past.

Colonial science
Egypt of antiquity build dams and Roman cngineers
brought water to the imperial cities via aqueducts. The
Chola kings of ancient south India built anicuts to irri-
gate fields far from the <ources of water. Communitics
in the Nepal hills resorted to similar technigques and,
even today, a six-hundred-year-old irrigation system
diverts water for irrigation. These engincering works of
the past were based on the idea of surplus. Today, the
language of ‘waste” has become the dominant principle
in the development discourse and has become the
dogma of the engineering profession to justify inter-
vening in rivers for commercial ends.

This language of waste has introduced new stress
points. The use of the term ‘waste” began in colonial
IPunjab, as well as in the frontiers of western United
States in the middle of the 19th century. In the western
US, the Colombia Basin Development League asserted
that “Every drop of water that runs to the sea without
its full commercial returns to the nation is an economic
waste”. Rivers had to be put to work, by first damming
and storing the natural flow, “until not a single drop
escaped control”.

The belief in this idea runs deep, not just within the
engincering fraternity but among the intelligentsia and
the publicists of progress too. Inhis book, We, The Peeple,
whose 14 reprints is a testimony
of its popularity among the En-
glish reading public, the late In- T
dian constitutional lawyer, Nani

A Palkhivala, reiterated the argu- T

ment of commercially-oriented en-
gineering that, “Three-fourths of
the total flow of our rivers is waste-
fully emptied into the seas”. The
historian, David Gilmartin, ob-
serves that in 19th century India,
the term ‘waste’ was central to
professiona] irrigation-engincer-
ing theory, and was critical to the
structure of the British colonial
state’s revenue collection appara-
tus. This convergence of science
and the financial interests of the
colonial empire expressed itself in
the relentless effort to salvage the
‘wasted’ potential of rivers and to
recover the financial promise that
was hitherto being squandered.
This enterprise of averting waste

L

Theve is no altevnative.

not only increased the power of the state but also gave
its capitalist clients greater control over land and re-
sources ahd, hence, also over local communities, which
were left with little choice but to succumb to the dic-
tates of the new commercial logic.

Repeatedly, the colonial Indian government invoked
the idea of waste to initiate grandiose projects designed
to increase agricultural productivity and vyield greater
revenue. In 1911, the government of the United Prov-
ince pushed through the Sarada Irrigation Canal, which
had been pending for 40 years, by using precisely this
formula. The proposal for this canal was first made in
18”9, but its implelnentation was held up due to local
apposition, particularly by the influential falukdirs of
Awadh, landowning magnates on whom the British
depended to maintain their rule in the region. I 1911,
the government decreed that the waters of the river
Sarada, which were being “wasted’ because the people
of Awadh were not using it optimally, would be trans-
ferred to Punjab via the Agra Canal. The talukdars ob-
jected to this proposed transfer and consented to the
construction of the Sarada Canal.

This notion of waste was based on the implicit as-
sumption that when water was not earning a return, it,
for all practical purposes, was flowing from a source to
a sink and down the drain, In a strictly utilitarian sense
this may have been a valid point of view, but from a
morc scientific perspective this amounted to hydrologi-
cal imprudence, because water 1s indisputably part of
a continuous system that circulates in its different forms
on a periodic basis. From ancient times, the hydrologi-
cal cycle was treated as the basic unit for comprehend-
ing water in its totality, as is attested to by references in
puranic literature. The Bralmmananda Puran traces this

PR . cycle of water, its different mani-
. o e B festations like lakes, rivers,
7 groundwater, sea, and the cycli-

z

cal change in its forms from wa-
ter to vapour and back to water.
For several millennia there was
no ¢hange in this basic concep-
tion.

In fact, the US Academy of
Science’s definition of the hy-
drological cyele 15 extraordinar-
ily similar to the puranic idea. [t
defines hydrology as “the sci-
ence that treats waters of the
earth, their occurrence, circula-
tion, and distribution, their
chemical and physical proper-
ties, and their reaction with
their environment, including
their relationship with living
things”. Whereas the hydro-
logical definition sees water in
all its multifaceted functions,
roles and forms, the dominant
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form of putatively scientific water use has reduced it to
a single dimension, capable of being looked at discretely
and therefore amenable to manipulation along fiscally
rewarding lines. in this scheme of things, the prudent
conservation of the substance is precluded by the pos-
sibilities of limitless exploitation of its properties.
The practice of colonial science, in fact, reflects the
contradiction between its conception of the hydrologi-
cal cycle and its reckless pursuit of optimising the effi-
ciency of water use. Thus, whereas optimum use
minimised the waste that running water represented,
floods did not fall within this mandate. Referring to the
inundations in the Orissa floodplains, British engineers
argued, “the problem...is not how to prevent floods but
how to pass them as quickly as possible to sca”. The
paradox of utilitarian thinking is obvious and stark.
How could, on the one hand, riparian flows be con-
ceived of as ‘waste’ to be averted through productive
redeployment while, on the other hand, flood waters,
which are as inextricably a part of the hydrological cycle
as the fluvial rhythm of rivers are, become so undesir-
able that they had be conveyed to the sea with utmost
speed.
fn other words, flowing water in one context was
viewed as a commodity whose optimal exploitation is
predicated on minimal waste, but

in scepage causes head-end and tail-end asymmetries,
besides water logging and salinisation. This level of
loss has prompted some water experts to claim that the
water lost within the canal system is actually recycled
back into the natural system. If that is indeed the case,
then it is not at all clear why so much expenditure and
effort is incurred to avoid waste, if the net result
has only been to put water back to where it was going
an_\." WA ).-’.

Spurious assertions cannot conceal the fact that ca-
nal irrigation systems have always faced problems of
allocation. The tail-ond reaches of many large-scale ir-
rigation systems have not once seen a single drop of
water in them. [f it were not for groundwater pumps,
food production would have dwindled in areas where
the cropping patterns have changed on the tall prom-
ises of canal-delivered watcer. But then the pervasive
use of pumps has led to the depletion of groundwater,
to water transfers from rural to urban arcas and te high
fiscal costs for sustaining power-pricing that favours
prosperous pump-owning commercial farmers,

Engineering godhood

Specious claims have ruled the hydraulic roost for too
long and the canal solution has still not been discred-
ited in policy circles, pethaps because

which, in another less controllable
context, became eminently ‘wastable’,
This conception of flowing water ren-
ders the hydrological cycle into a dis-
crete phenomenon that is made up of
separable components whose utility
and value can be distinguished by cri-
teria that serve social, political and
commercial purposes and needs and
therefore classifiable into categorics

For the water bu-
reaucrats the prob-
lem was not how to
prevent floods but

how to pass them as
quickly as possible
to sea

of its long pedigree. The first law of
technocracy is that failed selutions
must be persisted with if the fact of fail-
ure has to be concealed. Thercfore,
failed solutions have long histories,
and the longer their history the greater
their credibility. Canal systems are
perfect examples of this logic, The first
integrated proposal to link the rivers
of lndia had come from Major Arthur

like low, medium and excess flow, and

so on. The mtegr]ty of water has been broken into its
constituent parts, in a way that it has not been done to
some of the other forces of nature. Is it conceivable to
speak of the sun or the wind in the same fashion? Is
there ‘wasted’ wind or sunshine?

In this sense water has been a special victim of com-
mercially-oriented science. A canal transferrmg water
from a river to new locations became an end in itself,
justified by the promise of greater revenues. For the co-
lonial burcaucracy, the irrigation canal was a machine,
which used human skill and expertise within organisa-
tions to manipulate water for commercial returns. But
these machines were rather inefficient. British-built ca-
nals had an overall efficiency of only 28 per cent. As
much as 72 per cent of the water fed into the system did
not reach its intended destination, namely the commer-
cially viable crop.

Mare than a hundred vears later, and despite the
refinements in technology, the improvement in efficicncy
has been negligible. Even today, canal efficiency is just
30 per cent of its projected ‘command area’. Water lost
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Cotton, under whose guidance the
Grand Anicut in peninsular India had been rehabili-
tated. When he first drew a map of India showing the
possible links of rivers, he was concerned primarily
with navigation, though irrigation was also a part of it.
According to the India Public Works Department's, Tri-
eiial Review of Irrigation in India, 1918-21, Cotton’s
plans invalved “a navigable line 4,000 miles long, from
Karachi via Cawnpore, Calcutta and Cuttack to Bhatkal,
Mangalore, and Madras”.

Cotton’s plans did net remain unchallenged. His
contemporary in the north, Probey Cautley disagreed
with the idea of using canals for navigation. Instead he
advocated the construction of canals for irrigation, a
vicw that Cotton himself subsequently campaigned for
following the Madras Famine of 1876, The Kurnool-
Cuddapah Canal in Andhra Pradesh, which took wa-
ter from the Tungabhadra at Kurnool to Cud dapah on
the Pennar, 300 kilometres south, is a product of
Cotton’s grand plan. Not coincidentally, and more than
just incidentally, the Madras [lr]gatlon Company,
which built and operated the canal, was promoted by
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Cotton himself and its chief engineer was his brother.
The canal was the first effort at privatisation of irriga-
tion in India. The Kurnool-Cuddapah canal was an
unmitigated disaster. Financially it was a drain on the
company that built it. The company went bankrupt in
1866. Eventually, the government of Madras had to
purchase the canal from the company at a price that
could not be recovered from the canal’s users. As an
irrigation system it was an outstanding failure. De-
signed to irrigate some 120,000 hectare of land, the ca-
nal in its early years fed only 5 percent of its projected
command, and decades later achieved a peak efficiency
of only 30 percent. As a navigation system it failed so
spectacularly, because of problems at its head-end, that
the Indian Irrigation Commission’s report commented
that it “runs from nowhere to nowhere in particular
and consequently there is nothing and nobody to carry”.

This failure was not sufficient to deter more ambi-
tious plans. The colonial government opted for more
schemes guaranteed to fail and this policy was carried
forward in independent India with even more vigour.
Presently, India has 13 water transfer arrangements for
augmenting irrigation and meeting drinking water
necds. To add to this, the Government of India has now,
through the National Water Development Association
(NWDA), formulated a proposal to link

According to MS Reddy, former Secretary for Water
Resources, Government of India, “in all the existing
inter-basin transfers, the flood-d rought syndrome never
figured”. Since the current proposal has the explicit
objective of mitigating floods and droughts, it is impor-
tant to track the history of ideas and institutions that lie
behind this unprecedented venture. What configura-
tion of forces has led to revival of a 200 year old concept
of supplementary irrigation as a source of revenue with
the objective of mitigating the adverse impact of flood
and drought? And why did it acquire such a strangle-
hold on the official imagination?

In the late1960s, KL Rao, then Union Minister of
State for Irrigation and Power, proposed the idea of the
Ganga-Cauvery link. A few years later, in the carly
1970s, after he left the Union Council of Ministers, he
converted his proposal into a National Water Grid Plan.
The proposal did not move forward because of its tech-
nical limitations and the high costs involved. The
NWDA's recent proposal is of a similar nature and is
based on achieving supply augmentation through bulk
transfer.

From an engineering point of view, while Rao’s pro-
posal did have its drawhacks, it also did have some
technical foundation. The Garland Canal plan put for-

ward by Dinshaw ] Dastur, however,

all the rivers of India, on the rationale
that there are floods in some areas even
as droughts affect other regions. The
linking of the rivers will allegedly miti-
gate the effects of both by transferring
water from the flood-prone regions to
the drought-prone regions.

