

















ithout anyone really noticing, some time

Bangladesh the powerful
during the 1980s Bangladesh stopped being

W regarded as an international basket-case.

This was an appeHation that had also coloured the
vision of its Southasian neighbours, and the image
was that of a country devastated by cyctones, tortured
by famine, impacted by floods and droughts, and
inhabited by a mass public that was expected to be
a philanthropic burden to the world, much like the
African Sahel.

As Bangladeshis look to themselves with some woe
in the run-up to January’s elections, there might of
course be some justification in the pessimism that
seems to exude from the very earth. Yes, the low-
grade rivalry between Begum Khaleda Zia's
Bangladesh Nationalist Party and Sheikh Hasina
Wajed’s Awami League has all of us frustrated, and
the rise of the Islamic right in politics is worrying. The
all-pervading corruption in Bangladesh, from the highest
of political circles to the depths of the criminal
Jnderworld, is nothing to be proud of. The continuing
levels of poverty leading to labour migration, the
incredible centralisation of power and wealth in Dhaka
city, the statelessness of the Bihari community,
the former Hindu presence now to be recalled only in
place-names, the arsenic invasion affecting millions,
the impact of the Ganga (Padma) diversion at the
Farraka Barrage, the bureaucratic confusion over
existing natural gas reserves, and the politicisation that
drags down the relationship with India - all of these
point to the massive challenges that face the
Bangladeshi people.

But this is also a Bangladesh of successes, as
achieved nowhere else in Southasia. The mega-NGOs,
such as BRAC and Proshika, have succeeded in
providing services to the mass population in a way
that has taken place in no other neighbouring country.
The innovation that is the election-period caretaker
government is thought of as something to be copied.

| India_ |
Your Move

horrific blasts in Bombay on 11 July, which

left almost 200 train commuters dead and
several hundred more injured, constituted clear acts
of terrorism. Bombay 2006, however, was not an
isolated incident. In the past year itself, innocents in
India have suffered due to the politics of violence in
the bazaars of Delhi, the temples of Benaras and

by T errorism’ is not a term to be used lightly. The
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Whether it is the introduction of rural micro-credit or
organic pesticides or traveling libraries, Bangladeshi
NGOs take things to scale - whereas elsewhere
in Southasia, at best we can achieve localised
token successes.

The devastation from cyclones seems to have been
largely curbed by the building of elevated shelters and
egvacuation procedures, something that the coastal
regions of India could emulate. As for floods, due to
the impossibility of building embankments in this
deltaic country, unlike the upper-riparians the
Bangladeshis are learning to live with the inundation,
which has always been the course to take. In industry,
though presently in sudden crisis, the Bangladeshi
garments sector has shown its resilience, its ability
to innovate and to deliver the highest quality products
for the world market. The successes achieved by
migrants in the West and elsewhere have begun to
percolate back to the home provinces.

All in all, Bangladesh has shown Southasia and
the world that it has the ability to rise to the challenge,
to deliver a better quality of life to its population of
144 million. Now, it has to actually rise to that
challenge, with the political class utilising the upcoming
elections in January to achieve a level of maturity in
keeping with the expectations of the population. A
less-polarised political landscape will deliver bonuses
in practically every area of the economy, in
governance and in international relations. As far as
India is concerned, with political stability will also come
the ability to engage with New Delhi constructively, to
be able to sell natural gas to the western market at a
premium, and to open up Chittagong as the entrepot
of the Indian Northeast. At that point, Bangladesh must
be able to allow a rail corridor from the mainland to
the Indian Northeast, and extract munificent
concessions in the bargain.

Countries become truly powerful when their
population size is matched by economic growth. In
that calculation, Bangladesh is set to become a
powerful member of the world community, once it deals
with its difficult issues of malgovernance and
confrontational politics. As such, we feel that this is
the time and reason to wish Bangladeshis well, as
they head for elections in a few months away. A

the fields of Doda.

In the wake of such dastardly attacks, there is a
constant danger that the state and society might draw
the wrong lessons. The US-led ‘war on terror’ is an
exampie of the flawed approach that has polarised
societies and created new recruitment grounds for terror
outfits. Southasian states have fared no better. The
political class exerts immense pressure on security
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agencies to bust terror medules and instantly nab those
involved in such attacks. They are egged on by a media
that publishes endless commentaries on the ‘soft’
nature of the state that cannot prevent the killing of
innocents. A defensive police establishment then
arrests people on a mass scale, in violation of every
tenet of law, breeding further discontent.

Six million passengers travel on the Bombay
commuter trains every day, and checking every one
is impossible. However, the intelligence network should
have had its ear to the ground when the terrorist outfits
were planning the operation and amassing explosives,
a process that must have taken several months
involving multiple actors. The Indian government is
suggesting that the Pakistan-based Lashkar-e-Taiba
was involved in the attacks, assisted by the Students
Islamic Movement of India (SIMI). While the Lashkar
claims to fight for the cause of azad/in Kashmir, SIMI
is a banned radical outfit that aims to establish an
Islamic state.

Re-examining motives

The espousal of a certain cause by these groups often
prompts sections of the intelligentsia - especially those
belonging to the left-liberal spectrum - to relate every
act of militancy to the ‘root causes’ theory. This
explanation is based on the premise that attacks would
continue till grievances of discontented groups in, for
instance, the Kashmir Valley, are addressed. This is
a valid proposition, and more complete than other
explanations, but is not totally adequate. Such a theory
neither takes into account the political economy of the
terror network and its close linkages with crime-lords.
nor the realpolitik calculations of the leadership of these
outfits. To believe that granting autonomy to the local
government in Kashmir or creating softer borders
hetween the two sides is the all-encompassing panacea
to this problem would be over-simplification.

Indeed, militant groups know that accomplishing their
stated goals — be they the independence of Kashmir
or “freeing Muslims from the Hindu yoke” — is not
possible by butchering civilians. If anything, terrorism
only serves to harden the position of the Indian state,
restricting the space for both engagement and
negotiation for a possible solution to the dispute.

If they are under no such illusions, what is the real
motive of these groups who have again and again
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targeted civilians? One part of the answer lies in the
peace process between India and Pakistan. Although
there is a certain stalemate that has marked the
negotiations between the two sides over the past few
months, the fact that the ceasefire is in place and
channels of communication remain open is remarkable.
Jihadi outfits realise that this process, if sustained,
has the capacity to marginalise them politically. One
of their primary aims is to ensure that the peace
process collapses, which would enhance their
importance and, in some guarters, legitimacy vis-a-
vis the conflict that has engulfed the two states.

The decision by the Indian government to postpone
the foreign-secretary-level talks with Pakistan, while
perhaps understandable as a political necessity,
strikes at the heart of the peace process. South Block
must recognise that the Pakistan government could
not have been involved in planning the attack, and
continue the process of engagement. The fact that
the attacks may have been planned on Pakistani soil
is not enough reason to scuttle the process. For his
part, Pervez Musharraf must act even more firmly on
his commitment not to allow Pakistani soil to be used
for anti-Indian activities. The onus is clearly on him to
clamp down on the militant outfits, which have free
run in Pakistan and are supported by sections of the
military and intelligence agencies. Any failure to do so
will only weaken the détente in Southasia, and help
the terror outfits to attain their objective.

The second part of the answer lies north of Bombay,
in the persona and politics of Gujarat Chief
Minister Narendra Modi. A person complicit in the
massacre of Muslims, Modi is set to lead an anti-terror
march in Bombay. His philosophy, like that of
his ideological parivar, is simple: a Hindu is naturally
patrictic, while a Muslim in India has to prove
his nationalism. Extremists on both sides wish to build
on precisely such sentiments of distrust. Indeed, the
state-sponsored killing of Muslims in Gujarat
is used by SIMI as a motivational tool to get
new recruits.

And therein lies the other, three-fold purpose of these
blasts. First, to polarise the communal situation.
Second, to create a situation wherein Hindu groups
put the loyatties of the Indian Muslim under the scanner.
Third, once discontent sets in, to seek to recruit them
into radical Islamist organisations. When security
forces engulf Muslim ghettos and slums to arrest
possible ‘suspects’, the government plays directly into
the hands of the militants and their strategy.

Unfortunately, this is not the last India has seen of
terror attacks in this particular ‘series’. What the state
must do is strengthen its intelligence network and beef
up security measures. At the same time, it must
continue to engage in the peace process with Pakistan,
for that is the most effective way to sideline those
dedicated to terror. Most importantly, India’s political
and intellectual community must not allow
fundamentalism to dominate the discourse during these
troubled times. I
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Israel and Southasia

srael has done it again. And the governments of
Southasia cannot even bring themselves to
remonstrate with some volume.

in a display of brute farce, Tel Aviv launched
simuitaneous offensives against innocent civilians in
the Gaza Strip and Lebanon. Under the pretext of
rescuing three of its soldiers — one allegedly kidnapped

«e:» Dy Hamas militants and
7 two by the Hezboltah -
. the Israeli defence farces
attacked the airport
and nearby residential
areas in Beirut, besides
bombing bridges, power
plants and government
infrastructure in Gaza.
At the time of writing, the
attacks had resulted in
the death of more than
250 civilians.

West Asia is an
immensely complex
region, with the conflict involving multiple actors, and
analysts differ about the possible reasons for the
present phase of confrontation. Some attribute it to
the assertiveness of the Israeli defence forces, while
others point to the role of Iran and Syria in encouraging
Hezbolla’s provocations. Irrespective of the precise
roots of the crisis, certain facts remain indisputable.
Israel's response is vulgar and disproportionate to the
kidnapping of its soldiers. Furthermore, the manner in

Lhotshampa go home

The United Nations High Commissioner for

Hezbollah headquarters
in Beruit

Refugees (UNHCR) office in Kathmandu has

officially broached the subject of third-country
resettlement for the more than one lakh Lhotshampa
refugees from Bhutan, who languish in seven camps
in southeastern Nepal. For the first time ever, an
officiating foreign secretary of the Nepali government
has concurred that the idea can be considered
for certain ‘vulnerable’ refugees, and will be
allowing UNHCR to conduct a critical census of the
camp's residents.

Ever since the Lhotshampa were discovered on the
banks of the Mai River by a UNHCR official back in
1991, these refugees have been afforded international
protection. Whereas other previous Nepali-speaking
evictees from Burma and Meghalaya had to fend for
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which it attacked homes, meted out collective
punishment and tried to crippie life in Gaza and
Lebanon is in violation of even the generally accepted
tenets of war.

As West Asia ignites, all the governments of
Southasia can do is look away in embarrassment.
Despite the immense moral authority the present
government in Kathmandu commands, it has seen fit
to ignore the Israeli excesses in their entirety.
Meanwhile, what of New Delhi? The state that
prides itself on being the next Great Power is too
concerned about defence cooperation with Israel to
worry about the fate of civilian Palestinians and
Lebanese. In the past few years, the Islamic Republic
of Pakistan has slowly awoken to the immense
strategic utility of a partnership with Israel. Official
contacts have been established, and Pervez Musharraf
has mooted the idea of entering into a partnership with
Tel Aviv.

As with New Delhi and Islamabad, Dhaka too has
contented itself with one-off press releases criticising
Israel. There has been no sustained criticism of Tel
Aviv's actions in any of these capitals; the response
of the political class in these countries has been
muted: and the idea of Southasia taking the lead in
mobilising international opinion against Israel is
dismissed as loony idealism.

The countries of Southasia might think that they
shouted enough for Palestinian self-determination in
the 1970s and 1980s, and that they have done their
share. But Palestinians remain a people deprived by a
coming together of global geopolitics in favour of Israel.
With so many millions of disenfranchised people within
its own borders, Southasia neglects the Palestinians
and supports Israel at its own peril. What goes around
comes around. b

themselves, the unpoliticised peasantry driven out by
the government of King Jigme Singye Wangchuk of
Druk Yul have been provided food and shelter through
the support of the UNHCR and the World Food
Programme, supported by various governments and
INGOs such as the Lutheran World Federation. But
the support has begun to dip in recent years, with
education of refugee children suffering, and their rations
becoming more meagre.

Thimphu has continucusly conducted a farcical yet
eminentty successful diplomatic exercise to keep the
Lhotshampa refugees from returning. While succeeding
in depopulating a significant portion of its southern hills
of the Lhotshampa inhabitants, a massive roadblock
arose with the quick recognition of the evictees as
refugees by the UNHCR. But after that initial setback,
Thimphu has, over a series of 13 talks, stalled any
repatriation — sometimes proposing a meaningless
refugee-categorisation exercise, another time
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conducting a sample verification from which it
withdrew on the excuse of disorderly conduct by the
refugees. All the while, Bhutan has been aided by the
continuous political turmoil in a Nepal saddled by
commaner politicians new at diplemacy, a Maoist
insurgency and, in the latest instance, a royal
regime that for its own reasons had incipient
sympathies for the Royal Government of Bhutan's
actions against the Lhotshampa.

Fair game?
On the face of it, the call by the UNHCR representative
in Kathmandu, as well as by the recently visiting
UNHCR Assistant High Commissioner, for third-country
resettlement seems a humanitarian response to a crisis
that has gone on for too long. If Nepai and the
international community are unable to do anything over
16 long years to provide a return to Bhutan with dignity
(so the argument seems to go), should not the agency
at least try to seek refuge elsewhere for the refugees?
There are several questions that need to be asked cn
this score. Most critically, what do the refugees
themselves want? While it would seem logical that
many refugees would want to opt - like so many
citizens of Nepal would, if asked - for resettlement to
a European country, there are some interesting results
in conversations with the refugees themselves. A
recent series of interviews by the Mepa/i Times weekly
also revealed that the refugees, whenever asked, all
preferred to return to their homesteads in Bhutan.
There is also the question of how many of the
displaced would really be welcomed by those Western
states that have shown concern for the plight of the
Lhotshampa. It must be kept in mind that the
Lhotshampa have been eminently un-fashionable as
refugees - just some more Nepali speakers in a sea
of Nepali-speaking humanity of Southasia. Even
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UNHCR’s own public information
bulletins and pictorials have over
the years tended to neglect the
Lhotshampa of Jhapa and Morang
districts, so it is not possible to take
at face value the assurance of any
significant number to be repatriated.
The rest, supposedly, are to be
settled in India and Nepal, with not
even a tiny fraction being allowed
back home to the hill terraces of
Chirang, Sarbang or Samdrup
Zankhar (where many of the
fields are said to have converted
to jungle).