This is a novel argument. A new and

Failed solutions
have long histories,
and the longer their
history the greater

their credibility...

was s0 ‘visionary’ in its sweep that it
abandoned engineering fundamen-
tals altogether. This whimsical plan,
so completely devoid of any trace of
scientific thinking, never quite
dropped out of the cstablishment’s
fantasies. That the logic behind this
preposterous plan is at the heart of

more convoluted dimension has been

added to the idea of waste. Whereas hitherto, unused
running water was a waste, which had to be retrieved
and put to use for commercial ends, now ‘waske’ is
sought to be reallocated to restore the hydrological bal-
ance that nature in its folly had omitted to provide. Until
now, the engineer was merely facilitating capital.
With the new scheme, the engineer has reached
godhood. When British engineers argued that the, “the
problem...is not how to prevent floods but how to pass
them as quickly as possible to sea”, they were at least
recognising the limits imposed by nature on their pro-
fession and its technological capacities.

With godhood has come a new level of conceit and
the water technocracy, confident in its own prowcss
that a long history of failures has done nothing to un-
dermine, has decided it can make India a land of plenty
by simply eliminating drought and flood simulta-
neously. It has evidently not stopped to ponder why
nobody thought of implementing this visionary solu-
tion before, even though there has been no dearth of
creative thinkers who have come up with specific pro-
posals for maintaining a perpetual harmony of water
in the country.

16

India’s water technocracy’s river link-
ing plan reflects poorly on the country’s scientific schol-
arship.

Dastur was a pilot who used to fly DC-3 Dakotas
between Kathmandu and New Delhi, which is what
must have given him this idea. His plan was to tap the
rivers flowing from the Himalaya in a 2400-kilometre
long contour canal that would extend from Meghalaya
in the Indian Northeast to the river Ravi in Punjab in
the Northwest at an elevation of about 400 metres above
mean sea level {ms]). The objective was to transfer the
water so collected to the region south of the Vindhya
mountain range via pipe systems or aqueducts, which
would connect the northern and southern canal sys-
tems. 1f built, each of the proposed aqueducts would be
about 400 kilometres long, and at Patna would be situ-
ated about 380 metres above the ground level.

The plan had several technical flaws, all of them
fatal. When a canal is built at a constant elevation, it is
without a slope, which is a necessary precondition for
water to flow. A canal of constant elevation would es-
sentially have been a 24(0-kilometre long reservoir to
intercept and store the waters of the Himalayan rivers.
If the 400 msl contour in the hills that Dastur suggested
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was to be literally followed, the alignment of the canal
would be scrpentine along the northern face of the
Siwalik or the southern lower slope of the Mahabharat
hills.

According to the latter alignment, the canal would
intercept the Arun river at Tumlintar, the Marsyangdi
river at Gopling Ghat, and the Karnali river at Kasara
Ghat. If the canals were to be aligned along the 400 msl
contours on the southern slope of the Siwalik (Chure),
then its bottom would be 300 metres higher than the
Kosi river at Chatara, 250 metres above the Narayani
river at Narayanghat and 200 metres above the Karnali
river at Chisapani. Water would have to either jump
into the canal or would need to pumped up on a
massive scale to keep the canals running.

Siphons and aqueducts would have to be built to
route the canals over numerous streams and rivers.
Building them would be a feat in itself and the cost
would be astronomical. The canals would be a mainte-
nance nightmare, which itself would be a massive bud-
getary drain. At each section where the canal inter-
cepted the river a dam would have to

the principles of end-use that might justify diversion to
the detriment of communities living around the rivers,
including the dispiacement of marginalised people by
storage facilities to meet the interests of capital- and
water-intensive activities elsewhere. None of these
questions have been answered satisfactorily to date.

The proposed layout of the so-called Himalayan
canal, when transferred to the prescnt map of Nepal
shows the utter disregard for good sense in its
conceptualisation. The canal would enter the country
somewhere arcund Ham district in the cast, traverse
the midland region to the neighbourhood of Parasi dis-
trict and head west to exit Nepal in the vicinity of
Pancheswar at the western end, carving though the
Himalayan landscape. In South Asia, burcaucratic civil
engineering may have been swaved by gigantism but
the discipline itself has a scientific basis to which the
plan is oblivious.

Notsurprisingly, KL Rao, in an article in World Water
questioned the proposal’s many incongruitics. He
wrote, “The Garland Water Project should warn the
nation that all fanciful projects should

be built to transfer water into the canal.
The dam building would need to ad-
dress the question of cost and benefits,
including the social and environmen-
tal impact.

The matter of dams

Building a dam for storing water is more
straightforward than making one for
the purpose of complex reallocation
through canals to ensure a constant
supply of water annually. A major limi-
tation that applies equally to canals and
dams is the sediment load whose high
volume is unique to the Himalayan riy-
ers. In his critique of the Garland Ca-
nal scheme, KL Rao did point out many

For the engineerer,
unused running wa-
ter was a waste, to
be retrieved and put
to commercial use.
Now ‘waste’ is
sought to be reallo-
cated to restore the
hydrological balance
that nature in its folly
had omitted to pro-
vide

be given up”. Incidentally Rao’s cri-
tique was based on purely technical
considerations and did not include
social and environmental dimensions.
As a result, he too ended up propos-
ing that the northern rivers be linked
to the southern. Even judged on
purely technical feasibility, some of
his arguments, too, contradicted his
own logic,

This is the pedigree of the river-
linking scheme that the Government
of India and its NWDA have now
placed before the public as the pana-
cea for the country’s water problems.
Projects usually proceed from first
principles to the drawing board. [n

of its technical incongruities but left out
the problem of sedimentation that would be encoun-
tered.

Furthermore the kind of bulk transfer of water that
was envisaged would not be possible without storage.
Take the Himalayan rivers, for example. The lowest flow
of a river could be as little is 150 cubic metres per sec-
ond (m'/s). The instantaneous monsoon peak flood can
be as high as 26,000 m?/s. By contrast, the proposed
canal capacity was 2,000 m*/s. In short, either the flow
falls far short of the proposed installed capacity, or the
volume is far too large to be accommodated.

In the circumstances, only storage can make the wet
season excess flow available in the dry period. But build-
ing storage projects brings social, economic, environ-
mental, and technical challenges, which are neither
new nor have been overcome in the case of existing
facilities. They also bring in very fundamental ques-
tions about riparian rights, community resources and
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judging the feasibility of projects,
therefore, it is usually a good idea to work backwards
from the drawing board to first principles. From an en-
gineering perspective, the most significant drawing
board indices are maps and drawings. For one, they
allow a better understanding of the physical context
and geography. Secondly, they are the instruments that
translate concepts into projects.

River-linking entrenchment

The river-linking proposal formulated by the NwDa
follows the disoriented logic of Rao’s and Dastur’s
fanciful schemes. One glance at the maps prepared for
the scheme suffices to show how superficial, slipshod
and unprofessional the technocratic planning appara-
tus has been in translating a foolhardy concept into an
ill-advised project. When the NWDA map is juxtaposed
with the map of Nepal, the two of ends of the northern
canals connecting the Gandak and the Karnali rivers
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fall well within Nepal. This is anomalous because both
the Gandak and Ghagara barrages are situated much
to the south.

It could be argued that the map is only indicative
and therefore the complaint amounts to nothing more
than nitpicking. Yet, it could equally be argued that the
cartographic lapse is itself indicative of the morass into
which hierarchic civil enginecring practice has fallen.
A discipline as old as industrial civilisation should
show better judgment because the location of the intake
as plotted on the map will involve the trans-boundary
dimension. This presumably is an important aspect of
project feasibility. Such a basic error notwithstanding,
the multi-billion rupee proposal has obtained sanction
and secured the endorsement of influential
organisations in India.

1t is not just that the most basic technicalities of the
project are flawed; cven the financial projections are
way off the mark. The budgetary calculations are naive
at best or misleading at worst. Working out the prelimi-
nary arithmetic of the river-linking proposal, the econe-
mist, Nilkanth Rath, assuming a 7 percent interest rate
and a 5 percent rate of inflation during the construc-
tion period, estimated that at the end of 20 years the
project will require an outlay of INR 2,017 468 crores.
This is four times higher than the estimated expendi-
ture of INR 560,000 crores and involves an annual allo-
cation of one lakh crore rupecs. An cconomy as large as
India’s may well be able to spare this amoeunt, but it
begs the obvious question: will spending that money
secure the future? Doubtful.

Perhaps it is for precisely this reason that tortuous
arguments are increasingly being put out to justify what
is, on the face of it, a patently absurd proposition. 50 we
have the misfortune of reading, in the pages of Himal
South Asian, the convoluted justification by a member of
the Task Force on Linking Rivers, no less, that connect-
ing the rivers of India will promote “gender equity”. At
a seminar in Kathmandu on “Social Science and Re-
sources” organised by the Social Science Research
Council, New York carlier in the year, this writer, while
commenting on the propesal, had jocularly remarked
that gender equality was the only missing factor in the
litany of benefits that the implementation of the scheme
would allegedly lead to. Some eminent participants then
seemed to think the joke was in bad taste.

We are thus being fed improbable fables about inci-
dental spin-offs that have nothing to do with the osten-
sible reasons that prompted the river-linking project,
like the flood-drought dichotomy, and have everything

to do with all the other ailments of Indian society. Per-
haps we will soon be told that linking rivers will bring
about, inter alia, peacc on carth, an end to domestic
violence, child labour and trafficking, the abolition of
the caste system and all the other recalcitrant problems
that otherwise refuse to go away. Is the Task Force look-
ing seriously into the technical issues or is it simply
immersed in politically correct public relations
management?

The latter is quite obviously the case, and one of the
gambits of this excrcise is to make the time tested plea
that there are no alternatives to a course of action that
has already been decided. Of course, alternatives do
exist and the choices lie at both the institutional and
technological levels. The question of technological
cheices brings in what the historian of technology,
David Collingridge labels the “control dilemma”. At
the early stage of a technology’s use we do not know
enough about it and by the time we know enough about
it, it is too late to make a shift. The result is an entrench-
ment, as we find ourselves locked into a particular
course of action and less and less able to switch to
another possible path because of technological
inflexibility.

When it comes to technology, is it possible to iden-
tify, distinguish and separate flexible options from the
inflexible choices? The evaluation process called Tech-
nological Assessment says it can be done. Technologi-
cal Assessment is relevant more in the case of a devel-
oping technology than an entrenched technology, but
it can nevertheless be used to assess the flexibility of
the bulk water transfer proposal of the Government of
India. The procedure employs eight indicators to sepa-
rate the inflexible from the flexible. Four of these indica-
tors are technological and four are organisational. The
technical indicators are: a) large-scale, b) long lead-time,
¢) capital intensive and d) require major infrastructure
investment early on in the instituting of a particular
technological regime. The four organisational indica-
tors are, a) single mission outfits, b) immunity teo criti-
cism, ¢) hype (every thing under the sun will happen
by doing this or that), and d) hubris. If the selected tech-
nological option shows red on all eight indicators then
the chosen trajectory is littered with obstacles and the
end result is an impasse.

The river linking proposal fails against every indi-
cator. Publicly available information shows that the
scale is large. [t involves 30 systems stretching over sev-
eral hundred kilometres of canals. The project will take
a long time to complete, a minimum of 20 years if noth-

INR 2,017 ,4¢

The outiay for the river linking proposal spread over 20 years, as computed by an economist.
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ing goes wrong along the way. It will incur enormous
costs, realistically estimated at INR 2,017,468 crores at
2003 prices. It will entail massive infrastructure, not
the least of which is a conveyance system that will have
to be put in place before the water can even begin
to flow.

The organisational inflexibility is equally stark.
Pushed by the single mission outfit, the NDWA, its pro-
moters have displayed a high degree of contempt and
intolerance for critiques and alternative suggestions.
Hyvpe surrounds the project and is reflected in the nu-
merous statements by politicians and policy makers
about the omnipotence of engineers who have “found
the perfect solution to simultancously solve the prob-
lem of flood and drought”. The hubris is evident in the
denial of alternatives as seen in the response in Himn!
that sought to justify the proposal.

Despite such ingrained inflexibilitics the proposal
has emerged as the preferred choice. Why was the pro-
posal selected? The answers lie at several levels. The
first is the belief that water problems have supply side
solutions and those espousing this view are committed
believers in the tenet that the road to prosperity is tech-
nocratic. Anyone questioning this technocratic vision
is dubbed an irrational romantic. Second, it allows the
source of the problem and the solution, be it for flood or
drought mitigation, to be located outside one’s own
domain. A lower riparian state can always claim that
the upstream state did not release enough water in the
dry season, thereby creating scarcity, or that it released
too much water in the wet season and so causing floods.
Third, it circumvents the need to address the messy
business of water management or equitable rcalloca-
tion or social and economic upliftment by simply as-
serting the claim that once this or that link is completed
every problem will be solved. Fourth, it makes political
sense to offer the extravagant promise to farmers facing
drought that extra water will be made continuously
available. This is particularly significant given that the
region has faced consecutive drought in the last few
years.

The Supreme Court of India’s directive on river link-
ing (which requires of the government to complete the
project in 10 years) is an opportunity for the resource
starved walter hierarchy of Tndia to implement projects.
As the environmental critique beginning in the late
1970s gathered momentum and gained in public influ-
ence, the water establishment has been without major
projects. It has for some time now been on the defensive
and has reacted apologetically to its critics, but it has
steadfastly refused to move up the learning curve. But

it is not just the water establishment that wishes to cre-
ate monuments in its own honour. National level lead-
ers also have a propensity to have their names associ-
ated with large projects, After some of the Punjab ca-
nals were built, colonial administrators had boasted
that they had created greater monuments than those
constructed by the Muslim and Hindu ruters of India.
Within this overall milieu that determines public policy
choices, the challenges this proposal brings to the fore
are both conceptual and practical. How water should
be managed or how the world ought to be fifty vears
from today is not the prerogative of any single entity, be
it the technologists, the political establishment, the mar-
ket, or even the greens.

Hierarchic engineering and the new era

The way forward needs to emerge from a more creative
engagement among ‘social solidarities’, based on nor-
mative models of resource use predicated on a clear
conception of fundamental categories like ‘benefit’ and
‘progress’. Today’s real challenge lies in defining what
constitutes a benefit, how it will be distributed and to
whom. Standardised ‘solutions’, with their familiar in-
stitutional and technological matrices, cannot yicld the
same results in different contexts and over time under
different conditions. The challenge is also to develop
and institutionalise sets of governance principles that
will enable society to organise effective and equitable
responses to water problems when and where they are
needed.

The problems that pose themselves today are not
engineering puzzles concerning soil mechanics or the
behaviour af concrete in the construction of dams or
canals. Problems of that order were solved through tech-
niques perfected in the 1930s with the execution of the
Hoover Dam in 1936, The challenge in fact is to find a
way out of the problems created by purely technologi-
cal solutions. From the 19305 to 1970, the United States
Federal Government built hundreds of dams on every
major western river. They laid the foundations for the
powerful, modern and economically prosperous West.
But, the deficits of that prosperity have been immense:
irreversible ecological damage, the concentration of
power with economic elites, the accentuation of socio-
economic conflict, the annihilation of native Americans
and their cultures, and social injustice legitimised by
the ideology of triumphalism and “success’. By the end
of the twentieth century, that logic of development has
also led to the rise of the military-industrial complex
with its extraordinary capacity to influence the state to
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the detriment of the citizen.
Not only native Americans, but also unsuspecting
all-American Americans have paid a heavy price for
this prosperity. Hollywood's Erii Brokovitch dramatises
the story of one such injustice in rural California, how
small city, predominantly White America, exemplified
by the town of Hinckley, is slowly poisoned by indus-
trial effluvium, Thanks to a persistent social auditor,
the residents of Hinckley were awarded USD 330 mil-
lion in damages because thev had been drinking
groundwater polluted by toxic plume from the boilers
of the conglomerate Pacific Gas and Electric. Unregu-
lated capitalism, driven by the ethos of accumulation
has caused and will continue to unleash adversity.
Given that the current system of decision-making 15
such that this adversity is never anticipated in advance
and is only brought to light post facto, after the victims
have already suffered the consequences, how can those
who are responsible for other peoples

since the days their predecessors erected the pyramids.
The manner in which the river-linking proposal
surfaced also shows the deep-rooted stress facing
civil engineers dealing with water and working in
centralised management structures. The traditional
definition of civil engineering is the harnessing of the
forces of nature for the benefit of mankind. One of the
benefits that civil engineering provided came from ma-
nipulating stock and flow of water. Historically, the
benefits were obvious. Tt ensured the regulated supply
of water and encrgy. But with these solutions came
many technical hurdles as well. Early civil engincering
attention was focused on the science that allowed it to
understand and explain the forces of nature with a view
to using enginecring skills to overcome the hurdles that
stood in the way of obtaining benefits. But therc are
civil engineers and there are civil engineers. A civil en-
gineering that serves the benefits of a few is one that
colonises nature and leaves in its

misfortunes be penalised? Will there
ever be Bollywood parallels of Erin
Brokovitch? 1t is hard to imagine
Aishwarya Rai playing Medha Patkar,
or Shah Rukh Khan playing Chandi
Prasad Bhatt or Hrithik Roshan cast as
Sundar Lal Bahaguna, in films that
portray the social consequences of un-
bridled technological arrogance and
profiteering.

Even if Bollywood ignores these is-
sues, and even if the polity imposes no
penalty on those who wreak havoc on

River linking:
The maps prepared
for the scheme
show how slipshod
the technocratic
apparatus has been
in translating a fool-
hardy concept into
an ill-advised project

wake more problems than it solves.
This unfortunately is the kind of
civil engincering that has come to
dominate South Asia and reflects a
hicrarchic ethos that denies the plu-
rality of interests in society and there-
fore rejects the need to examine alter-
natives that better accommodate the
needs of a greater diversity of people
and livelihood forms. No alternatives
please, because the sine qua non of hi-
erarchism is, “There is No Alterna-
tive”. This is deemed to be a selt-evi-

others, the critique of orthodox engi-
neering has nevertheless gone too far in society to be
disregarded by engincers, In the past, civil engincers
did not have to worry about questions of benefits and
their distribution, but now there is a persistence with
which they demand answers through stubborn social
movements. Those on the social and physical margins,
the romantics, the tribals, the eco-frea ks, and the lumpen
proletariat, who throughout the long years of indus-
trial civilisation could safely be neglected, cannot be
ignored anymore in the age of information and popu-
lar demaocracy.

Hierarchic civil engineering faces the choice of a
transition to a new ecra. But this ossified establishment
shows no signs of making the appropriate choice, re-
sponding as it does in the same old defensive and apolo-
getic manner when it has to, and bludgeoning its way
to dominance when it can. But civil engineers cannot
evade confronting the problem and medifying their in-
ter-nalised understanding that has served them so well
for so long. That understanding is increasingly out of
step with the social reality and it is no surprise that
mechanical, electrical, instrumental engineers and even
medical practitioners chide civil engineers for still be-
ing so profoundly dominated by the gigantism, shack-
led to age-old concepts that have remained unchanged
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dent axiom that requires no proof.
So, averting water problems, we are told, can hap-
pen only through augmentation of supply and the ma-
nipulation of stock and flow on a scale that exceeds the
limits of a reasonable engincering of nature. We are
further told that the burgeoning population, fifty years
on, will face an unimaginable water crises, and hence
the butk transfer of water must be initiated now. Those
who have been trained to exploit nature also believe
that they can anticipate the future with unerring accu-
racy, and since thev can where others cannot, their
judgement on the choice of solutions cannot be faulted.
This allegedly faultless cheice is based on the sim-
plistic and entirely ignorant equation that an increase
in the number of people translates into a proportionate
increase in water consumption. But is that what really
happens in human societics characterised by enormous
differences in consumption patterns and practices? In
the 1970s, the physicist, John Holdren and the biolo-
gist, Paul Ehrlich popularised the IPAT (lmpact = Popu-
Ition x Affluence x Technology) model to explain en-
vironmental crises. Environmental impact, the model
suggested, is the combined outcome of p()pulation, af-
fluence and technology. The model assumed that people
everywhere are same and behave in similar fashion and
this behaviour is positively related to standard of liv-
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ing and technological growth.

But this is an assumption neither physics nor biol-
ogy can prove. For one, neither affluence nor technol-
ogy is uniformly distributed across this increasing
population, and per capita water consumption has in-
creased disproportionately among a smaller group of
more prosperous users than it has among the larger
group of less affluent users. But that in itself does not
add up to the full picture, for, though water consump-
tion is income elastic, there are also numerous instances
of net water use having stabilised even at higher in-
come levels, in part due to the development of relevant
technology. There arc technologies of conservation that
have come to play an important part in mitigating the
effects of the technologies of consumption.

Simplistic assumptions and equations often lie at
the heart of so-called scientific forecasts about future
demands. To that extent, the solutions chosen for the
future by the present have little justification, and the
denial of alternatives in the name of knowing the fu-
ture have even less. Doomsday
predictions are usually invoked to
provide the rationale for ambitious
technological innovations, and in-
variably the cause of the projected
doom is always attributed to ordi-
nary people going about their ev-
eryday lives. The cngineer watch-
ing with alarm then comes up
with mechanisms that will solve
the problem and save people from
thetr own follies.

Hazard and vulnerability

In the course of implementing solutions that save the
future of the planet, natural resources pass from the
hands of the users to those of the experts. Thus, the
peasant depletes water and to secure the future the en-
gineer must take it away elsewhere to ensure rational
use. The villager depletes the forests and so the forester
takes it over and puts it to more efficient use. The poor
destroy the commons and hence it is handed over to
commercial developers so that its potential is not
wasted. Nature and society, however, are not reducible
to such self-serving equations that portent doom un-
less engineers get down to the urgent task of saving
humanity.

But they are routinely invoked for reasons that
legitimise the technocratic establishment by creating a
narrative justifying intervention. This is how the idca
of "waste’ articulates itself with the idea of ‘mitigation’
to produce excesses such as the river-linking proposal.
Using unsound predictive tools, large problems of great
urgency are forecast, for which large solutions are then
posited. These solutions usually affect large numbers
of vulnerable people. Even if we ignore the flimsy eth-
ics that rationalises the ousting of so many people from
their meagre resources just to secure the future for an
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abstract humanity, there are still the consequences of
the intervention to be dealt with, because these process
introduces destructive externalities, which, in ever-in-
creasing spirals, demand greater doses of the same
therapy that invited the problem in the first place.