Against the on-the-face-of-it
humanitarian argument of third-
country resettlement is the fact
that such a policy would provide
success — a decade-and-a-half late
- for King Jigme’s policy of
uprooting and making stateless a
full seventh of his kingdom’s
population. He and his Oxford-accented bureaucracy
would thus be rewarded for malice, cruelty and — there
is na ather word for it — racism. Even more importantly,
this capitulation by Nepal and the international
community would suddenly make vulnerable Nepali-
speaking communities all over the Indian landmass,
and in particular in the Indian Northeast, which has
already seen maore than one instance of evacuation.
Indeed, Indian citizens of Nepali origin are today
nervously eyeing the international - and Indian
government's — response to the call for third-country
resetttement. The message that would go to sons-of-
soit movements in India (and Bhutan itself) is that the
Nepali-speakers are fair game for cleansing.

Tri-lateralise

The initiative for the resolution of the Lhotshampa crisis
must come from Nepal, the host country. Fortunately,
today there is a democratic government in Kathmandu.
Although a bit unstable because of the unfinished
business of making peace and writing a new
Constitution, that government must use all the energy
and self-confidence it derives from the People’s
Movement to push the refugee issue to the front-burner.
In the coming months, as some stability is achieved
in the polity, the Kathmandu government must — for
both humanitarian reasons and Nepal's internal security
- engage Thimphu in a way that its attempts of
subterfuge and prevarication will not succeed.

[t is aiso time for Kathmandu to bring New Delhi
formally into the picture. For a long time, the
Kathmandu politicians have tried to shake Bhutan out
of its obduracy by threatening to internationalise the
issue, by raising it in the United Nations. It would be
much more effective to ‘Indianise’ the Lhotshampa
refugee matter. The fact is that India is an interested
party in the Lhotshampa issue, because the refugees
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SRHLANKA
Some-parties conference

Everybody knows by now that devolution and
power-sharing is ultimately the answer to Sri
Lanka's crisig, and yet it is so hard to 'get’ 1o the
position to tatk about it. The latest attempt, in mid-
July, was when President Mahinda Rajapakse
formed a 13-member all-party committee, dubbed
the Representative Committee on Constitutional
Reforms, to explore options for constitutional
changes. The move came after Indian Foreign
Secretary Shyam Saran urged Colombo to devise a
credible plan for an end to the suddenly escalated
ethnic viclence.

But do you really have a committee when the
key players of the political opposition are not there.
. and neither are the Tamil Tiger rebels? While the
committee was originally to be made up of lawyers
and intellectuals from alt backgrounds, the first

L .

B ARISTAN

‘ hailed the decision to facilitate
More travel more peace oeopie-to-people” contact. and
called on India to reciprocate the
new measures — and to start
giving tourist visas to Pakistani
citizens, which are not currently

Around 170,000 people traveled
both ways between india and
Pakistan in the first five months
of this year, according to offered.
statistics released last month - “a
significant increase” from the
previous year, said the Indian
External Affairs Ministry
spckesman.

So what's the breakdown?
From January through May, nearly
84,000 people traveled between BA L
the two countries by air, 47,700
by train and 8000 by bus. In
addition, nearly 28,500 people
crossed the Wagah border by
foot. Those who crossed the
newly opened Line of Control by
foot or by bus numbered around
800. The new Thar Express train,
which began running in February

Pakistan travel.

was by June carrying up to 800
people per week.

At the end of June, Pakistani
authorities anncunced new visa
arrangements for Indian citizens.
Indian businessmen will now be
able to get six-month multiple-
entry visas, while pilgrim and
tourist visas for Indians have been
extended to 15 and 30 days
respectively. Pakistani media
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There are many, many fingers
crossed on the two sides of the
border that the Bombay serial
blasts will not reverse this trend of  just once every two weeks.
heartening, increased India-

Poonch to Rawalkot

In mid-June, Sonia Gandhi and
Defence Minister Pranab
Mukherjee flagged off a long-
awaited bus service between
Poonch and Rawalkot, 55 km
apart. This is the second cross-

between Khokrapar and Munabao, ~ frontier bus link in Kashmir, after

meeting went forward without those who may be
said to be speaking for the rebels, nor the main
opposition party, the United National Party, or even
the main Tamil party, the Tamil National Alliance.

And do you have an effective committee when,
at the very inauguration, you note that the unity
and sovereignty of the country are not open to
bargain? That might very well be true, but does it
need stating at a critical period, when President
Rajapakse needs to begin some sort of
engagement with the rebeis? Under such an
atmosphere, how can the committee come up with
“creative options” to resolving the current conflict,
as the president directed?

Policy Planning Minister Keheliya Rambukwella
said that the committee would be looking at the
details of other countries’ constitutions, including
that of India. Well, if the idea is to look at Indian
tederalism. have things not gone a bit too far for
that? And, in any case, is federalism in india really
that good to write home about?

Srinagar and Muzaffarabad were
connected last April. That first
service, Gandhi noted, “helped us
preak the first wail between india
and Pakistan. Poonch-Rawalakot
helped break the second one.”
How many walls are there
between these neighbours,
anyway? The Karvaan-e-Aman
bus will ply this traditional route

Lty s e
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Good or bad, developments on
one side of the open border
between India and Nepal are guick
to affect those on the other side.
An eye hospital in the Nepal tarai
is flooded with patients from
Bihar, and there is always
massive shopping in Bihar when
the price of any commodity
shoots up in Nepal.

The border town of Birgunj,
south of Kathmandu, has seen it
all. And now that the Patna
government of Nitish Kumar has
managed to visibly improve the
law-and-order situation in Bihar,
Birgunj residents are seeing the
rampant criminality migrate
northwards. Criminal gangs
. feeling the heat in districts like
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injured in a bomb blast engineered
by Sahni’s gang. Such was his
daring, the godfather even used
Nepal's radio network to his
advantage, making calls to the
local FM station to own up after
each kidnapping case.

As a last straw, the Nepali
industrialists placed their
grievance with the Indian
ambassador to Nepal. Shiv
Shanker Mukherjee. Soon after,
Sahni was nabbed — south of the
border by the Bihar police.

The lesson from the episode: in
the case of an open border, in the
absence of equivalent levels of
law and order, criminals will flow
to the side that has poorer
govemnance. It used to be Bihar.
For now, it is Nepal. »

East Champaran are now causing
havec in the neighbouring Nepali
townships of Gaur, Malangwa and
Rajbiraj, besides Birgunj.

Already suffering from the
‘donations’ demanded by the
Macbaadi rebels, the Nepali
businessmen say they are
extremely distressed, and well
they might be. Chhote Lal Sahni,
described as the ‘kidnapping
godfather” of East Champaran,
was just one of quite a few busy
weaving extortion rackets across
the Nepal tarai.

There have been four
kidnapping cases in Birgunj alone
in recent months, with two of the
victims released after paying a
ransom of INR 10 millicn each.
“wo industrialists were seriously

, PAKISTAN !

i
Pakistan studies, India studies

“There should be no visa and passport restrictions” between India
and Pakistan, renowned social worker Abdus Sattar Edhi thundered
in Karachi in mid-June, addressing a newly established Bombay-
Karachi education forum. The programme, to be headed by
professor Tauseef Ahmed Khan, will facilitate crossborder
exchanges of students, teachers and facuity

between educational and research institutes in

India and Pakistan.

When the talk turned to ‘Indian Studies
departments’, it became apparent that
there were none in the many universities
of Pakistan. The Pakistani participants
agreed to work towards the
establishment of some. Meanwhile,
the Indian side patted themselves
on the back for already having
five departments of Pakistani
Studies — evidently feeling that S _
five was enough. .

The new education forum was Edhij
part of an ongoing exchange .. . S
programme between the two financial
capitals organised by the South Asia Free Media Association
{SAFMA), an organisation that confounds sceptics by relentlessly
using media as a wedge to introduce all manner of issues between
India and Pakistan. Other initiatives on the anvil are said to inciude
the swapping of technology, medical students, media-related
information and expertise on issues of urbanisation and commerce.

That Bombay and Karachi are talking rather than New Delhi and
Islamabad gives rise to some hope that something lasting might
actually come of this exchange promoted by SAFMA. «
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Tihetsecret

After months of rumour, it finally
surfaced in the reinstated Nepali
Parliament - a secretive plan to
transfer to the United States
thousands of “vulnerable” Tibetan
refugees currently living in Nepal.
The cat emerged from the bag
when, during a meeting of the
Foreign Affairs and Human Rights
Committee, an MP asked whether
rumours were true that the
government was preparing
documents “to send 5000
refugees to the US"

Foreign Minister K P Oli
respended that Nepal has
recently restarted issuing travel
documents to Bhutani refugees,
and “they are also being given to
Tibetan refugees on humanitarian
grounds and in special cases.” He
hastened to note that, “It is not
that we are granting travel
documents to illegal Tibetan
migrants.”

The cautious qualifications
were required because of
Beijing’s sensitivities towards the
Tibetan refugee issue, which the
earlier Gyanendra regime had
sought to pander to by, among
other things. closing down the
Kathmandu office of the Dalai
Lama, set up to look after refugee
affairs.

Despite Oli's guarded
comments, the matter has
enraged Chinese officials, who
will not object to Tibetan refugees
in India but who take particular
pleasure in rubbing Kathmandu's
nose in the mud on the self-same
matter. China has consistently
maintained that there are no
Tibetan refugees in Nepal, only
illegal migrants. As Aimal/ went to
press, Beijing was said to be
despatching Vice-Foreign Minister
Wu Dawei to Kathmandu to
indicate its displeasure.
Kathmandu is supposed to
tremble at the thought.

Meanwhile, little is known of
the issue that touched off the
controversy. The Tibetan
government-in-exile in
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ActionAid International (AAl) is a unique partnership of people who are fighting for a better world —a
world without poverty. It works in over 42 countries in Asia, Africa, the Americas and Europe. its
mission is to “work with poor and excluded people to eradicate poverty and injustice’.

acton

international

Rights to end poverty

COUNTRY DIRECTOR - BANGLADESH

Initial 3 year contract

International terms and conditions of service

ActionAid International (AAI) is looking fora committed and competent leader to strengthen our work with

excluded people and communities so as 1o advance rights and entitlements. and social | ustice.

We partner with Community Based Organisations (CBOs). NGOs. social movements. pcople’s organization
and activists and critically cngage with governments. international organizations and private companies (o ensure
pro-poor policies. programmes and practices. Our innovative projects. social mobilization and policy advocacy
work focuses on issues of women's rights. food seeurity. education. governance. human security in conflict &

cmergencies and HIV/AIDS.

The Country Director will have a proven track record in leading and managing institutional devclopment programs
and have experience of either being part of social movements or being anactive member of the ¢ivil society. S/He
will adopt empowering management practice to expand and deepen our partnerships. programmes and
accountability in Bangladesh, Actively committed to gender equity, our Country Dircctor will be value driven and
ateam plaver possessing high level of people related skills. S/He will have the perspectives and competencies for
rights-based and policy advocacy work: fundraising and donor relations: regional and international linkages and
a sound understanding of organizational development. Familiarity with local strategies for poverty eradication
and social change is desirable. Courage of conviction in taking public stands against issues of injustice and

experience of dealing with governance boards would be an asset.

This is a senior position based in Dhaka - Bangladesh with frequent travel to the ticld and internationally. The

candidate must have excellent communication skills in the English language.

Applications should be sent with CV, cover letter and include at least two names of your referces no later
than 15™ August, 2006 to joh@ actionaidasia.org. We will he able to respond to the shortlisted candidates

only for the interview. For more information on ActionAid International visit: www.actionaid.org

Whilst all applicants will be assessed strictly on their individual merits, qualified women are especially

encouraged to apply.




Roadmap to nowhere

n the sandy atolis of the Maldives, civil
E and political rights have traditionally

been viewed as a privilege bestowed
by a benevolent ruler. rather than as
inalienable rights of the citizenry.
Nonetheless, under intense internal and
international pressure that was
heightened last year in particular,
President Maumoon Abdul Gayoom was
forced to make some concessions.
This culminated in the announcement
of the much-touted Roadmap for the
Reform Agenda on 27 March 2006.
Since that time, however, the ‘reforms’
have remained on paper, while
systematic, targeted viclations of
constitutionally guaranteed rights have
increased sharply.

In the past few months. the constituticnal right to
freedom of assembly was severely curtailed by violent
actions against peaceful protestors by both the police
and pro-government thugs believed to be in the control
of Police Commissioner Adam Zahir. Protestors have
been brutally beaten, arbitrarily arrested and charged
with “disobeying police orders” or “obstructing police
work”. Detainees facing trial are typically brought in
through the backdoor of the courts and summarily
sentenced, without recourse to defence procedures.
The police and the pro-government thugs have made
a habit of roaming the streets, storming houses and
indiscriminately arresting family members and
supporters of the oppositton Maldivian Democratic Party
{(MDP). Such actions have included the detention of a
girl and her four-year-old sister.

Both the United Naticns and the European Union
have strongly condemned the Male government for the
mounting severity of its actions. While President
Gayoom, under international pressure, did allow the
registration of independent newspapers and magazines
earlier this year. media work has been severely
hampered through intimidation, arbitrary arrests and
spurious charges. Almost half the staff of the
opposition-run Minivan, the widest circutating daily, are
either in jail or have court cases pending against them.
Independent journalists in general face similar
persecution, including death threats and intimidation.

Christamty and commumsmy

Judging from the nature of laws that were passed even
just during the two months following the introducticn
of the Roadmap, it appears clear that Gayoom's intent
is to maintain his autocratic rule as long as possible.
One piece of legislation, purportedly designed to
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‘strengthen’ press freedoms, in fact
gives legal backing to attempts to stifle
the media. A second law, giving higher
level of immunity to parliamentarians,
was refused ratification by Gayoom on
the grounds that it would strengthen
opposition MPs. The president strongly
rebuked his own party members for
voting in favour of the bill.

One of the reforms previousty touted
by the president stipulated that both the
Parliament and the Constituent
Assembly (the Majlis and Special Majlis,
respectively) would include only elected
members. But when the MDP agitated
in support of this proposal, by calling on
Gayoom to remove the 29 members
appointed by him to the Special Majlis,
he balked. His argument was that such a step would
pave the way for the MDP ta introduce "Christianity
and communism” to the Maldives.

Other ‘innovations’ are just as misguided. The
newly introduced system of bail empowers the police
more than it does the judiciary. The police now have
the power to determine the amount of bail to be
imposed. and have discretionary powers to determine
whether the bail has been violated.

The most draconian of all of the newly introduced
legislation, however, is the Presidential Decree
regulating freedom of assembly. passed in mid-May.
This empowers Police Commissioner Zahir to
decide whether citizens can partake in any
protest or gathering. These new powers were
almost immediately put to use, when over 200
demonstrators were arrested during a week of protests
in the capital.