The engineering solution to an ill-diagnosed prob-
lem gradually inscrts itself into the cycle of what has
conveniently come to be labelled ‘natural disasters’. The
idea of a natural disaster is very appealing to the tech-
nocratic establishment for this very reason. The utili-
tarian idea of ‘waste’, having unleashed its own devel-
opmental wasteland, reinvents itself in a compassion-
ate and heroic guisc, by proposing the humanitarian
idea of ‘mitigation’. Hedonism and humanism now
become indistinguishable. Technological hedenism
first defines ‘disasters’ as natural and then sets about
mitigating them. Profligate solutions set up extravagant
problems to address, so drought and flood become the
obvious targets of the kind of engineering self-indul-
gence that culminates in the plan to link all rivers.

Will the bulk transfer of water
mitigate drought and flood, and
avert water-related natural disas-
ters? To asses that it is first neces-
sary to outline what these so-
called natural disasters actually
are. Natural disasters, in reality,
are not any more natural than the
holc in the ozone layer, or the ra-
pidity of climate change in the
20th century, A growing body of
research has persuasively demon-
strated that disasters are out-
comes not only of natural hazards, but also of socio-
economic structures and political processes that make
individuals and families vulnerable. This perspective
focuses on the various ways in which social systems
operate to make people susceptible to disasters. The
capacity to anticipate, cope with, resist, and recuperate
from the impact of a natural hazard determines the im-
pact. Those who are more vulnerable are at greater risk
of being stricken by disaster.

In South Asia, people live in vulnerable conditions
cven during normal times, and it is hardest for them to
salvage their livelihood immediately after being affected
by a hazard. But is the solution to this technological?
Vulnerable people do not live in vulnerable conditions
out of ignorance about natural hazards or poor assess-
ment of the risks. It is becausc they have little freedom
to choose how and where they live. Low-income fami-
lies often have no alternative other than to live in vul-
nerable locations such as flood plains, and the vulner-
able conditions contrive to keep them economically on
the margins. They are forced to live in such conditions
not because regulation or planning of land use is poor,
but because prevailing agrarian relations, and the at-
tendant procedures of social and economic exclusion,
deny them sources of livelihood in safer arcas.
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The propensity to disaster, whether from flood or
drought, is the outcome of hazard acting on vulnerabil-
ity, When social vulnerability is accentuated, the scale
of loss and destruction increases. Conversely, strength-
cning social institutions that conduce resilience reduces
vulnerahility. Therefore, the idea of mitigation in the
river-linking proposal is vacuous, since the solution
relies on manipulating the hazard and not on
minimising vulnerability. As a justification for
the project the idea of mitigation is limited in its
conceptualisation because it simply does not admit that
disasters are the unresolved problems of societies dur-
ing ‘normal’ times. Disaster is the latent complement of
the South Asian normalcy. Misplaced ‘scientific’
enthusiasm has reduced the problem to a set of static
factors that science can comprehend, leaving out causes
that lic within socio-economic relations and arc there-
fore outside science.

Even if we were to grant that the solution lies in
controlling the hazard, there is not much that can be
done with a hazard that 1s not even understood, let
alone controllable. In 1998, floods

ity. The long-term consequences for the authority of the
judicial system are adverse and self-defeating. Courts
that compromise their judicial dignity by making ques-
tionable decisions and recom mendations cannot com-
mand respect.

In this particulm’ case, the court acted in breach of
its own mandate. A court of law can pronounce On ques-
tions of law or of fact. A bench of judges can make deci-
sions based on the laws, protocols and proprieties of
evidence. Private opinion, pcrsonal pro.judico and
articles of faith, even irrational faith in science and tech-
nology, are inadmissible in the working of the courts of
law. Most importantly, courts must function with the
laws given to them. They cannot create laws in accor-
dance with their views. Court systems are created for
different purposcs—to adjudicate, and to provide a sys-
temic check on violations of the law by the exccutive.

The courts can direct the exccutive to perform neces-
sary acts that it is required to perform and to proscribe
acts that it is not authorised to perform. It can order the
government to ensure that suffering caused by drought
or floods be mitigated. But it cannot,

caused extensive damage in castern
Uttar Pradesh. Mitigation of the harzard,
had the idea been entertained, would
have been pre-empted by the fact that

How are those re-
sponsible for other
people's misfor-

under any circumstance, dictate to the
government what specific methods it
should adopt in attaining this objec-
tive. Most certainly, it cannot prescribe

the flood was caused by a massive tunes to be remedies of a technical nature about
cJoudburst along the region south of the ; o which it has no technical expertise and
Chure range. What is the possible tech- penahsed . alse institute a timeline for the techni-

nological response to such a deluge?
The fAloodwaters could not have been stored in dams
because there are no sites where they can be built. There
is no option but to let the floodwaters drain. The hydro-
meteorological characteristics of the region and the so-
cial conditions of agrarian society in the affected re-
gion compel a re-conceptualisation such that there is a
transition from hazard mitigation through drainage
control and risk management to tlood-disaster mitiga-
tion through strengthening resource capacities among
vulnerable people.

The Supreme Court

Given the corpus of knowledge about the physiognomy
of disasters and about water management, drought-
and flood-impact mitigation, why did the Supreme
Court of India succumb to the unqualified technologi-
cal exuberance exhibited by the NWDA in preparing its
proposal? Judicial activism has in the past helped ad-
dress many social issues, including creeping environ-
mental problems. However, in recent times courts have
allowed themselves to answer questions about matters
that lie outside the ambit of jurisprudence. These in-
clude ruling on questions of historical interpretation,
the veracity of mythology or the development paradigm.
This is especially a problem when facts involved are
uncertain, when values systems differ drastically and
the stakes are high. In venturing into such areas the
judiciary risks lowering its own dignity and credibil-
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cal ‘fix’ that binds socicty. The Su-
preme Court in the present instance explicitly decided
that the macro-method of bulk water transfer was the
solution to India’s problems. Macro-responses do not
address micro-level concerns at the houschold, family
and community levels, where flood and drought respec-
tively have a highly visible but differential impact. The
court has voluntarily ventured into an arena of knowl-
edge, politics and dispute that is far bevond its compe-
fence.

Modification of stock and flow of water is a practice
that goes back to the dawn of human history. That is in
itself not the problem. It is the asscrtion by the technoc-
racy and the judiciary that the linking of rivers is the
dows ex maching to simultancously solve the problems of
flood and drought once and for all that constitutes a
deep conceptual threat to the emergence of a plural in-
tellectual environment for the formulation of public
policy. This is all the more s0 since, in the current politi-
cal-economic miliew, at least some part of the river-link-
ing project will be implemented, vet the vulnerabilities
to flood and drought will remain. And when problems
come home to roost decades hence, there will be no
mechanism to ensure that irresponsible and hasty con-
duct on the part of the judicial and technolegical bu-
reaucracies will be penalised.

Hum us desh ke vasi fwin echoed a sentiment that runs
deepin the Subcontinent. Are we living with the banal-
ity of listening to a preposterous remix of the song. A
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as the only hope for the Maldives,
with his advanced university edu-
cation and as a scholar of Islamic
studies. In contrast Ibrahim Nasir
had barely completed his second-
ary education. However, unlike
Gayoom, Nasir was a visionary and
a pragmatic, who it was that intro-
duced Western style education and
opened the country to international
tourism.

When Gayocom took command
25 years ago, most Maldivians did
not understand the political back-
ground of the new leadership, in-
cluding that of Gayoom’s friends,
the Forcign Minister, Fathulla
Jameel and the Youth Minister,
Zahir Hussain. They had contrib-
uted to pan-Arab and Islamic social-
ism and had aspired to rule the
Maldives ever since they were stu-
dents at the Al-Azhar University in
Cairo in the 1960s. They were
heavily influenced by Arab Social-
ism and the teachings of the likes of
Libya’s leader Muammar Qadhafi
and Egypt's Gamal Abdel Nasser.
This background is important to
understand the political history of
the Maldives.

If Maldivians expected a leader
to introduce democracy and indi-
vidual freedoms in the country,
Gayoom could not have been the
one to do that because he did not
believe in individual freedoms any
more than Hafiz Al-Asad of Syria
or Saddam Hussein of Irag.
Gayoom and his Arab educated
friends have operated as a close-knit
group, very similar in its function-
ing to a politburo, while denying the
privilege of political association to
their potential opponents. They de-
mand absolute loyalty and anyone
who challenges the political system,
let alone the legitimacy of their au-
thority, is treated as an enemy of the
state. By not allowing formal politi-
cal parties, the ruling politburo en-
sures that legitimate opposition to
the government cannot be expressed
in peaceful ways.

The inner mechanisms of this
autocratic system are controlled and
operated by an intricate network of
family and friends who occupy po-
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sitions of power, with President
Gayoom playing the role of the god-
father. In a system like this, abso-
lute and unquestioned allegiance
1s a must. Family connections
and friendships are everything.
Gayoom’s  vounger brother,
Abdulla Hameed and, until re-
cently, brother-in-law Ilyas Ibrahim
are family members who wield ex-
traordinary power and play a criti-
cal role in the maintenance of this
regime. It is they who have been in-
strumental in securing absolute
power for President Gayoom.
They were once close confi-
dantes of the previous President
Ibrahim Nasir and therefore knew
the tricks of manipulating the pub-

Past and present: Nasir and Gayoom

Gayoom and his Arab
educated friends
have operated as a
close-knit group, very
similar in its function-
ing to a politburo,
while denying the
privilege of political
association to their
potential opponents

lic vote. They controlled the Maijlis,
the parliament. Tt is not in their in-
terest to reform the age-old political
system in the country. Until today,
Hameed is the Speaker of the Majlis,
appointed by Gayoom and in addi-
tion he holds the sensitive and stra-
tegic post of Minister for Atolls Ad-
ministration. His primary respon-
sibility is to secure votes for Gayoom
from the rural islands through the

aegis of the island chiefs appaointed
by him. His other task is to control
the Maijlis so that any non- govern-
ment bill submitted to the parlia-
ment will never get through unless
it has the blessings of the President,
Hameed is his elder brother's big-
gest political assct.

Like Hameed, Tlyas has held stra-
tegic positions in government. He
was Deputy Defence Minister and
head of the NS5 for many vears (The
President always reserved the de-
fence ministry portfolio for himseit).
llyas, an old time Nasir protégé,
knows only the power of money and
the police. Gayoom used Tlyas to
maintain law and order. The latter’s
close friend Adam Zahir, an Aus-
tralian trained schoolteacher, was
appointed chicf of police immedi-
ately after Gayoom came to power
in 1978. Adam Zahir and Ilyas per-
fected the art of torture and repres-
sion for Gayoom'’s government.

The Maldives is too small a place
and the position of the President as
head of the police and armed forces
1s so visible, it is inconceivable that
he would be unaware of the gross
violations of human rights in the
prison system. Following the recent
killings, Adam Zahir has been re-
moved from his post. He quickly left
the country for the United Kingdom.
Gayoom is hoping that the entire
blame for the killing of prisoners can
be put on Zahir and a few prison
guards. However, it is essential that
responsibility be borne by all who
have condoned such brutality over
the years.

Handout islands

The senior figures in the Maldivian
government have ail enjoyed full
immunity from investigations and
prosecution. It is widely believed
that in addition to being accom-
plices to human rights violations,
many of them have misappropriated
large amounts of public funds,
transferred huge amounts of foreign
exchange to oftshore banks and en-
gaged in shady business deals with
overseas companies, espeeially in
the fisheries sector and the airline
industry. Following major corrup-
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tion scandals among senior officials,
the government did set up an anti-
corruption board. But, when the rul-
ing elite are bound by such powcr-
ful political and economic ties, and
the judiciary is just an extension of
the exccutive branch, such anti-cor-
ruption initiatives and investigative
committees have little chance of ever
getting started.

The international community
may not have heard of torturc and
repression in the Maldives until
now, but it s common knowledge
in the country that gross viclations
of human rights are a standard fea-
ture of the prison system. Such prac-
tices have continued down through
the last several decades, and the re-
gime of President Gayoom is no ex-
ception. Using the excuse of an at-
tempted coup, Gayoom arrested his
opponents as ecarly as 1979, barely
a year after he took office, when a
number of supporters of former
President Nasir were imprisoned.

Stories of torture began to emerge
from then on. Several people have
died in-prison and independent In-
vestigation has never been carried
out. The recent riots that began in
the prison, and the shooting of sev-
cral prisoners by armed guards are
a natural outcome of many years of
repression. Unlike earlier incidents,
however, this time dead bodies were
brought to Male, clearly a grave over-
sight from the perspective of the re-
gime managers. When the gravity
of the mistake was realised, the rest
of the injured prisoners were flown
out of the country to Sri Lanka for
treatment.

The existing system of repres-
sion is perpetuated through the con-
tinuous reproduction of social and
political relations between the po-
litical apparatus and the tourism
industry. The tourism sector is the
backbone of Maldives’ politics and
economy. In the early 1970's, some
of the Western educated youth who
were then frustrated by Nasir's au-
tocratic rule went into tourism, giv-
ing up their dreams of a just society.
Today, they form the crust of the
wealthy class in the country. The
state uses the most important asset

of the country to buy political
allegiance.

Uninhabited islands are dished
out to government suppuorters, who
in turn rent them out to Western
travel companies. These few fami-
lies led by one-time progressives
have now acquired a substantial
stake in the maintenance of the re-
gime. Many members of the cabinet
fall in this category. The revenue
accruing to the government itself
from such handouts is only a frac-
tion of the total revenue being gen-
crated from the tourism industry.
The bulk of the national revenue is
skimmed off by this handful
of Maldivians and their foreign
financiers and partners. The few
Maldivians who actually run their

Continued repres-
sion will only build
more pressure and
when it explodes, it
will not only pose a
danger to the
Maldives but also to
the security of the
entire region

own resorts are struggling to com-
pete with large international hotel
operators because they have to make
regular payments both to the
government and to members of
Gayoom’s cabinet.

The events of 20 September have
grave implications for the tourism
industry. As the European tourism
industry becomes more sensitive to
the human rights abuses of the cur-
rent regime, they will ook for other
holiday destinations. Many West-
ern tourists are no longer willing to
be party to repressive systems or
contribute to regimes that deny ba-
sic freedoms of speech, assembly
and political association to their
people.

This feudal system of patronagc
and rewards is constructed and re-
constructed to maintain absolute

authority. The system is designed
to keep the country’s wealth and
sources of income concentrated in
the hands of 2 few families and to
kecp the rest of the population si-
lent. Some of the wealthy resort own-
ers provide the financial backing to
government-supported candidates
in the election to the Majlis. They
also finance the expenses for the re-
election of the President. That ex-
plains how the entire cabinet gets
re-clected to the Majlis on a regular
basis. The ministers together with
the cight members of the Mailis, and
the Speaker appointed by the Presi-
dent ensure that he remains in his
position for life.

Cultural dichotomies

In addition to political and eco-
nomic factors, cultural interven-
tions have played an important role
in maintaining state hegemony. The
press is under tight control. The
only newspapers in the Maldives
are owned either by cabinet minis-
ters or by the President’s tamily.
Only state run television and radio
are allowed. Private cable operators
are required to censor sensitive
news on political changes in other
parts of the world.

The events following the riots
demonstrate that the days of infor-
mation blackout and press control
are numbered. Changes in informa-
tion technology will erode the walls
of secrecy around the Maldives. The
younger generation is conneeted
globally through the internet. Most
young people today watch CNN or
the BBC World Service. They iden-
tify themselves with youth in other
parts of the world. The internet and
the mobile telephone have become
the tools of communication and in-
evitably the international commu-
nity will get to know a different
Maldives from the onc that gets pro-
jected, that of a beach resort for the
world’s rich and the famous.

Another aspect of cultural hege-
mony is the monopolisation of reli-
gious thought. Only those persons
with an Arab education have the
right to express their thoughts on
religious matters. This policy has
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For the central government it is
the bigger question of feeding the
country, should the flow of wheat
and paddy stop flowing from this
machine, Howcever, for Punjab it is
a question of ecological survival, of
sustaining its natural resources like
water and soil in a healthy state.
Politically and economically it is
also a question of the sheer survival
of its farming community. The pro-
posed change in crop patterns for
Punjab will save the country an es-
timated INR 8,976 crore in procure-
ment, handling and storage costs. It
is also intended to provide some re-
lief from the high incidence of pests,
diseases and a host of ecological
problems, like the alarming deple-
tion in the water table, water log-
ging, soil salinity, toxicity and mi-
cronutrient deficiency. These are the
less-talked about afflictions of the
high yielding variety boom, which
was once talked about as the engine
of food security and the driving force
behind farm prosperity.

A reduction in paddy and wheat
production by 30 percent is being
suggested as the antidote to the cur-
rent stress on the state’s water re-
sources. Rice is not a traditional
crop in arid states like Punjab. Rice
fields alone consume some 85 per
cent of all freshwater supply. This
adds up to a total annual consump-
tion of 44 lakh hectare metres of
water. Being a water guzzler, paddy
is the key crop being targeted. Un-
doubtedly, a shift in the cropping
pattern will ease the pressure on the
already over-stretched groundwater
resources in the state.

Since the prosperous farming
community in Punjab is extremely
influental, this depletion of ground-
water in the service of rich-farm pro-
ductivity has been aided and abet-
ted by successive governments to
gain political mileage. The inevita-
bility of the ground-water crisis was
built into the political-economy of
the state from the very inception of
the Green Revolution. Government
supportin the form of virtually ‘free-
for-all’ electricity for tubeweil opera-
tion led to the overuse of even poor
quality water (This has added an-
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other dimension to the burgeoning
ecological crisis by increasing soil
salinity). Statistics indicate that 35
percent of the total electricity con-
sumed in the state is being used to
run 7.5 lakh tubewells—mostly for
irrigating paddy.

Not surprisingly, water tables
have long dropped beyond the reach
of muscle-driven water lifts, dip-
ping down to as low as 400-450
meters in many places. As a result,
some 84-development blocks out of
the 138 in the state have already
becn declared as being in the dark
zone, where the level of groundwa-
ter exploitation is over 98 percent,
as against the critical level of 80 per-
cent. Six out of the 12 districts in the

Dipping water tables and rocketing

electricity bills.

state have recorded a groundwater
utilisation rate of over 100 percent.
Consequently, in many parts of
Punjab water tables are falling by
up to one meter per year.

This crisis of overuse is the os-
tensible reason for the Punjab
government’s measure to reverse
the existing agricultural regime. in
his report, ‘Agricultural Production
Pattern Adjustment Programme for
Punjab’, noted agricultural scien-
tists S5 Johl has drawn up an ambi-
tious plan to wean farmers away
from cultivating paddy and wheat
on one million hectares. If the state
isallowed to have its way and imple-

ment this plan through central as-
sistance, the consequent reduction
in wheat preduction by 4.7 million
tonnes and paddy by 3.4 million
tonnes will mean a net saving of
14.7 billion cubic meters of water
each year.

There is no doubt that a shift from
the current cropping pattern will
help the state curb the unintended
and unanticipated trade in virtual
water. Each ton of wheat and paddy
sent to the central food stocks en-
tails a virtual transfer of 1200 and
2700 cubic meters of water respec-
tively, as that is the amount of wa-
ter required to produce a ton of the
harvest. The Punjab government has
realised that in producing food for
the nation it is losing dearly in terms
of its non-rencwable natural re-
sources, for which there can hardly
be any compensation.

Howsoever justified from the
perspective of the state, the solution
proposed by the Punjab government
raises some fundamental questions.
Undoubtedly, subsidies and incen-
tives on crop inputs during the
Green Revolution era have brought
about significant changes in the
cropping pattern and the crop har-
vests in the state. Can the same tech-
nique be used to reverse that trend
now? Albert Finstein once remarked
that, “you can’t find a solution to a
problem by employing the same
thinking that moved you into the
problem in the first place”. This prin-
ciple ought to inform the debate in
today’s context. The present sub-
sidy being sought from the central
government will be used to encour-
age vertical integration through
“contract farming”, wherein private
companies tie up with farmers and
ensure a buyback arrangement for
their produce. Considered innova-
tive, this farmer-corporate partner-
ship is likely to open the floodgates
of carporatisation of agriculture on
the one hand and marginalisation
of farmers on the other.

Contract farming, defined as a
system for the production and sup-
ply of agricultural/horticultural
produce under forward contracts
between producers/suppliers and
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buyers, rests on the commitment of
the producer/seller to provide an
agricultural commodity of a certain
type, at a time and a price, and in
the quantity required by the buyer.
Contract farming by large private
groups such as Rallis, Mahindra,
United Breweries and Tropicana is
permitted in Punjab. Already in the
state, 90,000 acres have been shifted
to alternate crops like basmali,
maize and pulses in the past one
year, alongside the involvement of
private companies in marketing tie
ups with farmers.

Though this move will gradu-
ally ease the pressure on the state
by way of eliminating farm subsi-
dies on the one hand and the onus
of minimum support prices on the
other, Punjab’s farmers will be at the
mercy of uncertain markets driven
by global corporate interests. It
makes for fallacious reasoning that
such contract farming policies in
any way address the ecological
threat they were intended to avert.
What is the incentive for a private
player to ensure that over-use of
fertilisers and pesticides is avoided,
that waler should be used in mod-
eration, that cultivation cycles
should follow soil-recharging prin-
ciples and not market values? There
is every reason to doubt the claim
that the proposed policy interven-
tion will reverse the trend in resource
degradation.

Punjab’s proposal to replace the
government-farmer relationship
with a corporate-farmer relation-
ship does not seem to take into ac-
count other, less uncertain, alterna-
tives thal have been suggested. Daler
Singh of the JbM Foundation in
Ladhowal, Ludhiana, has been
working on the concept of a low
waler-use variety of paddy. During
the last four years, Singh and his
colleagues have demonstrated to
farmers in several locations in
Punjab that paddy can survive and
thrive on much less water. The in-
novation is simple: Rice seedlings
are transplanted onto the ridges
spaced 24 inches apart by turrows
that are filled with water. While the
crop is irrigated daily for the first

week after transplantation, subse-
quent irrigation is at weekly inter-
vals, with special attention during
the tillering and grain setting stages.
Since less water is used in the ridge-
furrow system of paddy cultivation
than in flooded rice fields, the crop
requires about 30 per cent less
fertiliser application.

Sadly, the idea of corporate farm-
ing seems to make more sense t0 the
authorities than these alternatives.
The innovation does not seem to get
the desired official patronage prima-
rily, it would seem, because the gov-
ernment is already committed to re-
solving the crisis through private
companies providing inputs and
buying back the harvest as envis-

The Punjab govern-
ment has realised
that in producing food
for the nation it is
losing dearly in terms
of its non-renewable
natural resources, for
which there can
hardly be any com-
pensation

aged under the crop diversification
plan.