President Gayoom's actions, and those of his
police, belie twa particular claims: those of introducing
greater separation of powers, and of strengthening
competing institutions such as the judiciary and the
legislature. In fact. these new laws only further
strengthen the power of the executive and the
discretionary powers of the Maldivian police.
Gayoom's actions following the intreduction of the
Roadmap make it clear that. despite the widespread
demand for reforms. he has no intention of diluting
his powers, or of ushering in a more democratic
system of governance. The people of the Maldives
continue to be deprived of their constitutionally
guaranteed civil and political rights. Under
President Gaycom, the Maldives will remain a paolice
state, irrespective of rhetoric about ‘roadmaps’,
‘reform’ or ‘democracy’.
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ASHIT RAL

SPECIAL REPORT

A break in the
ridgeline

Despite plenty of false starts, it finally happened: the trading pass of
Nathula was reopened after four decades. Congratulations are in
order. Let us now have some frade.

#: PRASHANT JHA

n the bustling main bazaar of Gangtok, ensconced

in a small shop, lies a slice of history. Sanjeevani

Medicine is the kind of store one would instinctively
walk past, one among the row of outlets that punctuate
MG Road. But its proprietor is quite different from the
other retailers in this line.

Frail and bespectacled, 78-vear-old Ridh Karan is
not your normal pharmaceutical shopkeeper. From a
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Marwari family that settled in Sikkim more than a
century ago, Karan is among a few still alive who were
a part of the erstwhile kingdom's thriving economy
during the 1950s. Those were the days when trade
with Tibet, through Nathula, was still in operation,
forming the backbone of the eastern tlimalayan
economy. [ndeed, archives suggest that 80 percent of
Sino-Indian trade was conducted on this route, linking
Calcutta and Siliguri to Shigatse and Lhasa via the
Chumbi Valley.

Karan was an active trader, and traveled annually
to Tibet from 1953 to 1959, Looking out at the busy
street, he says wistfully, “It used to take us two days
on muleback to get to Yadong in Tibet, with a stopover
in Chhangu ... We didn’t just engage in commerce at
the border. | had a shop in Yadong, where we took
commodities which were in demand on that side.”
These included rice, lentils, clothes, petrol, kerosene,
even mator vehicles and Rolex watches. In return,
the main items of import ranged from raw woel to
Chinese silk.

lhe presence of Chinese troops in Tibet, the Dalai
Lama’s escape, and the increasing tension between
India and China gave Karan a sense of the troubled
times ahead. In 1959, the very year of the Dalai Lama's
flight south, he cesed his shop and decided to focus
on retail within Sikkim. This political astuteness saved
him from economic ruin. In the wake of the Sino-Indian
War of 1962, Nathula was shut down, lcading to the
collapse of several large trading houses. The mule
trains stopped plying. And Sikkim was left with little
more than tales of trade and the wealth of Tibet, as
narrated by misty-eyed traders.

At 14,400 feet

it has taken New Delhi and Beijing 44 long years to let
the border communities interact once again. On 6 July
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this year, Nathula was re-opened for trade amidst great
fanfare. At 14,400 fcet above sea level, Sikkim Chief
Minister Pawan Kumar Chamling and the Chairman
of the Tibet Autonomous Region (TAR), C Phuntsok,
cut a ribbon, putting into effect an agreement signed
between the two countries in 2003. The opening had
been postponed once already, and there had been
doubts about whether the ceremony would ever
happen. It was only a fortnight before the inauguration
that a high-level Indian delegation finalised the
modalities with their counterparts in Lhasa.

Nathula was windswept, rainy and freezing on the
morning of the opening, With a curious medley of Elton
fohn, Punjabi Bhangra and soft instrumental music in
the background, people from both sides mingled
happily. The absence of a common language made
conversation difficult, which was possibly why
everyone, including government officials and army
officers, focused instead on posing for photographs.
This was a media jamboree, with television crews in
impressive turnout. As a local newspaper had put it
the day betore, there were more journalists in Nathula
than traders.

Not that the traders were any less enthusiastic. 100
clated Sikkimi men and women proudly showed their
trade licenses, which would enable them to journey
across the border and up to the Renginggang trade
mart 15 km away. 89 Tibetan traders had been granted
similar passes, which made them eligible to come over
to the Sherathang border mart on the Sikkimi side,
which, apart from trading facilities, houses the world’s
highest cyber café and bank ATM. Surendra Kumar
Sarda, president of the Sikkim Chamber of Commerce
and Industry, was gleeful: “We have been looking
forward to this day for years. This will open the door
for prosperity in Sikkim.”

The enthusiasm went beyond business leaders and
government officials. An emphatic B Parida, a hotel
owner in Gangtok, asked, “What were they thinking
till now - that terrorists would cross the pass if it was
opened? This should have happened a long time back.”

Chamiling, who had long pressured New Delhi to
agree to the re-opening, appeared satisfied that it was
Sikkim citizens whe would stand to benefit more than
others, But, he added, “The people in Sikkim must work
hard and engage in active manufacturing and trade,
harnessing our natural advantages. We have entered
the global market now, and must be competitive.” The
Nathula commerce on the Indian side is initially
restricted to Sikkim residents, and vehicles that make
the 56 km journey from Gangtok to Nathula need to be
Sikkim-registered.

Realpolitik in Beijing

To find the cause of Nathula’s opening, one must lock
not to the provincial capitals, Gangtok and Lhasa, but
to New Delhi and Beijing. Following almost three
decades of open hostility, India and China succeeded
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in carving outrelatively cordial ties after Prime Minister
Rajiv Gandhi visited Beijing in 1988. Through the
1990s, these ties were strengthened through several
high-level visits, treaties and the opening of border
trade between Uttaranchal and [imachal Pradesh.
Simultaneously, India-China bilateral trade boomed,
and there was some progress on the boundary disputes
between the two countries.

It was in 2003, during Atal Bihari Vajpayee’s visit
to China, that New Delhi and Beijing agreed to resume
trade across Nathula. The significance of the step lay
in China’s implicit recognition of Sikkim’s merger with
India - a fact that Beijing had consistently refused to
accept before then. For its part, India reiterated its
recognition of Chinese suzerainty over Tibet.

In terms of policy calculations regarding Nathula,
analysts point to a multi-pronged, long-term Chinese
strategy. Even as eastern China’s 14,000 km-long
coastline has participated in an economic boom, the
western region, with its 3500 km of land frontiers, has
not reaped the benefits of the boom. Mahendra Lama,
of the Jawaharlal Nehru University in Delhi and author
of an authoritative study on trade across Nathula,
notes, “The major driving force for China to open its
border for more trade and investment is the need to
bring its own periphery provinces, mainly the western
region, into the national mainstream.”

Beijing’s calculation also revolves around its
broader strategy vis-a-vis Tibet. China last month
inaugurated the Golmud-Lhasa rail link, which
connects Beijing directly to the Tibet Autonomous
Region. The strategy of opening up Beijing in the
northeast and Nathula in the southeast seems aimed
at promoting economic growth that will once and for
all close the chapter on any meaningful Tibetan
autonomy that the Dalai Lama’s government-in-exile
in Dharamsala demands. More prosperity is scen as a
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“Delhi has posed unnecessary bureaucratic hurdles and has been reiuctant to release
funds for infrastructure. But economic legic wil! ensure that Nathula trade here will

take off.”

surefire way of subduing Tibetan nationalism, which
is where Nathula’s opening finds its uses for Beijing.

Even as the opening of the Lhasa railway has some
Indian traders excited about the possibility of greater
market access in the future, the line to Golmud has
caused consternation among Tibetans in exile. The
fact that Nathula opened on 6 July, which also
happened to be both the Dalai Lama’s birthday and
‘World Tibet Day’, may have been a coincidence. But
it has only served to reinforce the impression
regarding Beijing’s hard-line stance on the issue
of Tibetan autonomy, and India’s acceptance of
China’s position.

Interestingly, Tibetan activists are not critical of the
possible impact of the re-opening of the pass itsclf,
given that it marks restoration of a trade link that
preceded the Chinese takeover of the 1950s. In fact,
they argue for even greater movement between the two
sides. “This will only revive historic links, though it
is important to be careful about the impact of trade on
our environment. What we are more worried about is
the rail link, which might facilitate further Han influx
into Tibet,” says Kasur Tenpa Tsering, the Delhi-based
representative of the Tibetan government-in-exile.

Activating the Nathula trade route is thus seen as
a part of Beijing’s broader strategy to stabilize Chinese
frontiers. The opening of the pass could also add
“strategic depth’ by giving China easier access to the
Bay of Bengal. This would complement its control over
the Gwadar port off Pakistan, and create, according
to one analyst, a “new maritime security paradigm”
for the country. Besides these strategic calculations,
the sheer economic potential of Nathula would
explain Beijing’s interest, for the route could provide
everything that the Chinese authorities have had to
provide from the distant mainland to date. Production
is today concentrated beyond the eastern frontiers of
Tibet, and the cost of distribution is high; border trade
could fulfil local demand at reasonable rates. More
importantly, China also senses a future opportunity
to access the billion-strong Indian market, even if
the present infrastructural limitations make this a
distant proposition.

Dilemma in Delhi

It is not clear if China’s strategic thinking is matched
by a similar leng-term plan in New Delhi. For South
Block, the single most important consequence of the
Nathula re-opening seems to be China’s explicit and
seemingly irreversible acceptance of Sikkim as an
Indian province. However, Lama believes that from
initial scepticism, New Delhi bureaucrats have slowly
awoken to the other purposes that Nathula's re-
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opening can accomplish. “Besides the strategtc and
economic gains, the Indian state can hold up the re-
opening of the pass as an example to its other
northeastern states about the benefits of maintaining
peace,” he notes. “Nathula can also provide a lesson
on how border areas can devclop.”

At the same time, India has not vet been able to
figure out what it really wants from the Nathula
route. Would it be happy with a symbeolic step, one
with strategic meaning but little economic impact?
Or is the central government looking at more definite
gains? One policymaker admits, “[t is true we have
been hesitant about the way ahead. due to both
security and economic considerations.”

The security concern essentially stems from the
cautious approach advocated by some senior officers
in the Indian Army who have harrowing memories
of the 1962 war. They express apprehension abeout
expansion of the road up to the pass, because it
would create a wide access for an invading force
into India’s interior. Younger officers, however, tend
to disagree. A captain serving at Nathula savs,
“A healthy relationship based on trade and
interaction between people is the best way to
increase one’s security.”

The economic insecurity, meanwhile, is born out
of the fear of Chinese goods flooding the market if
trade is flung open beyond its present limitations.
Nonctheless, there is a realisation in India about
the inevitable economic engagement that lies ahead,
and how Nathula could be used in this regard.
Foreign Secretary Shyam Saran has said, “There is
certainly the potential to develop this into a border
trade crossing through which even normal trade can
take place in the future.”

The ambivalence of New Delhi’s stand on
Nathula, and how far it is willing to go, 1s a matter
of acute concern in Gangtok. For this reason, Chief
Minister Chamling spares no effort to thank every
concerned ministry in Delhi for its support. Locals,
meanwhile, veice apprehension about the intentions
of the central government. “China has been far more
flexible than India in terms of actual trade rules and
procedures,” says Pema Wangchuck, a prominent
Gangtok journalist. “Delhi has posed unnecessary
bureaucratic hurdles and has been reluctant to
release funds for infrastructure. But econemic logic
will ensure that Nathula trade here will take off.”

For now, opttmism

Things have not proven quite that straightforward,
however. A fortnight after the opening of the pass,
trading activity had yet to begin between the two
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Gangtok: Ridh Karan remembers .3 R

sides. The problem: the fact that Indian rules require
traders to have an import-export code number. To get
that code, however, it is essential to have a Permanent
Account Number (PAN), issued by the national Inconme
Tax Department. But Sikkimi residents are not issued
this number, because the state does not come under
the central taxation regime. It seems that in the
innumerable meetings, workshops and awareness
programmes in the run-up to the Nathula
opening, the bureaucrats had forgotten to mention
this requirement.

Gangtok traders are resentful that this formality has
been waived at the two other India-China border
trading points, at Lipulekh in Uttaranchal and Shipki
La in Himachal Pradesh, Some believe that India has
developed cold fect after seeing the Nathula route’s
potential, which far surpasses the limited trade
possibilities at the other two points. But perhaps it is
too early to hatch such theories. “This is a procedural
matter - mercly a reflection of the inefficient system we
have in place. It will be sorted out,” assures Lama.

The historic background of the trade link,
geographical proximity to Calcutta and Lhasa, the
efforts being made by the state government - all these
give Nathula a distinctive edge vis-a-vis the other
routes. But does it truly have the widely discussed
economic potential? Modern trade is about multi-lane
highways, high volumes and container traffic - none
of which is currently in place in Sikkim. The only way
to Nathula is through a narrow 143 km road from
Siliguri, via Gangtok. Despite repeated promises, the
central government has not yet released funds to
improve the road across the difficult terrain. Some
reports did suggest that INR 900 crore had been
released for the purpose, but ne official notification
has been received in Gangtok.

Sikkim is currently allowed to export 29 products
and import 15 others, including various livestock.
While this is not exactly a recipe tor high-volume trade,
and while the state’s weak industrial base does not
help matters, the local business community is
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nonetheless convinced there is immense potential.
Returning from Tibet after receiving orders for
commuodities, traders claimed that they had found an
overwhelming respoense. Indeed, the challenge is to
understand the needs in Tibet and capitalise on local
strengths. On the import side, Sikkimis are allowed to
purchase wool from their Tibetan counterparts, which
in itself could reap rich dividends.

The optimism is also borne out by a glance at the
map. A fully operational route across Nathula has
the potential to change the way trade takes place in
this corner of Asia, primarity because the distance from
Calcutta to Lhasa through this route is less than
1200 km. The Calcutta-Kathmandu-Lhasa route,
meanwhile, is more than twice that, at 2600 km.

The Calcutta dimension brings forth the
possibilitics of competition between Sikkim and West
Bengal for the trading pie. This also raises broader
questions about whether crossborder trade can be
exclusive, or if it needs to accommodate other regions
as well. The fact that trade is restricted only to Sikkimt
residents has caused resentment in Siliguri. O P
Agarwal, sccretary of the Siliguri Merchant
Association, says, “Unless Siliguri is included in the
entire scheme of things concerning Nathula, the
exercise will be partial.” Sikkim officials confide
that doing this would enable outsiders to take
over the entire process, leaving locals with little more
than crumbs.

Irrespective of whether Gangtok likes it or not, it is
clear that the business community of North Bengal
will play a key role once the trade picks up. Sikkim
simply docs not have either the manufacturing or
agricultural base to supply Tibet on a sustained basis.
In addition, a pattern visible from other zones with
such restrictions is of outsiders setting up businesses
under the name of local residents, and this is bound
to be repeated here as well, Even if trade is restricted
to border provinces for now, it is best for all actors to
recognise that, sooner or later, a more inclusive
framework is inevitable. The logic of Nathula trade 1s
bound to go beyond Gangtok, and rope in Siliguri and
Calcutta - not to mention Mongla in Bangladesh in
the slightly extended future.

For the moment, the important point is that Nathula
has re-opened. What is critical now is getting the
route activated, and learning from the experience over
the next few years — even as trade through the
pass, both in terms of quantity and reach, expands
to another level, More than anvthing else, it is
the true power and cnthusiasm of individual
entreprencurship that will drive Nathula trade. More
than four decades after he last engaged in border
commerce, the septuagenarian Gangtok businessman,
Ridh Karan, understands this point well, With a glint
in his eye, he says, “Do you think exporting dry fruits
to Tibet is a good idea? 1 have just submitted my
application for a trade license.” )
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Penniless beggars stand outside Bashundhara
City, the mega-mall in central Dhaka that is claimed
to be the largest shopping complex in Southasia.
In rural areas, meanwhile, the situation has
changed little.

Bangladesh is doing better than other countries in
the region at achieving the Millennium Development
Goals (MDGs) set by the UN in 2000. The World Bank
in Bangladesh states that the country "has made
remarkable progress on several MDGs and is already
on the verge of achieving the targets in gender parity.
It alsc has a good chance of reaching other targets in
areas such as under-five mortality and consumption
poverty.” Many Bangladeshis are openly astonished
when they hear of such ‘successes’, however, being
aware of the high levels of insecurity experienced by
people of all classes in the country. At the end of the
day, economic growth has not resulted in any increase
in physical security for Bangladeshis; indeed, it may
have promoted increasing insecurity through a rise
in criminality and impunity.

In recent times, Bangladesh has come to
international attention through the lens of Islamic
extremist viclence and terrorism. However, the threat
posed by systemic corruption of the political, business
and justice structures poses a greater and more
immediate threat to the security of Bangladeshis, and
to the integrity of democracy in the country.
Bangladesh is a very politically aware country, but
one where survival requires political patronage at all
levels. The politics that is practiced is complex, multi-
layered and opaque, and political relationships
frequently include ‘protection’ that reaches into both
the criminal sector and the justice system itself.

Mastaans and godfathers

Corruption is not so much endemic as systemic in
Bangladesh, and the country has now topped the
Transparency Internaticnal corruption index for
several years running. Corruption is also directly
linked to criminality, violence and impunity. The social
system in Bangladesh remains somewhat feudal, and
both social and business relations are based on
patronage - relationships that have assisted
organised crime to capture many aspects of the state
and governance, law enforcement and the judicial
system. It alsoc pervades business practice.
Mastaans, organised criminals, run wide-ranging
‘protection rackets’ through a complex system
of payment and collection. Even street beggars pay
for protection.

Mastaans have developed relationships and
linkages with politicians, who in turn benefit financially.
Some of these politicians, known as ‘godfathers’, hold
high-ranking positicns, and extend political and judicial
protection to the mastaans. Some mastaans have
become legitimate businessmen, while others have
themselves entered politics — each maintaining his
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own coterie of goondas. As such, the lines between
politics, business and crganised crime have become
increasingly blurred in Bangladesh. Honest
businessmen and politicians are often isclated and
powerless, as the prevailing atmosphere makes
it difficult to remain unsullied by corruption
and patronage.

The success of the political-criminal nexus in
Bangladesh is underpinned by impunity. The godfather-
mastaan system enforces endemic corruption, and
protects those engaged in its organisation.
Furthermore, protected mastaans enjoy impunity from
both police and the justice system — though in recent
years this safety has been threatened by octher
extrajudicial means.

In October 2002, police claimed that 10 people were
being killed every day by crime syndicates with links
to politicians. The government subsequently launched
Operation Clean Heart, an army programme that
arrested over 11,000 people, of which only 2400 were
listed as alleged criminals. There were 44 deaths
reported during the operation, which ended in January
2003. The government immediately passed an
ordlnance granting indemnity to all the security
personnei who had been involved in the excesses.
Although there was a strong outcry from human rights
organisations and Western governments at this use
of the army and lack of due process, Operation Clean
Heart was an immediate popular success. Dhaka
thereafter instituted the Rapid Action Battalion (RAB),
a paramilitary force almost entirely composed of
military personnel but reporting te the Home Affairs
Minister. The RAP operations were ‘'legalised’ by
investing it with the powers of civilian police.

Numerous criminals have been killed in ‘crossfire’
by the RAB, to the extent that 'being taken to the
crossfire’ is entering the language in much the same
way as ‘being disappeared’ did in Latin America in an
earlier era. The RAB still enjoys high popularity, as
many Bangladeshis view it as their only hope against
preying criminals. Many RAB officers have been on
UN peacekeeping missions, and therefore fully
understand human rights norms; in the war against
the mastaans, however, they do not see these as
appiicable. Currently, the RAB seems to be efficient,
disciplined and relatively incorrupt, but their actions
offend every precept of due process and rule of law.
Even within some parts of the army itself, questions
are being asked as to who will ultimately be able to
control this proud, elite, poputar force.

impunity and enforcement of the ruie of law are key.
issues to many of the country’s governance, security
and business ills. Unfortunatety, many of those
benefiting from the system are also those to whom
one would look in the fight against impunity, criminatity
and corruption. A more successful process needs to
be systematic, long-term, and one that harnesses the
will of Bangladeshis.
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The 13th Amendment was hastily drawn-up and passed in a marathon session on
26 March 1996, the night before the dissolution of Parliament. At the time, it was
regarded by almost all pelitical parties as a panacea.

These are the first elections since the sudden rise of
political violence in the country, as well as an
organised |slamist militancy. There is ample
evidence to suggest that militant groups have
received moral and material support from members
of the ruling coalition government over the last four
yvears. A fair election would provide an opportunity to
gauge whether Bangladeshi society at large
acquiesces to this ongoing trend, which is building
towards a crisis of governance, weakening of the
rule of law and a rise in violence against the people,
particularly the minorities.

Elections and political practices since 1991
demonstrate that, while there has been some
progress in the formal aspects of the country’'s
democratic system — such as the electoral process
- little progress has been made on the substantive
issues like political freedom and inclusiveness
of processes.

During the last couple of years the international
community has expressed concern about the law
and order situation, particularly the rising tide of
militancy, and the attacks on minorities, opposition
activists and journalists. Yet Bangladesh is also
viewed by many as a possible model for democracy
in Muslim-majority countries — that despite the
negative factors, democracy is better than chaos.
Members of the international community have often
expressed the view that, in the absence of the
formal democratic process, Bangladesh will
inevitably plunge into such a chaos, leading to either
a ‘failed state’ or an Islamist state. Neither of these
would be a welcome development in a volatile region
such as Southasia.

There is also another crucial element linked to the
upcoming polls — the election exercise will
demonstrate whether having a stake in the system
has moderated the positions of the mainstream
Islamists. Of course, participation in elections does
not necessarily produce democratic Islamists —
Bangladeshi Islamists, too, tend to express disdain
for democracy, declaring an intent to use elections
merely as a means to power. If they make a credible
showing in the polls, will the Islamists decide to
work with the institutions of democracy and abide by
the rule of law? Or, with adeqguate power in their
hands, would they seek to institute tegal and
constitutional changes so sweeping as to practically
unmake democracy?

Electoral free-for-all

The current political uncertainty in Bangladesh
cannot be ascribed to the campaign by the
opposition political parties, particularly the Awami
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League (AL), having demanded the resignation of
the government for over four years. Instead, the
uncertainty is. largely the result of the supercilious
behaviour of the ruling coalition, led by the BNP.
Take, for example, the government’'s 2004 decision
to extend the retirement age of Supreme Court
judges. This was evidently intended to ensure that a
certain individual would be able to head the
caretaker government. That person is former Chief
Justice K M Hassan, who has in the past held a
position in the BNP hierarchy.

Extending the judges’ retirement age was followed
by the appointment of a new Chief Election
Commissioner (CEC), M A Aziz, allegedly chosen
for his loyalty towards the ruling government. While
this appointment in early 2005 followed the letter of
the law, it represented a missed opportunity for the
government to respond to the opposition’s demand
for reforms. The opposition grudgingly accepted
Aziz and concentrated on its other demands,
particularly on the issue of the head and jurisdiction
of the caretaker government.

Beginning in September 2005, the Election
Commission (EC) began to take prejudicial action.
Despite objections veiced by two election
commissioners, CEC Aziz unilaterally decided to
draw up a new voter list, beginning the process with
hardly any preparation. After opposition parties filed
writs, the High Court instructed the EC to base the
new rolls on that drawn up in 2000. The government,
for its part, responded by appointing two new
commissioners, considered close to the party
hierarchy. In addition, two opposition
commissioners, appointed during the time of the
AL government, finished their terms and left the
EC in April.

The CEC first flouted the High Court's
instructions, and then lost an appeal when the
Supreme Court upheld the previous verdict. in the
meantime, a list containing more than 91.3 million
voters had been prepared at a cost of BDT 640
million (USD 9.2 million). The number baffled local
demographers, as their projections had showed less
than 76.7 million eligible voters, while at the same
time tens of thousands were comptlaining of being
left out.

Despite the public demand that the enlistment of
new voters should be carried out through houses-to-
house visits, CEC Aziz decided to allow corrections
to the list only if individuals appeared in person at
local EC offices during the month of July. Even
though it took more than five months and more than
272,000 workers to compile the now-rejected list, the
Commission insisted that a list that is now more
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The 13th Amendment, meant to guarantee free and fair elections, has had the unintended
effect of politicisation of the judiciary, hurt the presidency, and made the army dependent

on partisan politicians.

then benefit a small but lethal force. Saving the
healthy practice of representative government
through a clean and effective poll exercise, one has
to be proactive rather than waiting for some divine or
happenstance intervention. It is imperative that
solutions to the current crisis are explored in the
weeks ahead, before it is too late.

At first glance, the current situation appears
nearly impossible. The country has a chief election
commissioner bent on ruining his commission; a
reliable electoral roll is unlikely to be in place before
the caretaker government takes over in late October
— and therefore will not be available for the election
in January; unless Chief Justice K M Hassan
declines the appointment, the caretaker government
will be headed by the person least acceptable to the
opposition parties; and the army will remain under
the jurisdiction of the president.
To these elements should be
added the highly politicised
government officials who are in
a place to jeopardise the
conduct of free and fair polls.
Added to this is the presence of
a huge amount of illegal small
arms in the market, and the
presence of various militant
netwerks. None of this seems to
be conducive to a fair election
exercise, and yet the options to
improve the situation are
apparently limited, chiefly
because of provisions in the
Constitution itself.

The relevant constitutional
stipulations in play are as follows. The CEC holds a
constitutional position [118(5)], and therefore cannot
be removed by executive orders, despite viclating
the court orders. In appointing the head of the
caretaker government, the president will have to
exhaust a number of options [58C (3} and 58C (4}]
before turning to “a citizen” in consultation with the
political parties {58C (5)], or assume the functions of
the Chief Advisor [58C (8)]. Finally, the term of the
caretaker government is not clearly articutated in the
Constitution [58C(2) and 58C{12)], but it has been
made contingent on the election of the Parliament,
which is to be held within 90 days of the dissolution
or expiration of its term [123(3)].

While following the letter of the Censtitution might
ironically result in a level of despair. there do exist
options to accommodate extraordinary
circumstances. Additionally, and perhaps more
importantly, the spirit of the Constitution should be
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taken into cognisance. Concerning the removal of
the CEC, the president can seek the opinion of the
Supreme Judicial Council, which consists of the
country’s three seniormost judges and which can
investigate the CEC’s conduct. The proceedings of
the Council can be initiated by the president upon
receipt of complaints that the CEC or any of the
commissioners have acted improperly. In late June,
a government minister clarified that any citizen can
lodge such a complaint.

To invoke the option regarding the appointment of
a citizen as the chief of the caretaker govemment,
the retired judges would need to decline the job. A
complete electoral rofl can be compiled if the term
of the caretaker government is extended beyond 90
days, and other impediments towards a free
election, such as the law and order situation and
politicisation of the civil
administration, can also be
addressed effectively in the
interim. |n any case, the term is
not set by the Constitution; it is
intrinsically tied to the holding of
the election.

Interestingly. the Constitution
has no provision for a situation in
which, for whatever reason, the
election cannot be held within 9C
days. It does, however, say that if,
“for reasons of an act of God”, the
election for a vacant seat of the
Parliament cannot be held within
90 days, it will have to be held
within the following 90 days. If the
spirit of this provision is taken in
conjunction with the spirit of the entire Constitution
_ that the fundamental aim of the state is to secure
the rule of law, equality and justice for all citizens -
a fairly logica! solution subsequently offers itself.

Not a divine document, the Constitution of
Bangladesh is meant to be a guide for effective
governance with the consent of the people, and to
ensure that citizens are able to exercise their rights
freely and devoid of fear. A Constitution that does
not fulfil these responsibilities, quite simply, needs
to be changed. Needless to say, the measures
outlined above would only be able to bring
temporary relief. For a long-term solution to a crisis
of this nature, there is no escaping from the fact
that the caretaker government system needs to
be revisited. and the independence of the Election
Commission ensured. The sooner this is done,
the better for all. But first, there are elections to
be held.
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not with cushioned lives, but at least with the bare
minimum hope of getting a better job in the next lane,
which has newer factory buildings coming up.

This place smells of opporiunity. There may be
floods, there maybe strikes; roadblocks may be a
fortnightly affair. But for the masses, these are speed-
breakers that temporarily slow their pace. These do
not deter the commen vision or even impair the dream
of 1971.

Controversies are regular in this country. The
Election Commission may have spent an unhealthy
sum on the most wasted voter list of the century;
the Finance Ministry may strategically ask for an
explanation from the CEC; there may be rebels within
the government voicing their frustrations, there may
be popular slogans promising nothing short of a
‘golden Bengal'’; there may be waves of criticism in
revenge rags which attempt to mesmerise the simple
folk - but underestimating the power of History and
the strength of democracy, even if imperfect.

The people of Bangladesh have shadhinota
(independence) in their veins. They need no lessons
on war and freedom. Survivors in this topography of
corruption and dispensable beneficiaries, who benefit
from the current administration in their everyday lives
of commerce, the people have all learnt their lessons.
To them, desh ranks way above the conniving 5000
ill-meaning hands, through whom the balance of power
sways every five years. This sway does not bring in
fresh air for the crowd - it rather ensures a selfish
survival seeped in wealth and greed for those in
position. And every five years, the amusement park
thrives with politicians queuing up for
their next ride.

Third-world disconnect
‘Freedom’ in Bangladesh has turned

out to be a household concept. It's
a space that ensures my bread, e
my breath and my peace. The i
space that lies between me and

[

the well-mounted 24-inch plasma

screen has meountains | cannot

cross. The apparent shots at ﬁ
‘apparent’ objective reporting of »&
burning scenes in the busiest
areas of Dhaka, or the rapes
happening at the most distant
corners of Kurigram, are all part i}
of the simuiation game.