Agriculture as a production in-
dustry depends on inputs from sev-
eral industries, and additional ser-
vices like transport. In a situation
where competition amongst the
multi-national firms has led to price
wars, it is not difficult to visual them
resorting to various undesirable
methods of cost-cutting. It is very
likely that price stability will be com-
promised, leaving farmers in the
lurch. Besides, there could also be
managerial arm-twisting to under-
cut the flow of inputs to rival com-
panies, and other profit-only strate-
gies. These are legitimate causes of
worry in the case of agriculture.

Whatever gains accrue to Punjab

in the short run will be counter-bal-
anced by significant problems in the
long term. And these problems are
unlikely to be very different from the
one that has prompted the state
government’s proposal in the first
place. Developing country tarmers
are already fighting a losing battle
because of the global imbalance in
the volume of farm subsidies as be-
tween them and their counterparts
in the developed countries. By los-
ing the cushion of subsidy from the
Indian state, farmers may well find
themselves under the total control
of corporations, which will not only
decide the type of crops to be grown
but will determine the procurement
price as well without being con-
strained by the factors that pre-
vented the government from push-
ing the floor price below the suste-
nance level,

The government of Punjab seems
to have taken a blind plunge into
the unknown. In effect, it might be
(unjintentionally setting a trap for
itself. A series of questions await the
state government’s clarification:
What has prompted the state to en-
courage contract farming? Why has
the government not adopted a co-
herent and competitive marketing
strategy for crops other than paddy
and wheat? Why have minimum
support prices for pulses and coarse
grains not been announced?

It is apparent that in the haste to
reverse the ecological degradation
in the state, the government has over-
looked some of the serious dimen-
sions of its proposed solutions. In-
deed, there may be problem in the
very idea of providing an incentive
to get farmers to change their crop-
ping pattern. As things stand, farm-
ers are not only getting negative re-
turns on their current investments
but are also witnessing a decline in
markets for their present harvest as
well. Therefore do farmers need the
financial inducement of subsidy
support to switch over from the
paddy-wheat rotation? Or is there
some other motivation behind the
scheme? Perhaps there is more to
Punjab’s ambitious crop diversifi-
cation plan than meets the eye. 2
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Report

Mining uranium in the mountains

n Domiasat, in the West Khasi

hills of northeast India there is

trouble brewing. The story dates
back to 1976, when the Atomic Min-
erals Division (AMD} of the Atomic
Energy Commission set up its North-
castern Circle Office at Shillong, in
Meghalaya. The AMD, known suc-
cessively as the Rare Minerals Sur-
vey Unit and the Raw Materials Di-
vision and currently renamed the
Atomic Minerals Directorate for Ex-
ploratien and Research (AMDER),
soon commenced uranium explora-
tion in the state and discovered large
deposits of uranium oxide in Domi-
asat and Wakhyn, both in the West
Khasi Hills, not far from the border
with Bangladesh, in 1984.

The Uranium Corperation of In-
dia Ltd (UCIL), a state-owned com-
pany under the administrative con-
trol of the Department of Atomic En-
ergy, and the only body authorised
to mine uranium in India, soon for-
mulated plans to set up a uranium-
processing unit at Domiasat. This
naturally enough provoked protests
by various local organisations,
which were conveniently ignored by
the company. An assessment of the
deposits was completed in 1992 and
exploration activities carried on till
1996. By this time public opposition
to the project had become strong
enough fo force AMDER and UCIL to
terminate the exploration and aban-
don the location.

This retreat is clearly only tem-
porary, and plans for mining opera-
tions have not been shelved. As the
UCIL's website puts it, “[t}he large
sandstone type deposit discovered
in cretaceous tertiary sedimentary
basin ... has been planned for com-
mercial exploitation. Different min-
ing methods and extraction tech-
niques have been studied to find the
most suitable alternative keeping the
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cost and the environmental impact
as low as possible”. Mining has not
commenced till date but that is no
reason to believe that attempts will
not be made in the future. The only
factor that has come in the way of
extraction is the strong local oppo-
sition.

The discovery in Domiasat is far
too important for the nuclear estab-
lishment in india to give it'up
merely because of popular objec-
tion. For one, this is reckoned to be
the largest and richest deposit to be
discovered in the country so far. For
another, the depuosit is very near the
surface and therefore will be more
economical than the other UCIL min-
ing operations, which are at somce
depth below the surface. The ore
in Domiasat is spread over a 10-
square—kilomctcr area, in deposits
varying from eight to 47 meters from
the surface. The significance of this
can be gauged from the fact that at
Jadugoda in the state of Jharkhand,
the site of the UCIL's largest ura-
nium mine has been prospected
to a depth of about 800 m below
the surface and it is expected that
it would continue further in
depth.

More importantly, the uraniom
ore at Domiasat and Wakhyn is
much better than at Jadugoda, in
Tharkhand, which supplies the bulk
of India’s uranium requirements.
According to AMDER's regional di-
rector in Shillong the recovery per-
centage in Domiasat is 0.1 percent,
which compares favourably with US
and Canadian recovery percentage
of between 0.2 and 0.5. By contrast
the deposits at Jadugoda are of rela-
tively poor concentration, with the
recovery percentage being as little
as between 0.02 to 0.06. This grade
is generally considered too low to
be worth extracting.

“Yellow cake” bounties

Since India had very early decided
on building up capacity in nuclear
power, an extensive gcological sur-
vey had been undertaken in the
1950s to identify the domestic avail-
ability of nuclear materials. These
exercises suggested that India had
limited and poor quality uranium
reserves and vast quantities of tho-
rium deposits. Accordingly the In-
dian nuclear programme while re-
lying primarily on thorium, envis-
aged the creation of reactor systems
that would use to the maximum pos-
sible the limited stock of uranium.
Hence the heavy investments made
in Jadugoda, Bhatin, Nawapahar
and other places.

Consequently, the Domiasat de-
posit introduces a different com-
plexion altogether in the overall ca-
pacity of the Indian nuclear envi-
ronment. Such mineral bounty —an
estimated 10,000 tonnes of double
grade uranjum — gives it second
place in the aggregate availability
of the “yellow cake” (UQ), after
Jadugoda. But the Domiasat and
wWakhyn deposits have by far the
best concentration in India so far,
thereby giving them an importance
that is not lost on the nuclear estab-
lishment, particularly since, cur-
rently, all the uranium for India’s
Pressurised Heavy Water Reactors
(PIHWRs), comes from the lower-
grade Jadugoda facility.

Both the qualitative and quanti-
tative aspects of the Domiasat de-
posit are significant in the overall
context of the 15-year plan formu-
lated in 1985, which proposed a
mammoth expansion in capacity so
as to increase the total national gen-
erating capacity to 10,000 MWe
{megawatt electrical) from 1360
MWe being generated then from
six nuclear units. This was to be

HIMAL 16/10 October 2003



Repos

achieved through the establishment
ot eight 235 MWe units and ten 500
MWe units.

Since this entailed the produc-
tion of additional uranium, the plan
envisaged increase in mining ca-
pacity, with a gross production of
1700t /y (tons per year) to meet the
purified U.O, need of all the reac-
tors. By 2000, 18 additional plants
that were to have come online. Of
these, by the year 2002, nine had be-
gun operating, while another nine,
were reportedly under construction.
Given this expansion in require-
ments it is not difficuit to sce why
the LCIL has made a strong pitch
for the are in Meghalaya, which
alone has, at current levels of iden-
tified deposits, roughly 16 percent
of India’s rescrves.

The vl has applied for a min-
ing lease to cxecute a USD 100 mil-
lion project. But since 1992, when
mining was supposed to commence
on completion of the assessment re-
port by the AMD’s regional division,
LCIL's attempts have so far not been
successful, largely because of the
scale of local opposition to it. This
resistance to the UCIL’s proposed
activities are the result of both di-
rect experience with the conse-
quences of the company’s activities
and famiiiarity with the effects of
three and a half decades of mining
in the nearby state of [harkhand.

Domiasat has registered an ex-
traordinary increasc in child ail-
ments and deaths, miscarriages,
cancer and asthma- or tuberculosis-

like conditions of dry cough and’

severe chest pain ever since UCHI op-
erations commenced in the area.
This is despite the fact that, as yet,
the company has been able to un-
dertake only very limited activity.
This has given rise tojustifiable fears
among residents of the fear of radia-
tion effects and boosted the resis-
tance to mining. The even more
damning evidence from Jadugoda
only confirms the publics reserva-
tions about giving permission to
Ut for fuil-scale mining.

Repeating Horrors?
Jadugoda has suffered horrific costs
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in terms of both human and ecologi-
cal health. It has witnessed dispro-
portionately high incidence ot can-
cer (especially leukaemia), congeni-
tal deformities, sexual impotence
and reproductive sterility because
of prolonged exposure to low-level
radiation (see Himal May 2003).
A 1998 survey in seven villages
in Jadugoda located within a
kilometre's distance of the wastc im-
pounds from the mines, found that
47 percent of the women reported
disruptions to their menstrual cvele,
18 percent had suffered miscar-
riages or given birth to stillborn ba-
bies in the previous five years and
30 percent reported fertility prob-
lems. Nearly all women complained
of fatigue, weakness and depres-
sion. 1t also found a high incidence

The nuclear estab-
lishment is now eye-
ing the Indian North-
east for mining ura-
nium after having
caused extensive
damage around its
existing mines in
Jharkhand sate

of chronic skin discase, cancers, TB,
bone, brain and kidney damage, dis-
orders of the nervous system, nau-
sca, blood disorders and other
chronic diseases. As a result of ge-
netic damage caused by radioactive
exposure children have been born
with skeletal distortions, partially
formed skulls, missing eyes or toes
and fused fingers or limbs, often ac-
companied by brain damage.
Conscious of this legacy and its
influence on the Domiasat opposi-
tion, UCIL chairman-cum-managing
director Raminder Gupta is quick
to allay fears about the hazards of
radiation. He maintains that reports
about the health effects are baseless.
Speaking to reporters at a seminar
organised by the Northeast India
Council for Social Science Research

in June at the Raitong Building in
Shillong on the “Environmental
ard Socielogical Implications of
Mining of Minerals and Oi! Explo-
ration in North-cast India” Gupta
said, “these are rumaours designed
to prevent the development of
Damiasat”. In keeping with time-
honoured UCIL tradition, he em-
phatically denied that UCIL’s activi-
ties in Jadugoda had atfected resi-
dents. Instead, he added, the tribal
population in the vicinity of the
mine has greatly bencefited from the
project because of the development
it brought to the area.

Human Rights groups, NGOs
and pelitical figures in Meghalaya
remain highly sceptical of these
claims, and with good reason, UCIL
has a notorious reputation for con-
cealing facts and concocting data.
For instance, in Jadugoda, follow-
ing the 1998 report of an investiga-
tion by the environment committee
of the state legislative assembly, the
then UCH. technical director had
written to the state government, re-
garding 54 people suspected to be
suffering radiation-induced disor-
ders, saying, “As regards the cause-
effect relationship of these discases
with radivactivity, we can neither
establish nor exclude the same at
this stage”. Other institutions in the
nuclear establishment joined the
fray to endorse this whitewash. A
medical survey recommended by
the legislative committee was bla-
tantly rigged. It was conducted by a
medical team dominated by doctors
from the Bhaba Atomic Research
Centre, Bombay and which in-
cluded the LCIL chief medical officer.
To nobody’s surprise it found that
the discases in Jadugoda were not
related to radiation, but to poor nu-
trition, malaria, alcoholism and ge-
netic abnormalities.