As a woman, as a mother, as a
conscious Bangladeshi, | feel that
we are placing images way above
their qualifying range. Media moguls controlling the
scene have a silent say in all our discourses. Private
channels try being progressive and often test our
senses. Even the hyper-canscious ‘I’ gives in at
times, thinking ... maybe, just maybe, it's time to
turn a new page. Perhaps the mogul doesn’t stink
so much, perhaps the opposition will at least play
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Renewing a pledge: Rafiqun
Nabi. Weekly Forum,
9 January 1971

the cards right for strategic reasons, maybe there will
be a lesser evil springing up from the rungs of hell.
However, it takes me a nanosecond to pinch myself
and lead my senses back to sanity. It isn't happening.
The hyper-reality of seminars, symposiums,
conferences and dialogues is quicksand and ... 35
long years of being Bangladeshi has smartened us
up, and we all know better than to give in to the fagade.
For us, Bangladesh still offers opportunities of
minimum employment, transport, habitat, health,
education and oxygen. For us, even the few factories
that shut down following the recent labour unrest are
opening, once again, at 7:00 every morning; the retailers
are still hanging on to the supplier chain. The FDI inflow,
though at a nominal level of USD 400-plus million,
spells hope. The IT sector, though late, today is
operating through a submarine cable; the pharmacies
are selling comparable made-in-Bangladesh medicines;
the supermarkets have packaged food. Banga Bazaar,
the market that sells the export surplus of the
readymade garment industry, stands for a respite to
our closet; every second woman, a skilled homemaker
for years, attempts micro-entrepreneurship in the form
of a vegetable garden, a small boutique, poultry or a
beauty salon representing an urban econgmic rescue.

And at the end of a fatigued day, every second family
in town comfortably settles in the living room couch
and watches the day go by in hypnotic electronic slides.
My colleague who just got beaten up in the morning
becomes a part of my news quota. | follow his story
through the screen, through the letters in the
press. Perhaps this /s the disconnect that a third-

world democracy should be dreading.
L Perhaps we should all wake up and make
\ the unrest in the next street over
% our business.

After all, paraphrasing Amartya Sen,
identity does become a complicated
. business when we ourselves haven't

3, been friends with our own entities in
a long time. As a woman trained to
believe that silence is the most
_ desirable complicity of all, | propose
? that we shed our passivity, rebel

along with Adrienne Rich against
being “a table set with room for the
Stranger”, against “being a woman who
IIM8  cells for a boat ticket”, and not stand
~* there in a poem: “unsatisfied”.

Just because two women leaders are
playing with our political sensibilities and
subjecting us to infinite derogatory female
jokes, doesn't mean that we give up our
road. Rather, our roadmap should have more female
voices emerging from the ruins of our political scene,
resorting, if need be, to a lifetime of Philomela’'s
prayers:

The air of Heaven will hear, and any god,
If there is any god in Heaven, will hear me. b
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A taste of
herries

i RINKU DUTTA

riving down Mall Read in

Lahore this moerning on the

way to the lHome Ministry
Office to apply for a visa extension
- sweaty palms, dry throat - | fail to
appreciate the sunshine, bouncing
gaily off the orange funnels of tiger
lilies colouring the median divide.
A puff of cotton, hovering over the
cars ahead, catches my attention.
Hoping to escape the anxious
whatifs in my mind, | latch onto the
white-haired seed, following its risc
and fall through the air ... now just
missing the raised white glove of a
traffic policeman, now gliding
behind the voung motorcyclist
whose t-shirt logo inspires me this
morning: “Think DONE!"

The traffic light turns green. As
the car speeds forward, I crane
my neck to catch a last glimpse
of the white putfball rising
above the blue smoke of the
spluttering autorickshaws. What a
din of mufflers!

Soon, | discover the source of the
cotton: the tall shimul trees (Bombm
ceibu) bordering the road, with
powder-puff seeds still attached to
their split pods. A few menths ago,
these branches were a glorious
crimson, sperting the fist-sized,
fleshy flowers that also speckled the
grounds below, Now the bloody
tiger-claws of Erythrina indica
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cheerlead the summer blooms.

We pass the Avari Hotel, which
recently hosted its first Hindu
wedding in 18 years. A couple had
tied the knot and walked the saf
phera (seven circles) around the
sacred fire. What were their names?
Rama and what? Come to think of
it, [ haven't met or heard of a single
renowned, extant Hindu in the two
years that I've been frequenting
Lahore. Considering the fact that
this was once a major Hindu and
Sikh city (I haven't met a Sikh yet
either), that is a sad reminder of the
legacy of Partition.

Further along, | spot another of
my favourite plants, the rain tree,
Albizin lebbeck. My heart wells with
sad-sweet memories of evening
strolls with my mother, the air
perfumed by the cream pompoms of
shirish, as they are called in Bengal.

I am delighted that T should
find all of these cld friends here:
the tiger lilies that used to border
the driveway of our house in
Dishergarh, a small settlement on
the banks of the Damodar River in
West Bengal; the shimul, the grand
monarch of our garden; the shirish,
which lined the road outside. So far
north and west from my childhood
home, | never expected to find them
here in Lahore. As we continue to
cruise, T even spy a paulash tree

N3MO2 2 J

Paulash, or flame
-, of the forest

rearing its spectacular head from
behind a compound wall - the flame
of the forest (Burtea nronospering), the
flower that symbolises the onset of
spring in Bengal.

Putting down roots

One familiar shrub and tree after
another, my ride aleng Mall Road
is like a trip down memory fanc,
Before long, T forget my visa fears. 1
begin to enjoy the drive, amidst the
companionship of the ancient trees
- peepul, neem, arjun, seesham,
amaltaas, alstonia - old trees with
gnarled and knotted branches that
mesh overhead in a green, leafy
canopy. Many of these were
growing more than 60 years ago.
How ironic that the people they had
grown with were uprooted, while
they have held their ground!

We pass the High Court, a
beautiful red brick building that
harmoniously combines design
elements of Mughal and Gothic
architecture. Above the plaster-
raised design of the Scales of Justice
waves the green Pakistani flag. |
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A Tr—
ANALYSIS

Baby-booming India

A ‘youthful’ India will inevitably age. There must be creation
of wealth and productive employment today, to prepare for
tomorrow'’s dependency.

i ANANT SUDARSHAN, - '7+* SHRIPAD TULJAPURKAR -': ' DEBARUN BHATTACHARJYA

s with any region of similar size. scope and
Ahistory, it is difficult to characterise 'Southasia’.

Common threads do run through this part of the
world: shared histories, common religions, entwined
cultures, interlocking geography. Yet any one of
these is inadequate in defining a binding, region-
wide character.

Perhaps an answer lies not just in the past that
Southasia’s people share, but in the common
challenges they face in the future. The creating of
lasting and well-functioning democracies, eradicating
illiteracy and poverty, finding development approaches
-hat are sustainable in terms of both energy and
anvironment, and battling terrorism and sectarian
.iolence — all of these are problems for the region as a
vhole. One particutarly crosscutting question is how
oest to tackle population growth, how to draft policies
-hat are sensitive to the realities of population character,
shange and trend - referred to collectively as the study
of demographics.

While the size and structure of a population - as
well as how this is expected to change — affects virtually
every aspect of a society, in general too little attention
is focused on demographic factors when framing
national policy. This is particuarly true, and critical, in

the case of india, where significant population

growth is inevitable, making it particularly important to
invest in the young people of today. While the focus
here is India, it is important to realise that much of
Southasia is undergoing and facing similar processes
and questions.

Population bomb?

That india has a huge and growing population is hardly
a secret - indeed, the argument that ‘we just have too
many people’ has been part of popular debate
throughout modern times. Unfortunately, the abitity to
constrain population growth is necessarily limited by
two factors. The first is what demographers like to call
‘Population Momentum'. This refers to the fact that

The Southasian Fertility Transition
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even after a country reduces its fertility to replacement
levels —~ a rate at which successive generations remain
about the same size - population continues to grow for
a while before finally stabilising. In essence, the cause
of Population Momentum is the birth of large numbers
of children when fertility is still above replacement.
These children then go on te reproduce, driving
population increase. This means that even if India
dropped to replacement levels overnight, it would still
end up with a lot more than a billion people.

The second factor is the mixed, heterogeneous
nature of India's society. In terms of demographics,
there is a world of difference between, say, Kerala and
Bihar. India's popuious BIMARU states* lag far behind
the national average when it comes to controlling
poputation size, and these state-level disparities have
a large impact on overall population growth. Taking
these facts into account, projecting population size into
the future reveals that India will in fact grow even
faster than what most estimates (such as the United
Nations projections) based on average national
statistics suggest.

Back in the 18th century, English political economist
Thomas Maithus published a famcusly pessimistic
prediction: “The power of population is so superior to
the power of the earth to produce subsistence for man,
that premature death must in some shape or other visit
the human race” - in essence, that the human
population will eventually outstrip the food supply. While
Malthusian theories on the effects of population growth
and fedrs of a popuiation bomb may well be unfounded,
it would be foolish to deny the importance of
understanding what India is going to look like in the
years to come. It is, of course, notimpessible to reduce
the country’s final stable pecpulation through
development, with quicker drops in fertility and
mortality, and an increase in the age of marriage. In
order for this to happen, however, careful attention
needs to be paid to the few, yet populous, states that
have resisted substantive change.

Age Pyramid in 2010
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Age distribution of India’s population in 2010 and 2050. Note the
bulge at the bottom moving up, and the distortion of the pyramidal

shape with aging.
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The rising tide -

India, and indeed all of Southasia, is undergoing a
transition from a state of high fertility rates to one of
stable population (see Table 1). This decline normally
occurs enly once in a country's history, and will have
a number of significant implicaticns over the next few
decades. The decline from a high fertility rate to one
low enough to stabilise the population is referred to as
the fertitity transition, in such a situation the
replacement level is a little above 2.0, whereas the
figure for India is currently about 2.7. Fertiity transitions
are associated with growth and opportunity, but aiso
represent severe challenges for the future.

Countries that are undergoing a refatively sudden
drop in fertility tend to experience what is referred to
as a 'baby boom’. India, where over 60 percent of the
population is under 30 years of age, is seeing precisely
this phenomenon (see Table 2). Over the next few
years, the country has the rare fuxury of a large and
youthful workforce, as well as decreased old-age
dependency in the population. This ‘bulge’ in people
who are young and productive is a wonderful opportunity
to grow quickiy, and has certainly played a partin India’s
recent increased growth.

However, a country that is primarily young today
will also be largely old tomerrow. A population in which
a large number of people are either too yeung or too
old to work places a heavy burden on the relatively
fewer numbers who must support them. The graph in
Figure 3 highlights the timeframe when the dependency
levels in India's populaticn are expected to be low:
beyond about 2025, India can expect to see a rising
number of dependents.

To understand the pressures that aging can place
on a nation, we need only leok around the world. The
United States, for example, is currently struggling to
ensure that its social security system will be ready to
cope with the impending retirement of its baby-boomer
generation. As a large fraction of American society
prepares to leave the workforce, the implications on
state finances, pelicy and public life are
enormous. In Italy, for every ten workers
there are a staggering seven pensioners,
and over a third of pre-tax annual
earnings by the working population is
being used to pay pensions.

Fast growth, and the creation of
wealth and productive employment
today, is therefore more important than
ever before in India's history. How
well the country does in the next three
decades is not merely about solving
current problems, but also about
insuring against the inevitable
future challenges.

One such challenge that has not been
confronted is education funding.

*Bihar, Madhya Pradesh, Rajasthan and Uttar Pradesh
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Successive Indian governments have
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talked for years about the need to increase spending
on education. Spending at least six percent of the
Gross Domestic Product (GDP) on education has
been held up as the ideal. But India continues to spend
under four percent of its GDP on education, and within
that, a little under 1.8 percent of GDP on elementary
education. This would be an unfortunate state of
affairs at the best of times, but when looking at the
age distribution of the country’s population, it makes
for particularly poor public policy.

The 2001 Census of India reported that over 22
percent of the population was between 5 and 14 years
of age. As can be seen in Figure 3, which starts at
2001, the percentage of children who must be
educated in schools will remain high for the next few
years, before declining gradually as the population
ages. Correspondingly, there will be an increase in
‘emand for college and university education,
. acational schools and technical training centres. An
insufficient investment in education today will
translate into an under-skilled workforce in the next
few decades. The last thing that India can afford is to
let this young workforce be held back by a lack of
sufficient educational funding and opportunities.

Retirement and marriage

tz life expectancies have risen over the last half-
century, societies have worked to define a reasonable
retirement age that makes economic sense for their
citizens. In India, 93 percent of the economy lies in
the informal sector, and consequently the concepts
of ‘retirement’ and ‘pensions’ are less significant here
than in many other countries. Even so, the formal
sector remains important, particularly as a middle-
class employment option. Already, Iindian retirement
ages have been moved up from 38 to 60 in many
sectors, and there is serious discussion on the
possibility of raising it further. In higher education,
for instance, allowing people to work longer might
mitigate teacher shortages.

In the near future, it is certain that a significant
fraction of people over 60 will also be under 65. An
increasing retirement age is therefore likely to have
significant short-term effects. Some of these might
be regarded as generally positive, such as a reduction
in pension payments and an increase in experienced
workforce, Others, such as the holding back of a
younger workforce and the resulting unemployment,
are much more worrying. In the case of the education
sector, the availability of experienced teachers and
a larger quantity of available teachers might be a
very good thing. In other areas, however, the
consequences of unemployment among the next
jeneration could outweigh any short-term good that
might result. It is therefore crucial to consider the
oalance of such effects across age groups. sectors
and regions.

Then there is the issue of marriage, for the problem
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of finding a mate, too, is a ‘policy’ issue. ‘Marriage
policy’, for example, is crucial if the state is to work
towards reducing the increasing imbalances in india’s
sex ratio. The 2001 census in India reports a child
sex ratio of 927 males for every 1000 females, with
the figure being far worse in many regions (See
accompanying story, “The absent daughters of
Punjab” ). Shameful as this statistic is in itself, it is
even more worrying when we look a little further into
the future.

A skewed sex ratio at birth today, combined with
higher female mortality rates, inevitably results in an
even mare imbalanced situation 20 years in the future.
This is also the time when people look to get married,
and, in a monogamous society, a lack of women tends
to have uniformly depressing consequences. Several
recent studies have found that the presence of a large
number of men who are unable to find a mate is a
driving force for prostitution, increased crime
{especially against women), the spread of HIV/AIDS
and so on. In states like Punjab, for instance, women
are already brought in from other parts of the country
to make up the deficit that exists today. Yet as sex
ratios continue to change in the wrong direction, this
is a problem that is only going to get worse.