Given this history of dereliction
it is not surprising that there are few
takers for the UCIL view on the de-
velopment benefits to Domiasat. Ac-
cording to Dino DG Dympep, a
Shillong-based human rights activ-
ist, “neither the government nor
UCIL has done any health and envi-
ronment impact assessment study”.
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The Rongbhasnong or the village
headman of Domiasat says many
villagers were suffering from mys-
terious diseases now, which werc
never reported earlier. His observa-
tion is endorsed by Hopingstone
Lyngdoh, the local legislator to
Meghalaya legislature and presi-
dent of Hill State People’s Dema-
cratic Party, an ally of ruling Con-
gress government in Meghalaya,
adding that radioactive pollution is
a serious possibility.

Meghalaya and Jharkhand

The resistance in Meghalaya to min-
ing is active, vocal, articulate and
well-informed. But in India, thesc at-
tributes are not sufficient to ensure
even a modicum of efficacy or suc-
cess against projects undertaken in
the “national interest” on lands be-
longing to people who do not be-
long, to the cultural mainstream of
the nation. In Jadugoda, the mining
continues in blatant disregard of
civilised norms despite a strong lo-
cal movement involving organi-
sations like the Jadugoda Organi-
sation Against Radiation, the
Bindrai Institute for Research, Study
and Action and other NGOs, besides
left political groups. The fraternity
that serves the Indian nuclear inter-
est has not only been dumping ra-
dioactive waste there for the last 35
years, but have also since then ex-
tended the scope of their activities,
the latest in the region being com-
mencement of mining at Turamidh
in the same district.

One of the reasons why UCIL can
continue its activities with impu-
nity is that the affected people are
adivasis (tribals) of the Chhota-
nagpur plateau, mainly Santhals
and Ho, “indigenous’ peoples who
have been historically exploited and
expropriated by successive centra-
lised regimes run by the cultural and
economic mainstream of India.
Even the political forms that alleg-
edly guarantee protection from this
kind of expropriating dominance
has also not been particularly use-
ful for the adivasis. The creation of
Jharkhand state was ostensibly to
rectify the historical domination of

u

the adivasis, but the structures and
systems that modulate the politics
of the state are such that the proce-
dures of exploitation remain sub-
stantially the same. The difference
is only in form. Today, an adivasi-
elite, articulated to the incentive
schemes of Indian politics, presides
over the misappropriation of
Tharkhand’s resources and the co-
ercive subjugation of its people.

The lands on which the uranium
deposits in Domiasat have been
found belong to people of the Khasi
tribe. In the more cultured concep-
tion of the Indian nation, tribes are a
deplorable incongruity, useful atbest
for some ethno-tourism, but other-
wise of such little merit that subject-
ing them to prolonged radiation in
the national interest is a trivial issue
compared to the immecasurable ben-
efits to India from the additional gen-
cration of a few thousand megawatts
of power, and perhaps even the deto-
nation of a bomb or two. Jadugoda is
proof of this attitude and the same
fate may befall Domiasat’s Khasis.

But before that happens there arc
still some hurdles in the way of UCIL.
Domiasat has some advantages that
Jadugoda lacked. As a relatively
more recent target of the UCIL, it had
the history of Jadugoda before it to
evaluate the company’s many claims
and promises. This is all the more so
since Meghalaya is a far more liter-
ate society than Jharkhand, or the
bulk of the lowland plains for that
matter. Consequently, groups from
Domiasat were able to mobilise op-
position on an empiricaily demon-
strable platform based on the history
of destruction that UCIL left in its
wake. This is important since early
UCIL activity did not witness any
organised opposition until much
later when mining operations were
well underway and had become part
of an entrenched way of life. Gener-
ally speaking, it is a little easier to
thwart or delay a project than it is to
dismantle one that is already n op-
eration,

The most significant factor in
preventing full-scale mining activ-
ity in Domiasat so far is a seemingly
small constitutional advantage that

some hill areas in the Northeast
have. Domiasat is in the Khasi Hill
District. The sixth schedule of the
[ndian constitution provides for the
autonomous administration of
“Tribal Areas in the States of Assam,
Meghalaya, Tripura and Mizoram”.
Under these provisions Domiasat is
administered by the Khasi Hills Au-
tonomaus District Council. Under
paragraph 3 (a) of the schedule, the
district council has the power to
make laws with respect to the allot-
ment of land.

As a result of this provision, nei-
ther the central government in Delhi
nor the state government in Shillong
can acquire the land for the mining
lease, since that right rests exclu-
sively with the district council. The
UCIL's lease application pending
with the state government cannot
move forward until the permission
comes from the council. Tn fact, in
2000, the Meghalaya government
admitted that it had in principle
given the sanction for mining in the
Domiosiat-Wakhyn area. But the
Khasi district council members
staged a protest as soon as UCIL
brought earth-moving machinery
into the area, forcing them to with-
draw. When asked about the latest
initiative from UCI. to push ahead
with mining, David Langwi, Chief
Executive Member of the district
council said that mining must not
be at the expense of the health of the
people and the scnsitive environ-
ment of the Khasi Hills.

The danger to Domiasat still re-
mains for more than one reason.
wWhile the district council, being a
smaller body, is more connected to
the arca than a distant legislature
or executive would be, it can also be
subject to arm-twisting by higher
authorities. The council has not cat-
egorically ruled out the possibility
of giving permission for mining. Tt
has in fact has granted UCIL the
authorisation to “conduct explor-
atory surveys”. Though for the
present this stops short of permis-
sion to undertake commercial min-
ing, there is no saying what the fi-
nal decision will be. The provision
relating to land in the sixth sched-

HIMAL 16/10 October 2003



Report

ule also sates that the council can
allot tand for “any other purpose
likely to promote the interests of the
inhabitants of any village or town”.

Devils advocate?

Coincidentally, the UCIL’s spin doc-
tors have launched a publicity of-
fensive, harping on the bencfits of
the project and the safety measures
that the company will be putting in
place. The company says that the
open-cast mmmg that is proposed
for the site is safe. It has also pulled
out the old Indian argument that
popular protests against projects are
obscurantist since they are moti-
vated by disruptive elements to pre-
vent development of the region. The
promised development benefits in-
clude the rapid socio-economic
progress of the entire West Khasi
Hills.

Company officials claim that
UCTL has an outstanding track record
in employment, health care, educa-
tion, environment protection and
upgradation over a period of 36
years. Therefore the company would
create model mining practices, estab-
lish good hospitals, good schools in
the area. It would also bring along
good roads, banking facilities,
telecom services, and postal services
among other benefits. The chairman
of the company also made it point to
emphasis that the project would also
generate emplovment opportunities
for local people not only in the UCIL
but alse in auxiliary and ancillary
services as well as self-employment
in trade, transport and other ser-
vices. Endorsing all this is the Khasi
nuclear physicist, Mary Jwyra, who
concurs with the official view and
feels that the tribal leaders are over-
reacting. According to her, “If done
scientifically, and if all care is taken
for proper waste disposal, there will
be no threat to the cnvironment or
the local people”.

Local organisations are not in a
mood to buy these claims ahout the
environmental precautions and the
merits of open cast mining. As one
representative of the Peoples Move-
ment Against Uranium Mining, a
parent body of NCOs in Meghalaya,
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put it, “We have seen the negative
impact of coal mining in Jaintia Hills
of Meghalaya. The environmental
hazards have affected all the water
bodics, land and air in the locality.
At least 50,000 indigenous people
have been affected in Jaintia hills de-
spite all the assurance and promises
made to them. These have not mate-
rialised. We do not want the repeti-
tion of another disaster”.

But such resolve may not suffice
in the face of determined lobbying
by the UCIL. In the circumstances, it
is difficult to predict whether the dis-
trict council can hold out in the long
run, especially since UCH. has prom-
ised development benefits to the en-
tire West Khasi hills. Rhetoric of this
kind usually has a larger appeal, so
that the health of Domiasat residents
may well be sacrificed for the larger
welfare of the Khasi hills. Even if the
district council does hold out, there
are other provisions in the scheduie
which circumscribe its authority. The
governor of the state has certain ex-
traordinary powers that he can in-
voke to bypass the district council
should it prove stubborn.

Thus, under paragraph 1 (3) of
the schedule, the governor of the state
can by public notification exclude or
diminish “any area” from within the
purview of the autonomous district
council or “define the boundaries of
any autonomous district”. Para-
graph 14 empowers the governor to
appoint commissions of enquiry into
the administration of such districts,
particularly on the need for any new
or special legislation, besides allocat-
ing to a minister of the state govern-
ment the charge for the “welfarc” of
such districts,

In addition, paragraph 15 makes
the validity of the acts and resolu-
tions of the district councils contin-
gent on the satisfaction of the gover-
nor. If the governor believes that a
decision of the council is “likely to
endanger the safety of India [or is
likely to be prejudicial to public or-
der], not only will the decision be
annulled, but additional steps may
be taken to prevent the “commission
and continuance” of such decisions.
And all else failing, the governor can

by public notification simply dis-
sofve the district council, subject only
to the condition that the dissoiution
is on the recommendation made by a
commission of inguiry.

Whatever the final outcome, the
spin-offs from the project look good
only on paper. Although the UCLL has
promised to provide 85 percent of the
jobs to residents in the arca, the fact
is that about 30,00 people are likely
to be displaced by full-scale mining.
And it may not have to reach the stage
of misuse of constitutional powers by
the governor, since many families,
frightened at the prospect of what
is in store, have started leaving
Domiasat and have settled in nearby
villages like Allawarng, Pandeng
and Kuboit. Only the poor remain
since they have nowhere to go. This
is the ideal condition for UCII. to make
a strong pitch for mining on the
grounds that the number of dis-
placed will be very small. And since
the remaining inhabitants are few
and poor they are unlikely to mount
any effective opposition to the project.
For the UCIL there will be added
advantage of compensating fewer
people, should it come to that.

To what extent the cnvironmen-
tal and anti-nuclear movement in in-
dia can make an intervention in
Domiasat remains to be seen. The lat-
ter in particular is restricted to the
‘heartland” of the country and there-
tore its efficacy will depend on its ca-
pacity to expand its base to otherwise
neglected corners, like the Northeast
which has been the victim of the cen-
tral governments policies of national
integration. Even now, despite the
protests that have been going on in
Meghalaya, Domiasat does not fig-
ure very much on the agendas of
India’s urban-based anti-nuclear
movement. Tssues such as mining
and accidents at nuclear plants have
been left to environmental activists,
while anti-nuclear activists concen-
trate on issues of weaponisation and
war. Unless they are able to include
‘remote” areas inhabited by the peaple
who do not matter, there is very little
likelihood that they will get very far.
Meanwhile, Domiasat’s future hangs
in balance. .
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Lumpens in the constabulary: Gujarat

by Subhash Gatade

tice AN Mullah castigated the

police, calling it the “biggest
organised goonda (goon) force” in
India. Many events have occurred
since then to reinforce that percep-
ticn, and the sentiment expressed
by Justice Mullah is probably shared
by a broad cross-section of the
people. News about the atrocities
committed by the police, suppos-
edly in the course of maintaining
law and order is regular fare.
And the worst manifestation of
organised police misbehaviour is
on display when they are left to deal
with communal conflagrations.

Successive commissions of en-
guiry into communal riots have rep-
rimanding the police in no uncer-
tain terms for the weak First Infor-
mation Reports {(FIRs} it lodges or for
the dereliction of duty on its part in
not assisting the aggrieved parties.
Over time, from merely being stand-
offish during communal tenslons

It was in the mid-1950s that Jus

the police has graduated to playing
an active role in vitiating the social
atmosphere during riots.

Just a few instances will illustrate
the degeneration of the force. Soon
after the first major communal dis-
turbance in Madhya Pradesh in
1961 the Justice Shrivastava Com-
inission found that during the riots
in Jabalpur, Sagar, Damoh and
Narasinghapur, “the intelligence
department... [was] entirely ineffi-
cient and the law and order authori-
ties were responsible for a laxity
in investigation and prosecution
which resulted in large [numbers of ]
acquittals”. Thirty years later the
situation had deteriorated. The po-
lice was no longer just inefficient
and lax, it had begun to participate
enthusiastically in the violence. The
Justice Sri Krishna Commission,
which looked into the Bombay riots
of 1992-93, found specific police of-
ficers to be “utterly trigger happy”,
“guilty of unnecessary and exces-

sive firing resulting in the deaths of
innocent Muslims”, “extremely
communal” and “guilty of inhuman
and brutal behaviour”.

Another 10 years on from the
Bombay of 1993, the reputation of
the police as protectors of the law
has plumbed new depths. During
the pogrom of Gujarat last year, po-
lice brutality surpassed all previous
limits. Tt was the first riot in the coun-
try where the state promoted ‘retri-
bution” as a matter of policy. Many
victims of the riot reported categori-
cally that the police, instead of pro-
tecting them, had handed them over
to the rioters. And now there is a
news report of the ultimate travesty
of justice—Gujarati Muslims it is
who are being targeted under ex-
traordinarily harsh legal provi-
sions.

A report filed by the Agence
France-Presse agency, datelined
New Delhi, 15 September, says that
of the 240 people booked under the

Justice delayed and denied: Uttar Padesh

Can a government declare members of its own Police
Force or Provincial Armed Constabulary (PAC) who
are still on the duty rosters and receiving regular pay,
‘absconders’? Can non-bailable warrants issued by
competent courts against these accused be returned
unserved, not once or twice but 18 times? Further,
would it dare to ignore the court’s orders to have their
property confiscated?

To witness such absurdities one does not have
look very far. It can be found in Uttar Pradesh. And
the event in question that invited the court’s actions is
the massacre at Hashimpura- al} of 16 years ago- and
its investigation. It was only in 2002 that the Supreme
Court had asked for the immediate transfer of the case
pertaining to the Hashimpura massacre from the
Ghaziabad Sessions Court in UP to the Delhi Sessions
Court.

There was good reason for the Supreme Court’s
sense of urgency. The massacre at Hashimpura, when
42 innocent Muslims were killed in cold blood by the

UP police had taken place 16 years ago. The circum-
stances of the massacre are telling. There was commu-
nal violence at Meerut, in 1987, when the Congress Party
ruled both in the state and at the centre. Both police and
PAC pickets were posted in the town to bring the situa-
tion under control. A 1994 confidential report of the
Central Bureau of Investigation sheds light on the sor-
did turn of events:

On 22 May 1987 around 8.00 p.m. they herded 40-
42 ‘rioters’ in PAC Truck No. UR 1493 at Hashimpura,
overtly for taking them to Meerut Civil Lines or Police
Lines. However, the Platoon Commander SP Singh
drove to the Upper Ganga Canal, Muradnagar
(Ghaziabad) ignoring their protests. On reaching there,
they started unceremoniously shooting them down.
When a few tried to escape they were shot down on the
spot and their bodies were cast into the Canal. Rest of
them were taken to the Hindon canal and there the sor-
did show was re-enacted.

This action of the police was basically to terrorise
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Prevention of Terrorism Act (POTA),
which carrics a death penaity, 239
are Muslims. (The sole exception is a
Sikh.) Gujarati Muslims have been
booked for three different attacks
on ‘Hindus’—the burning of the
Sabaramati Express at Godhra last
year, the attack on Ahmedabad’s
Akshardham Temple and the mur-
der of former Gujarat Home Minis-
ter, Haren Pandya. This report comes
immediately after the Supreme Court
of India’s unequivocal criticism of the
Guijarat government for the way it
handled the ‘Best Bakery case” (sec
Himal, September 2003). The court
had gone so far as to observe that it
had no faith that the administration
would bring to justice the fanatics
responsible for the killing of Mus-
lims.

It is worth noting that while the
state government did not deem it fit
to invoke POTA in cases where some
of the worst massacres of Muslims
had taken place (which involved
many Hindutva cadres and leaders),
it did not show a commensurate le-
niency in cases where the accused
were Muslims. It may be recalled that
the National Human Rights Com-
mission (NITRC), in its report, had
investigated and focussed on a few

of the worst massacres that took place
in Gujarat—the Naroda-Patiya mas-
sacre, the Gulberg Society massacre,
and the Best Bakery killings, among,
others. In none of these cases were
the people involved charged under
POTA,

The dubious role of the police
was also exposcd in the way it
handled the Akshardham Temple
case. The mythalogy that the Gujarat
police has built around the case says
that five people from Gujarat were
involved in the attack and charges
under POTA were duly levelled
against them. But, with the arrest of
one Chand Khan, by the Jammu
Kashmir Police, a new version of the
whole story has come out. Khan gave
details of the way in which the op-
eration was conducted and also
made it clear that no local person
was involved. The Gujarat police
has not even bothered to listen to
Chand Khan's confession.

To make matters easier for a vi-
ciously communalised and lumpen
police force, the state government re-
cently passed the Code of Criminal
Procedure (Gujarat amendment)
Act. This legislation is aimed at do-
ing away with the “formality” of
producing an accused in court “in

person” while in police custody
and, instead, enabling cross-exami-
nation through “video conferen-
cing” facilities in jails. This latest
addition to the armoury of the po-
lice does not bode well for the fu-
ture of criminal jurisprudence in In-
dia. Given the antecedents, it will
not be unwise to presume that it will
be used with impunity by the police
against members of a certain reli-
gious community. They can now be
put in jails on false charges and
subject to extra-judicial punishment,
and then be cross-examined not in
court, but while under the physical
control of the police.

As a significant aside to one of
the cases under which Muslims are
being targeted, Vithalbhai Pandya,
father of the slain ex-minister, Haren
Pandya, had at the very outset held
Chief Minjster Narendra Modi re-
sponsible for his son’s death and had
charged that it was a political mur-
der. He reiterated his allegations at a
rally on 15 August in Patan, Gujarat.
But looking at the way the police has
been domesticated by the political es-
tablishment under Modi and trained
to be selective in its investigations,
no further enquiries in this direction

Iy

are expected to be launched. A

and brutalise the minority population, as pointed out
in an article on the massacre in the Peoples Union for
Civil Liberties” Bulletin of February 2001. Igbal A
Ansari, Sccretary-General, Minorities Council, observed
that the massacre took place “while there was no riot-
ing in that area of the city”.

That was more than 16 years ago and the delay in
judicial proceedings has threatened to make it the “for-
gotten massacre”. The Supreme Court in its judgement
had chastised the concerned authorities in no uncer-
tain terms, because despite the fact that a decade and a
half had passed no charges had been framed.

This long history of delay smacks of an administra-
tive cover up. The state government had initially di-
rected that the incident be looked into by the Criminal
Investigative Department (CID). This internal investi-
gation was completed in 1993, six years after the mas-
sacre. lts findings were drawn up a year later. Then
there was procrastination in implementing the action
recommended. Orders on the matter were issued only
in 1995 and 1997, Even these delayed orders were lim-
ited in scope since action was only recommended
against 19 officials as against the 66 named in the CID
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Report. Finally, the matter was taken up by the Na-
tional Minorities Commission, which made its rec-
ommendations to the UP government on 12 October
1999, directing it to give adequate compensation to
the families of the dead, and to ensure that all those
found guilty are punished.

Even this had no effect, and eventually the Su-
preme Court had to intervenc to try and expedite the
matter. But even this is no guarantee that the guilty
will be punished or that the next of kin of those killed
will get adequate compensation. The bitter fact is that,
while the accused responsible for the killings of
Hashimpura are openly moving about, the few sur-
viving witnesses constantly face danger to their lives.
So far, the Sessions Court in UP had exhibited a
strange reluctance to summon the police top brass in
the state. Now that the case has finally been trans-
terred to the Sessions Court in Delhi, how soon jus-
tice will be done remains to be seen. Given the ten-
dency on the part of the state administration to bra-
zenly ignore judicial summons, there is little hope for
a happy ending.
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Cancun -let the

games begin!

by Abid Qaiyum Suleri

n Doha, you werc either with the

free-traders or ‘terrorists’. The

equation had changed by the
time the World Trade Organisation
(WTO) got to Cancun. The develop-
ing world upped the ante at the
“Fifth ministerial” of the WTO at
Cancun, Mexico. The meeting was
declared a failure. 1t was the occa-
sion when developing countries fi-
nally said 'no’ to a top-down mode
of negotiation and agreement with
respect to reforms in agriculture,
trade, market access, improvement
for nonAagricultural items, and the
launch of negotiations on competi-
tion, investment and so on. The
unity in the negotiating positions of
the developing countrics, forged
strictly on economic lines, was a
surprise to many on both sides of
the North-South divide. For these
three-fourths of the WTO member-
ship, entertaining the "hope’ of ben-
efits purportedly accruing at some
stage of their economic growth from
decisions arrived at in multilateral
fora, was not particularly ‘rational’
when contrasted with the perenni-
ally suffering domestic constituency
back in their countries.

From day one of the Cancun
meeting, the WO member nations
disagreed on practically all items on
the agenda. The European Union
(EU), the main demandeur for the
inclusion of these issucs, was more
interested in bundling the issues of
competition policy, investment,
trade facilitation and transparency

in government procurement {collec-
tively known as the ‘Singapore is-
sues’) without actually wanting to
give up its ‘mothering’ of the agri-
cultural lobby back home. Despite
the EU and Japan trying their best
to start negotiations on these issues,
the G-21 (the group of developing
countries led by India, Brazil, China
and South Africa) made it clear that
they were not ready to start negotia-
tions on any of the new issues un-
less there was tangible progress in
the areas of agriculture, implemen-
tation issues and review of provi-
sions for Special and Differential
(5&D) treatments for developing
countries (Pakistan joined the G-21
at a later stage in the conference).
First discussed in 1996 in Singa-
pore (from which it gets its name),
these issues were again brought up
in Doha in 2001, after the failure of
the Seattle Ministerial in 1999,
However, India took a strict posi-
tion and it was on the insistence of
India that the Doha Ministerial Dec-
laration mandated the members to
decide in Cancun by “explicit con-
sensus” whether or not to start ne-
gotiations on the Singapore issues.
Following the Doha procedures, the
chair of the conference appointed
group facilitators or “friends of the
chairs” who had to moderate the
discussion and report back to
Heads of Delegations (HOD} The
facilitator for the Singapore issues,
Canadian Trade Minister, Pierre
Pettigrew, reported to th