India is currently at a very significant stage in
its demographic histary, and the deep-rooted
ramifications of its fertility transition are being realised
too late and too siow. The fact is that, over the next
decade, people witi became both India’s most valuable
resource and its greatest challenge. As such, India's
policymakers in New Delhi and the individual states
mus! confront the issue and study the trends
realistically. in order to make intelligent decisions that
will take the second most populous country in the
world into the future .
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also drafted a social-security bill aimed at the
unorganised sector. That bill was found wanting on
several grounds, particularly in terms of the very limited
number of people it sought to cover. The commission
subsequently decided that instead of a single bill, two
separate bills were needed to deal with what it called
the "heterogeneous and highly differentiated universe”,
Thus, in mid-2005, there emerged two pieces of draft
legislation: the Unorganised Sector Workers Social
Security Bill, and the Unorganised Sector Workers
(Conditions of Work and Livelihood Promotion) Bill.
Together, an estimated 300 million workers could be
covered within five years.

The first bill, dealing with social security, is more or
less comprehensive in that it will cover all workers in
the unorganised sector with a monthly income of INR
5000 or below. This will include wage-earners, self-
employed (including small and marginal farmers) and
home-based workers. In addition, coverage will be
extended to casual unorganised-sector workers. The
only problem with this legislation had been its approach
to the identification of employers. Here the suggestions
of some of the trade unions have been accepted, such
that wherever the employer is not identifiable and the
worker is compelled to change jobs frequently, the
contribution of the employer shouid be borne by the
appropriate government or board (state or central), or
shared between the state and central governments.

More troubling has been the second bill. Since this
draft was made public, the Communist Party of India
(Marxist)-aligned Centre of indian Trade Unions has
suggested several improvements. These include more
specific and concrete provisions on “protection against
retrenchment/dismissal”, appropriate compensation,
working hours, labour inspection, appropriate dispute/
grievance settlement machinery and punishment for
contravention. It has also demanded that workers in
the unorganised sector be given the benefits that have
already been mandated under other industrial
legislation, such as the Trade Union, Minimum Wages,
and Maternity Benefit acts.

The hope for these two draft bills is in creating what
is catled the ‘social floor', for providing a measure of
social security and ensuring a core of minimum
acceptable standards of decent work. Though it may
pe that the unorganised sector in India is being taken
up seriously for the first time, much depends on how
keen the government machinery is to implement even
the minimum currently envisaged. While the bills were
postponed last December, it is now hoped that they
will be taken up during the monsoon session. If
anything, the hurdles are the financial burden the
government would have to bear in terms of enforcement
and monitoring. With the existing labour-law
enforcement machinery, after alt, simply passing this
new legislation would be the easy part. A
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OPINION

Movement profile

SEWA, of self-employed women

The ‘informal’ sector in India actually comprises 83 percent of the country’s
workforce, 40 percent of whom are women. As the Self Employed Women's
Association has discovered, such overwhelming numbers are sure to offer significant
opportunities — and frighten the establishment.

axmiben lives in a slum area
‘ L in Ahmedabad with her four

children. She supports her
family by carrying cloth parcels on
her head in the downtown cloth
market. She inherited this work
from her mother, and has done it
all her life. Althcugh Laxmiben’s
earnings are small and insecure,
she is well respected among her
fellow workers and the market's
shopkeepers because she is the
vice president of SEWA Bank - a
women's cooperative set up by
the nationwide Self Employed
Women's Association. SEWA has
been gaining strength in its work of
helping to lift women out of poverty
since 1972.

Laxmiben is part of India's vast
informal economy, which includes
door-to-door vegetable vendors,
rickshaw pullers and rag-pickers, as
well as garment and paperback
makers, beedi rollers and food
processors. In rural areas, the
landless agricultural labourer, the
woman crafts-worker, the silkworm
farmer or the forest worker are
all part of the crucial informal
economy, which accounts for nearly
93 percent of the total workforce in
India. And over half of them, 53
percent, are self-employed. Women
constitute roughly 40 percent of this
part of this economy, although
official statistics often report
significantly less. At the same time,
informal-economy workers are
extremely active economically,
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accounting for about 60 percent
of India's GDP, over 50 percent
of national savings, and about 47
percent of all exports.

In spite of these significant
contributions, however, these
workers remain at the bottom of the
social and economic pyramid. Their
earnings are low, just one-third that
of formal-sector workers; their
employment is insecure; and,
especially in rural areas, they are
often without work for several
months every year. Unlike workers
in the organised economy, they also
have access to neither social
security nor pension plans. Within
the informal sector, women fare
worse, earning the lowest amounts.
Qut of the entire female workforce
in India, 94 percent toil in the
informal sector.

[t was as in an attempt to
organise these workers that, in
Ahmedabad in 1872, trade union
leader Elaben Bhatt founded SEWA
on Gandhian principles. Functioning
as a trade union, SEWA operates
through a joint strategy of struggle
and development, with goals of full
employment and self-reliance. Full
employment includes four types
of security: work, income, food
and social. Today, SEWA has a
membership of nearly 800,600 in
nine states. By and large, SEWA
members are poor women,
traditional and deeply rooted in their
communities. Throughout her life,
a woman faces multiple needs and

risks; Ela Bhatt believed that both
the needs and the risks must be
addressed if a woman is to emerge
from poverty. Through SEWA,
members struggle for their rights by
building a mass movement of
workers, grounded in the everyday
issues of the women themselves.
Local and national collective
bargaining is subsequently able to
take place with employers,
contractors, municipal authorities,
police, forest departments and
the like.

Mandal services

SEWA has also promoted about
100 women-owned cooperatives.
The largest of these is the SEWA
Cooperative Bank, with whom
Laxmiben works, but also include
initiatives for artisans, agricultural
and dairy farmers, and others. In
addition, the organisation has
initiated more than 5000
membership-based organisations,
which include village-based
savings and credit groups, as well
as producer groups. Owned by the
women workers who put up the
capital, and managed by an elected
board, these organisations are
sustainable in terms of both
finances and decision-making. In
the rural areas, the self-help groups,
or mandals, have formed their own
district federations, with which the
government has been working
closely for the past 15 years, in
order to channel developmental
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projects aimed at poor women.

QOver the years, a host of
programmes have been set up to
focus specifically on the many
needs of SEWA’s members. The
Bank, set up in 1974, prioritises
asset-creation for its members. It
has established over 20 types of
savings accounts and 15 types of
loans, tailored to the worker's
immediate or long-term needs.
While the women themselves are
the Bank's owners and hoard-
members, day-to-day operations are
conducted by a team of qualified
professionals, along with a large
number of ‘Bank Sathis who are
‘mini-banks’ in themselves. In rural
areas, banking cperations are
conducted through self-help groups
and district federations run by the
rural women. At present, there are
300,000 depositors in SEWA Bank,
with a capital of INR 950 billien.

Of necessity, self-employed
workers depend heavily on market
systems and structures. The
process for poor, rural, self-
empioyed workers’ organisations to
enter national markets is a long and
slow one, however, facing endless
constraints, cutthroat competition,
and constantly changing tastes and
requirements. The SEWA Trade
Facilitation Centre, started in 2000,
helps iocal organisations develop
their own infrastructure to meet
market demands, linking the local
district federations and cooperatives
with natienal and even global
markets. A related project, the
SEWA Gram Mahila Haat, aims to
eliminate middiemen and provide
market-criented services to its
members, so that they can be in
direct contact with their local-level
customers and clientele. The Gram
Mahila Haat sells such items
as salt, gum, agricultural preducts
and handicrafts.

Beginning in the 1970s, one of
the earliest SEWA focuses was on
health. Today, SEWA Health
provides a wide range of primary
healthcare services, emphasising
disease prevention and premotion
of well-being, including both mental
and physical health. Additional
curative initiatives include health
centres, mobile clinics, and
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pragrammes for tuberculosis, AIDS
and occupational health. All of
these are particularly dependent
on local women, especially
traditional midwives (dais), who can
subsequently become the barefoot
doctors of their communities. Two
critical related cancerns were
childcare and insurance, both of
which are now widely available to
SEWA members and their families.
Finally, for more than a decade
a SEWA sister organisation has
offered technical and financial
housing services, having buiit over
5000 low-cost houses and
undertaken large-scale slum
upgradation programmes. With the
understanding that training, research
and communications are vital to
building a movement, an academic
institute, the SEWA Academy,
also offers several specialised
courses, as well as a basic training
programme for members who are
identified as potential leaders. At
present, the Academy has
undertaken a campaign to make
every SEWA member literate.

et

EAURETE IS
In the iast five years, SEWA's
membership has increased four-
fold, and has gone from werking in
just Gujarat to having operations in
eight additional states. Perhaps
because of its emerging size, the
organisation has recently come
under attack from the Gujarat
state government. After the
devastating earthquake of 2001,
SEWA supported its members in
the worst-affected districts, through
both relief work and long-
term rehabilitation focusing on
livelihood restoration. Taking
note of these efforts, the UN’s
International Fund for Agricultural
Development approached SEWA
and Guijarati officials to undertake
a holistic, seven-year rehabilitation
programme.

For three years, the project went
well, with notable accomplishments.
Slowly, however, official attitudes
towards SEWA changed in
Gandhinagar, Gujarat's capital.
First, the government began to
withhold payments to the women for
work done. At one point, the total

outstanding amount was a
staggering INR 20 million, a sum
that was impossible for SEWA to
work around, resulting in a
complete cessation of all project
activities. This situation naturally
caused immense hardship for the
local people, and more than 12,000
poor women's livelihoods came to
a grinding hatt. In addition, it caused
a loss of credibility for SEWA and
its sister organisations, since locai
suppliers were owed thousands
of rupees.

Instead of heeding SEWA's
request for reimbursement, the
government slapped a special
audit on the organisation and
began to leak disinformation
to the newspapers. SEWA
subsequently decided to withdraw
from all projects with the Gujarat
government. Nonetheless, the
government has continued to
attack SEWA, in both the media
and the villages.

In Qctober 2005, some of what
the organisation tock away from the
experience was recorded in the
SEWA newsletter:

What we have learned is that
when a mass-based organisation -
and that too of poor, working women
of all communities and castes -
grows and expands its base, it
becomes a strong political force.
This undoubtediy attracts both the
attention and ire of politicians,
bureaucrats and others. A feeling
of competitiveness, of being
threatened to some extent by this
collective strength develops ...
Also, the fact that SEWA crganises
women of all faiths and castes is
not acceptabte in all quarters. And
it is these poor women who take
the lead for social change in
their villages.

SEWA's strength — indeed, its
most crucial asset — has always
been its membership. And in spite
of all the setbacks, SEWA
memhbership continues to grow,
while new services continue to be
added. As Gauriben, a member
from rural Gujarat, says: “We are
used to the cycle of drought and
plenty. When there is a drought, we
just tighten our belts and continue
our work.” :
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more than seven million people) to live in slums. If
India’s most affluent city really had a soul, it would
not countenance the inequalities that allow children
in the shanties to grow up malnourished. in mid-June,
31 of 41 children surveyed in a slum in Bhandup, in
northeastern Bombay, were found to have inadequate
levels of nutrition.

If we really were sensitive to the people around
us, we would be demanding that the government
restore subsidies to public hospitals rather than
ansuring that we all have place to park our cars. In
mMarch, residents of the posh Walkeshwar area
physically attacked policemen towing away cars from
a no-parking zone. “Each household has three to four
-3-% and parking is already an issue in this city,”
one resident plaintively told journalists. “Where do
we go?”

Early in July, Bombay ground to a halt for three
days after a relatively small amount of rainfall caused
floods across the city — including in such elite
neighbourhoods as Breach Candy. The newspapers
were filled with the usual feel-good stories about how
strangers had helped each other to safety through
waist-deep floodwater. They also used the
opportunity to bash the Digest survey, one of the
criteria for which was whether citizens were likely to
help strangers pick up scattered papers. Bombay
‘doesn’t bend to pick up a piie of papers but
bends backward to lend a helping hand”, proclaimed
one article.

If only that were cause for reassurance. The floods
were a replay of similar events exactly a year ago.
On 26 July 2005 an astonishing 37.2 inches of rain
pounded down within 24 hours. The downpour left
447 people dead and damaged the homes of tens of
thousands of citizens, rich and poor. That deluge
brought into focus the years of wilful damage the city
had suffered. Politicians and bureaucrats, in their
eagerness to appease builders, have completely
subverted the city's development plan. Skyscrapers
have been sanctioned without considering the ability
of the sewage and storm-water drainage to cope.
Meanwhile, the ‘reclamation’ of mangrove swamps
reduced the area available for the rainwater to drain.

Many suburban areas were flooded because the
Mithi River spilled over its banks. A highly polluted
channel in central Bombay, the Mithi soon emerged
as a symbol of all the misguided development that
has been visited upon the city over the last decade.
Many members of the middle class piped up to claim
that the river channel had been narrowed by the slums
that have sprouted along its banks. In reality, it was
the government-approved reclamation work that has
reduced the Mithi’s capacity to carry monsoon water
to the sea. The extension of a runway at the airport
diverted its course by almost 90 degrees,; the
hypermodern Bandra Kurla Complex office district
squeezed it some more; and the Mithi's mouth has
been blocked by the construction of a grandiose
Sealink that will carry vehicles across the bay
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between Bandra and Worli.

Faced with a catastrophe of the magnitude of last
year's flood, citizens of most other cities would have
swarmed unto the streets to demand immediate
remedy from the politicians and administrators. But the
residents of Bombay were content with passing around
SMS messages that thundered about the government’s
misdeeds. That was slacktivism at its best - and yet
another sign of just how unconcerned Bombay's
citizens are about our crisis, and how
willing we are to point an accusing finger at those
less fortunate.

Never-say-die

Though those floods should have been a wake-up call,
over the last year the city silently acquiesced to two
decisions that will only deepen our malaise. in May,
the Supreme Court of India ruled that owners of 52
mills in central Bombay could sell their land as they
wished, ending a decade-long debate. Activists
had pointed out that if a portion of these lands {which
form a geographically contiguous 600-acre chunk) were
acquired by the state, Bombay would finally
have the opportunity to create parks, build
broader roads and other infrastructure so as to
decongest itself.

With this court decision, developers have now
received the green light to build skyscrapers throughout
central Bombay. with no thought given to the city
infrastructure’s ability to respond to such pressure.
Shortly after, in the middle of June, the government
announced plans to allow construction on 5500 acres
of salt-pan land ~ coastal tracts that allow monsoon
waters to drain. Neither of these decisions caused as
much outrage from the city’s elites as did the results
of the Reader’s Digest survey.

Bombay's middle classes have attempted to blame
our crisis on potitical forces beyond our control, but
we're working overtime to add to the problems of our
already burdened metropolis. We're now the fifth-most
polluted city in the world, but the eagerness of the middle
classes to buy vehicles (in a city at which traffic moves
at 12 km an hour) continues unabated. Bombay adds
just over 200 vehicles to its narrow streets every day.

During this year’'s floods, as they did last July,
Bombay’s beautiful people attributed the city's ability
to cope with disasters to “the spirit of the city”, which
the newspapers have variously described as
“indomitable”, “never-say-die” and “undying”. These are
facile formulations that seek to absolve the elites of
any real responsibility of fixing things. They seem to
believe that the city’'s capacity to “adjust”, as Suketu
Mehta puts it, is so infinite, that they do not really have
to bother reconsidering the path they have chosen for
the rest of us.

Even if Bombay's defenders are right in asserting
that the premises of the Digest survey are flawed and
that we aren't as rude as they say, we'd still be in the
running to be declared the most callous, thoughtless
city in the world. e
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Bombay talkies:
the docum

REFLECTIONS

ntan

For a city known for its flashy sensationalism, Bombay’s everyday stories
seem to get regularly swept away. Luckily, some of these are being caught
by documentary filmmakers.

v UMA MAHADEVEN-DASGUPTA

following the Bombay train

blasts of 11 July, we saw
much of the city’s generous and
resilient spirit. Ordinary people
briskly took the injured to
hospitals, donated blood, handed
out biscuits and water bottles. We
aiso saw commuters getting into
the trains again, coming to work,
attending school and returning
to normal life, We cheered:
Salaam, Bombay.

And yes, the city deserves our
salaams. It has always been a
slightly unreal city — heroic, with a
great heart. The city of dreams
and dreamers, the city of
Bollywood. And yes, India's
commercial film industry
has heiped to create the myth
of Bombay.

In one familiar kind of film, the
young hero arrives in the city,
struggles for a while and then
achieves success. A variation on
this has the young hero meeting a
girl, romancing her, struggling for
a bit and then winning her over. In
the second kind, the gritty
‘realistic’ crime film, the young
antihero arrives in the city,
struggles for a bit and then slips
into — well, not quite ‘failure’, but a
life of crime. indeed, in such
films, this is just another kind
of success.

In short, one kind of Bollywood
film shows us the Bombay that is
a firmament, studded with stars

In the hours immediately
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and starlets. The other kind,
meanwhile, takes us into a version
of the underworld. As for the city's
24/7 news channels, they are
generally busy on another
battiefield — warring for soundbites
and ratings whenever the city is in
a crisis, unwilling to give the time
and space needed for a deeper
analysis of Bombay's problems.

Million poems

At a time like this, in order to look
for the ‘real’ Bombay, one turns
instead to documentaries. Take,
for example, Anand Patwardhan's
two-decade-old documentary
classic Hamara Shahar, the story
of the city's four million slum-
dwellers (that number has now
increased to over six million). It is
about their daily struggle for
survival, not only for water,
sanitation and livelihoods, but also
for their space in a city that is
constantly displacing them,
pushing them further to the
fringes.

This writer thinks of the wet and
grey evening of this past 11 July,
when young men from the same
siums pulled bedsheets from their
shanties to carry the wounded and
the dead.

This writer atso thinks of
Where's Sandra? Paromita
Vohra's search for Sandra, the
goodtime girl of Bombay films -
not the bashful heroine, but the girl
in the dress. On a local train in

Bombay, Vohra finds a happy
group of women, all secretaries,
some knitting, some clapping their
hands, singing: “Darling open the
door / darling open the door / Why
are you angry so?” Surrounded by
the ads of the women's
compartment — the earlobe-
stitching, the work-from-home -
and the sound of the train, they
sing the chorus: “l will take

you to Bandra and show you

my Sandra...”

And the women get off the train,
leaving the handgrips swinging
from the ceiling of the emptying
compartment. As the narrator
reflects, there is a littte bit of
Sandra in all of us - the part that
runs to catch the train to work,
makes ‘train friends’, claps hands
and sings.

Think of Arun Khopkar's film
about Narayan Surve - his mill,
his streets, his poetry and his city.
And also of Paromita Vohra's
Cosmopolis, which tells two tales
about Bombay. The first, “The
Forgotten City”, is about the hush
that fell over Girangaon, Bombay's
mill district, when the mills fell
silent. "The name of this poem is
Mumbai,” says the poet, for whom
the city itself is a tragic poem:
“Slapping a shawl on his shoulder
f My father came down the hills /
He stocd at your doorstep / Gave
you his labour...”

The camera rushes along the
train tracks, but the mills fall
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silent. We are left instead with
images of frenzied partying at
what is now called High Street
Phoenix.

Discrepancies of food

and toilet

The second story, “Defeat of a
Minor Goddess”, is about the
defeat of Annapurna, the goddess
of plenty, by her wealthy sister
Lakshmi. Annapurna is charmed
by her first meal of Bomdil curry
and rice in this city by the sea.

But then the fagade of easy
camaraderie, the good-
neighbourliness, the 'l love
Bombay' myth begins to crack.
Food habits become an issue.
“The smells are very strong and
the beliefs are very strong,” says
one woman, sharply defending the
vegetarian discrimination that
stretches from Nepean Sea Road
to Chowpatty. "Wealth is clout.”
Standing on the balcony of her
vegetarian ghetto, she smiles
thinly, cenclusively. Even for a
vegetarian, there is something
chilling in her fundamentalism,
this determination to sanitise the
area of “people like that”.

And suddenly, we are in the
midst of a political meeting.
Katenge bhai katenge. Machchi
Jjaise katenge is the slogan being
chanted: “We'll cut them up like
fish.” The anger is directed
against the immigrants from UP,
Bihar, Andhra Pradesh, who come
tc Bombay to work. One part of
the city, turning upon the
outsiders. Of course.

Paromita Vohra's Q2P a fim
about toilets in the city, noies
that, "The city of the future
appears around us, in pieces, like
a dream.” But who is dreaming
this dream, wonders the film,
moving from the glass-and-steel
facades of Bandra-Kurla, tc the
refuse lying on the beach, to the
men queuing up at the public
toilet, including the women's
section. "So many men on the
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beach,” exptains the attendant.

In a slum, a young girl takes the
film team to their public toiet.
There is just one light bulb; the
women carry candles and
matches, just in case. Elsewhere,
a Bombay municipal
schoolteacher explains that, while
girls in the second and third
standards still use the toilets, from
the fourth standard onwards they
try to “control themselves”, often
going for seven hours with little or
no water.

At a vocational training centre
where they are taught to set hair
and pluck eyebrows, the girls say
that they avoid public toilets. We
go by a system, says one trainee
— the system of self-control.
Would free toilets make women
free, the film wistfully wonders.
Wroaan of 21ones
And finally, Madhushree Datta’s
film Seven /sfands and a Meiro,
her new documentary about
Bombay, uses eminent authors
Saadat Hasan Manto and Ismat
Chugtai as interlocutors to take us
through the city. Although Manto
decided to leave for Pakistan after
the Partition-era riots, he loved
Bombay; apart from his film work,
some of his most powerful short
fiction is set here. Although Ismat
did not write about the city, she
lived and died here. Harish Khanna
and Vibha Chibber play Mantoe and
Ismat, taking us through the
different lives of the city.
Nevertheless. despite the power of
their narration, this framework has
a kind of self-conscious staginess
about it.

But the film works because of
its several other narrators, the
real-life inhabitants of this city.
The bulldozer driver who must
demolish the houses of slum-
dwellers, including his own. The
window-washer who would not
mind staying in his perch above
the city. The chaiwalla who cycles
about the city streets at night, who

came to the city after a failed love

affair with a girl from another caste.
Here, he is making a few rupees a

day; back home in the village, the

girl killed herself.

“It was an ocean of stories”
Salman Rushdie wrote about
Bombay in The Moor's Last Sigh
“We were all its narrators. and
everybody talked at once.”

What do documentaries like
these do? They set sail on this
ocean of stories to look for these
narrators, and they listen. They are
not perfect, but their commitment
is remarkable. They set out with a
camera, walk into the city's
bylanes, sometimes just filming the
empty street in the middie of the
night, They let the dispossessed ‘
speak, and they stand back. They
deconstruct the facile myths of the '
city — not to explode them
altogether, but to discover the tiny,
fleeting narratives of courage and
resistance that are far more
precious. As columnist Girish
Shahane wrote recently: “They
don't pay lip service to the worth of
common people, but instead
present complex, interesting
personalities who make us feel that
worth, In doing this, the
documentary filmmakers take their
place among the inheritors of
Gandhiji's legacy to India.”

One image from Datta’s film
comes to mind, that of smait,
stamp-sized photographs floating in
water. Although perhaps a clunky
image, it is all the more evocative
after the recent train blasts in
Bombay. Life seems so fragile in
this city by the sea, where six
million people travel in the
suburban trains every day. clinging
on by their fingers, occasionally
falling, some dying while crossing
the tracks. Inside the cars, they
travel tightly packed — some
become friends, singing bhajans,
charing intimate family stories,
even cutting vegetables. When
there is a crisis, they rush to help
each other. Other days, the
moment they separate, they
atomise into the city, as people of
different classes, genders.
ethnicities, eating habits. smells
and stories.
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The Times of India’s final frontier

Emboldened by a history of cosy relationships with advertisers, over the past
decade the Times of India has revolutionised the way that Indian
newspapers must compete. With advertisers now making content decisiens,
print news no fonger considers the reader.

. SUKUMAR MURALIDHARAN

i : ven for a time when a newspaper is more
= spectacle than information source, the Delhi
. edition of the Times of /ndia (TOl) on 30 January
this year was remarkable, featuring stories on its front
page so outlandish that a reader’s first impression would
have been of a day of dedicaticn to tomfoclery, to
compete with the hoary antiquity of All Fools’ Day.
Readers who managed to negotiate the length of the
page and arrive at its anchor space were rewarded
with an answer to the mystery. TOI, it transpired, had
engineered a harmless hoax to jolt its readership into
an awareness of the multitude of possibilities that the
“ture held in store. Underlining its intention to think
peyond the limitations of the present, the paper had
datetined its issue for the year 20265,

TOl's stated purpose with the 30 January issue was
to drive the agenda of transforming Dethi from a rather
sloveniy, unkempt city, into a true world metropolis.
Together with this foray into the consciousness of the
capital city, the TOI group (otherwise known by its
format corporate appellation of Bennett, Coleman and
Company Ltd., or BCCL)} also announced Times Now,
a satellite television channel covering news and current
affairs. Launched in association with the international
news agency Reuters, Times Now came as the finale
of a rapid process of diversification that had seen the
group venture into FM radio, music publishing and
retailing. internet commerce, and the lifestyle and
entertainment segments of satellite TV broadcasting.
By extending its reach into the final frontiers. the
company was fully geared to consolidate its position
as India's dominant media entity, leveraging its
strengths in print, television and radio for the ultimate
in commercial synergy.

TOi has solidly established credentials for being in
step with future trends. When other newspapers were
mired in old habits of thought, clinging to outdated
beliefs that they served a public purpuse, TOI boldly
proclaimed its exclusive devotion to the commercial
calculus. It tided over the storm of derision that followed,
squeezing out the last rupee of advertising revenue
available in the market. And it succeeded not merely
in maximising advertising revenue yield, but even in
sharply boosting circulation and profitability. It is a
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measure of the company’'s success that it has
managed this entire process of growth and
diversification without diluting its ownership, still
retaining the character of famity control that has for
iong been an entrenched. seemingly eternal feature of
the Indian media.
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Faght to free advertisement

Freedom of the press is, of course, an inviolable
principle, of benefit especially to those who own one.
In the more enlightened debates that have taken place
around the issue, freedom is necessarily balanced by
a notion of responsibility. And in maintaining the uneasy
balance between information as commerce and
information as a basic human entitlement, the
emphasis has been not so much on curbing the
business of the press as on ensuring the sustenance
of sufficient diversity in the press. A liberal democracy.
though, allows for few institutional restraints on the
functioning of the media, leaving the marketplace of
ideas as the final arbiter.

Yet the issue has cropped up periodically in public
policy debates in India. In 2003, the Standing
Committee on Information Technelogy in the Indian
Parliament urged the government to prescribe a “ratio
for coverage of news contents and advertisements in
newspapers”. This was considered necessary. since,
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This was not a situation of a newspaper being forced to raise prices because it was
deprived of space to carry advertisements, but of a newspaper able to slash_plrlcels and
drive out competition because it had managed to establish a pre-eminent position in the

hazaar for advertisements.

“a tendency is being noticed in the leading newspapers
to provide more and more space for advertisements at
the cost of news items.”

For its part, the government responded with a plea
of inability, given the judicial precedents on the issue.
For those immersed in the culture of neo-liberalism,
these seemingly outlandish policy options may
seem the exclusive domain of politicians operating in
a milieu of power without responsibility. That would
be a misperception, since the idea of a ‘price-page
schedule’ (see below) has been a part of the public
debate on the indian media for decades, and its
proponents have included many with vital interests in
the newspaper industry. The awareness is well-
developed that, unlike in most other industries, price
competition in the media could be antithetical to
consumer interest. So too is the belief that newspapers
as a public institution require the controlling hand of
pubtic policy, when self-discipline fails.

As a policy instrument, the ‘price-page schedule’
was put forward by the First Press Commission,
appointed in 1952, which was India’s first official
exercise in evolving a theory of the media in society.
Without undue fuss, this body went to the core issue
in newspaper economics, recommending that certain
norms on the allocation of space between editorial
matter and ads be enforced as a means of preserving
the press as a diverse institution. Guided by these
findings, Parliament in 1956 passed into law the
Newspapers (Price and Page)} Act, which scught to
regulate the price of a newspaper in accordance with
the number of pages it offered, and to oversee
its allocation of space between editorial and
advertisement content.

In 1962, in the case of Saka/ Newspapers v the
Union of India, the Supreme Court found the price-page
schedule to be in violation of Article 19 of the Indian
Constitution, which enshrines the rights to both free
expression and commerce. Handing down its ruling,
the court found that the order took away the freedom
of the newspaper to charge whatever price it chose,
consfricted its ability to disseminate news and opinions,
and cut into its commerciai fortunes by limiting
advertising space.

With the benefit of hindsight, it could be pointed out
that the relationship between circulation and
advertisement revenue is not quite as neat as the
Supreme Court believed it to be. Ad revenue is
dependent not merely on gross circulation, but, more
crucially, on the demographic composition of the
audience itself. In 1996, the TOI proudly proclaimed
that it had crossed the magical threshotd of a million
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in circulation. But in the breathless ardour of this
achievement, it did not quite inform readers how its
printing presses were sustaining this output, when
every additional copy was being sold at a price rapidty
plunging below the cost of production. The simple
answer was that the paper had, through its conquest
of the ad market, assembied enough of a war chest to
be able to ramp up its financially draining output, and
to reach those segments of the populace that were of
the most intense interest to advertisers.

The situation was the exact opposite of what the
Supreme Court had considered in the Saka/ case: not
of a newspaper being forced to raise prices because it
was deprived of advertisement space, but of a
newspaper abte to slash prices and drive out
competition because of the pre-eminent position it had
managed to establish in the bazaar for advertisements.

These particularities of the media market have long
engaged the public, which is part of the reason why
the price-page schedule as an instrument of regulation
retained a significant degree of appeal for years after
it was deemed uniawful, Judgments about its utility,
however, have been influenced by contingent factors,
In 1965, a Committee on Small Newspapers upheld
the price-page schedule as a legitimate device of
protection of the right to free speech. But in 1975, the
Fact Finding Committee on Newspaper Economics
thought it to be of little use. That was a time of acute
newsprint shortage, when the commodity was selling
at a massive premium. Under the circumstances, few
newspapers had an incentive to raise page numbers
to offer a wider menu to readers. Advertisement
revenue was simply not adequate to support the
expenditure involved in printing those additional pages.
Yet the Fact Finding Committee did agree that a
statutory ratio between advertisement and editorial
space would serve the public interest.

The issue was revisited by the Second Press
Commission, appointed in 1978, which argued that
the price-page schedule did not amount to an
abridgment of Article 19 freedoms. On the contrary,
the Commission concluded. the objectives "being [the]
promotion of competition and prevention of
monopoly, the [aw will advance freedom of speech
and expression”.

Marketing ‘all ideas’

This provides the context for grappling with another
significant judicial intervention in interpreting the right
of free speech, one that came in a case involving the
TOI group. At hand was a government notification,
issued in a situation of acute newsprint scarcity, limiting
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the allotment of the commaodity to newspaper publishers.
in October 1972, the Supreme Court decided that the
order was in violation of the Constitution, in that it
imposed unreasonable restrictions on free speech, The
judgment in the case of Bennett, Colernan and Company
Lid v the Union of Indiais of historic significance, since
it lays out a whole range of norms on the exercise of
the right of free expression. In addressing the issue,
the court seemed to oscillate between a notion of free
speech as a privilege that is enjoyed by the few, and a
broader conception in which the unreserved exercise
of the right by all would inevitably engender conflicts
in the use of scarce resources.

Without unduly burdening themselves with facts,
the majority of the bench that decided the Bennett,
~~'eman case concluded that "the press is not
exposed to any mischief of monopaolistic combination”.
Of special significance in this context, however, was
the lone dissenting judgment by Justice K K Mathew.
Rather than blandly ruling it out, Justice Mathew
explicitly conceded the possibility of a conflict between
the public interest and the profit motivations of the
press as a commercial institution. Using a “theory of
the freedom of speech” that essentially viewed it in
terms of twin entitlements - to speak and to be informed
— the judge observed that, as a constitutionat principle,
“freedom of the press” was “no higher than the freedom
of speech of a citizen”.

What was essential under the circumstances, Justice
Mathew wrote, was to evolve “an affirmative theory
underlying freedom of expression”, and to attend to
‘he “various conditions essential to maintaining a
workable system”. The problem was in bringing “all
ideas into the market [to] make the freedom of speech
a live one having its roots in reality”. In pursuit of this
ideal, it was first necessary to recognise “that the
right of expression is somewhat thin if it can be
exercised only on the sufferance of the managers of
the leading newspapers.”

In the years that followed, newsprint allocation was
the single most important lever of control that the
government exercised. But in 1995, in response to
persistent pressures from the newspaper industry,
newsprint import was deregulated. The immediate
context was a rapid, 70 percent rise in the price of
newsprint between October 1994 and April 1995,

Cover price dominoes

Whether by coincidence or design, TOI's aggressive
foray into the national capital - which till then had been
considered safe ground for the Hindustan Times (HT)
- happened at a time when newsprint prices were on
an upward trajectory, and already engendering socme
commercial distress for even the bigger newspapers.
According to TOl's official story, it had stayed at a
moderate level of circulation in Delhi for a longish
period, and was merely experimenting with changing
price variables. In March 1994, the newspaper sharply
cut its selling price from INR 2.40 to 1.50, except for
Friday's issue. To guard against a catastrophic drain

Himal Southasian | August 2006

of revenue, the Friday price was raised to INR 6, but
soon cut back to 2.90.

By early-May, the results were distinctly promising.
But an unexpected hitch arose from another quarter.
Newspaper vendors, a powerful lobby in Delhi, were
worried about a potential loss of income, since their
fees were computed as a fixed percentage of the
paper's cover price. To assuage these worries, TOI
agreed on an ad hoc basis to increase the vendors’
fees from 25 percent to almost 40 percent. it is unclear
whether an assurance to revert to the old pricing
scheme and eliminate these contingent measures was
also conveyed. But three months into the new deal,
vendor organisations, ciaiming a breach of commercial
agreement, began a boycott of the TOL. For weeks on
end. the street corners where newspapers were bundled
for daily distribution resembled battle zones, and
vendors managed to disrupt every effort to distribute
the TOIl. An injunction obtained from the Delhi High
Court served litile purpose against raw muscle power.
Editorial columns in both the TO! and the HT became
the medium through which this battle of ideas, such
as it was, was fought.

The newspaper scenario was transformed beyond
recognition by the time the peace was established.
Apart from the HT, two other newspapers, the /ndian
Express and Pioneer, felt compelled to match the TOI's
offering by way of cover price. With all newspapers
pubtished in Delhi facing a massive drain of circulation
revenue, the race began in earnest for the conquest of
those demographic segments among the city’s
English-reading audience that woutd be of maximum
interest to the advertisers.

Needless to say, the TOl emerged the winner. [t
could not have been otherwise, since by 1994 the TOI
had long since internalised the most significant rule of
competition. Simply put, the advertiser was king, and
the readership, no longer a burden to be borne, a distant
abstraction with little immediacy to the newspaper
except as a shopping entity.

A recent chronicle of the Indian media industry
records that the history of the country’s press can be
written in terms of one particularly significant point of
inflection. The print industry, long mired in romantic
recollections of its contribution to the Indian freedom
struggle, was only shaxen out of its reverie by Samir
Jain, current TO! boss, who entered his famiiy’s
business as a decisive player around the mid-1880s.
According to this account. Jain’s achievement was to
use “simple marketing principles and good business
sense to transform a down-in-the-dumps publishing
company into a profit machine”.

It is a testament to its essential simplicity that the
same strategy, when deployed in Hyderabad in 2000,
encountered rather stiff opposition. Both 7he Hindu
and the Deccan Chronicte, with longer established
bonds in the city, pre-emptively slashed prices to retain
and even increase their market shares. Price
competition had evidently reached the limits of its
potential in expanding market share. The focus then
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The advertiser was king. The readership,
but a distant abstraction with iittle
immediacy to the newspaper - no longes

a burden to be horne.

shifted to the demographic character of the audience.

Paradoxically, those segments of the newspaper-
reading public that put much emphasis on price are
relatively less important to advertisers. The TOI
marketing strategy then devolved upon a simple
principle: to bring that segment of the populace with
high purchasing power into the gaze of the price-
sensitive buyer. It was the decade of globalisation.
when the cult of the celebrity acquired unparalleled
proportions, and the celebration of the good life of the
few hecame a seource of vicarious delight for the many.
Instrumental in the creation of this ethos was the TOI.

Majority adspace

The TOI had always been strongly entrenched in
Bombay, home aiso to most of the country’s principal
advertisement agencies. Enjoying a near monopely in
this market for decades, the TO! by 1994 was estimated
to have an advertisement ratio - measured as the
proportion of total printed area devoted to ads — of 55
percent. In comparison, the HT in Delhi and 7he Hindu
in Madras enjoyed much more modest ratios. in the
lower 40s. This was the initial advantage that endowed
the TO{ with the confidence to launch a price war
against HT in Delhi. The war chest assembled in
Bombay was being depioyed in the conquest of the
next most lucrative market in India.

The gains of the price war would have proved
ephemeral, if the TOI had not recognised that celebrity
narcissism was the wave of the future. The newspaper's
distinction was in being significantly ahead of the curve
when it came to adapting editorial content to fit
advertiser needs. Beginning in the mid-1980s, the TOI
began a shift of content towards fashion. lifestyle and
entertainment that had its loyal readership thoroughly
flummoxed. But even as many among the older
audience cancelled their subscriptions, the newspaper
succeeded in attracting new readers from previously
unexplored segments of the poputation. The results
were dramatic.

On 22 December 2003, TOIl readers began their day
with a veritable display of triumphalism. Blazoned
across the front page of the newspaper was a message
of thanks to the Delhi readership, which had
supposedly made TOI the city’s premier newspaper.
And just as important as the aggregate figures was
the composition of the audience. "Over three-fourths”
of its readers, proctaimed the paper, were in "the
highest socio-economic category”; “almost a fourth”
were “executives, businessmen, [and] self-employed
professionals”; and the newspaper had established
itself as the “clear choice” of the youth, with
an estimated 40 percent of its readers beiow 24
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years of age.

The financial performance of the Indian media is
difficult to monitor, but figures uncovered by The Hoot,
a website specialising in media matters, are little short
of astounding. In 2001, for instance, BCCL was the
“second most profitable unlisted company in india”,
recording a net profit of nearly INR 2.1 billion, well over
twice the figure registered the previous year. In
comparison, other media companies turned in distinctly
anaemic performances — and the weakest, expectedly,
came from the newspaper that had suffered the
misfortune of encountering the TOIl at its most
aggressive. HT's net profits in 2001 were down by over
96 percent - at INR 5.8 million, the company seemed
to be rapidly plunging into the red.

It took some years before HT found its way out of
the woods. in August 2005, the paper, which had been
among the most ardent naysayers when it came to
foreign direct investment in the print media, came out
with an initial public offering of shares. In an analysis
of the offering, The Hindu Business Line reported that
the HT bottom-line had improved for a variety of
reasons. These included the fact that advertisement
rates had been raised in both March and May 2005,
and that the HT and TOI had agreed on a concerted
rise in cover price of about 30 percent. The "price-cuts
that hurt profitability”, the analiyst concluded, appeared
“to be a story of the past”.

With the declaration of truce, the two media giants
evidently accepted an uneasy coexistence. in terms
of content and target audience. they now seemed
cloned from the same cell. But the media iandscape
in which the peace was established was a very different
place. Several of the newspapers that used to offer
competing menus and priorities right up to the early
1990s were now hollowed out financially, compelled to
reach ever deeper to appease politicians and
advertisers merely to bring out a day's edition. BCCL
itself ended its decade-and-a-half of rapid commercial
growth with @ much leaner portfolio of publications. Its
daily newspapers in English were far and away the
leaders of their respective market segments. But
several other prestigious mastheads - including, in
English, the /lustrated Weekly of India and
Science Today, and in Hindi, Dinmaan. Dharmyug and
the Navbharat Times edition in Lucknow — had passed
into history.

The transformation of advertisement and circulation
also meant initiating radical changes in the editorial
function, which had to adapt itself to the new
imperatives of providing a hospitable environment for
advertisers to display their wares. Previous editorial
priorities had to yield to demands for entertainment
and celebrity lifestyles. In short, increasing profits
were achieved through a palpable loss of media
diversity and seriousness. That the ends of consumer
sovereignty have not been served by the price war in
the newspaper market, nor by the aggressive
advertisement-oriented strateqy of the TOI group, is a
conclusion that, for many, seems unavoidable.
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In the dominion
of paranoia

Me Lovd
W really don't need such u season,
Thut keeps converting dreqms of conmons ~
Dito common cenicderies.
And the system stands tmmobilised,
Its head ling dovon s chest,
Like a slave
— Gurmeet Bedi in Kathghare mein Mausam

Bring ‘em on: photographs of the
first 400 US soldiers kiiled in Iraq.

Block into a paroxysm of panic, and its

diplomatic reactions became, perhaps
predictably, banal. Blame was summarily laid
at the doors of “terror camps’ in Pakistan. A
ptanned visit of Indian parliamentarians to a
Commonwealth consultation meeting in
Islamabad was immediately cancelled. The
foreign-secretary-level talks between the two
countries have been put on hold. After having
survived the Delhi bazaar attack and the
Benaras temple attack, the India-Pakistan
peace process was finally derailed by what
happened to the Bombay trains.

T he 11 July mayhem in Bombay sent South
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General Pervez Musharraf did offer to
cooperate in investigating the minutely
planned and brutally executed terror attacks,
but the fear of public reaction had Prime
Minister Manmohan Singh look the other way.
It may have been hoping too much for India to
accede to such an offer, but it would have been
nice, and would have signalled a new level of
bilateral relations. Unfortunately, what is
known as the ‘composite dialogue” evidently
has vet to deliver a level of mutual confidence
to make such a departure possible.

Pakistani Foreign Minister Khurshid
Mahmood Kasuri's crude attempt to link the
blasts to the Kashmir question was of course
in extremely bad taste, but everyone in the
know in the Subcontinent understands that
General Sahib’s Oxbridge FM is a showpiece.
He has so little to do that he is prone to venting
his frustralions through provocative but
meaningless observations.

Whenever a blast or attack rocks India, it
has also become necessary for Nepal and
Bangladesh to brace themsclves. And indeed,
the post-bombing fallout was immediate as far
as Kathmandu was concerned. Two Pakistani
naticnals camping in the capital were
summarily arrested from a local hotel in the
dead of the night, allegedly on a tip-off from
Indian sccurity agencics. They have since been
implicated in a four-year-old RDX-possession
case, though their role in the Bombayv blasts 1s
unclear, A part of the fallout seems also to have
been apportioned to Bangladesh - a key
suspect s said to be living in Dhaka.

Something as devastating as the Bombay
train blasts are also bound to buffet the larger
region and parallel conflict arenas. The newly
rigid stance of India, as evident in the “zero
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tolerance” rhetoric of Prime Minister Singh, is
bound to impact the Jaffna Tigers. The LITE's
mea culpa statement over the assassmation of
Rajiv Gandhi has incensed a section of Indian
intelligentsia. They are now being portrayed
as an ungrateful lot in the vernacular press,
since they attacked one of their mam, though
surreptitious, benefactors. Hot pursuit may be
out of the question for the moment due to geo-
strategic complexities and the decisive
influence of the Left Front in the Indian ruling
coalition, but there is no mistaking a new
exasperation - if not belligerence - in
statcments emanating from New Delhi.

The ‘War on Terror’ in Southasia is not as
hot as in Beirut, Basra or Baghdad, but the
rhetoric of the brawny Bush and brainy Singh
are beginning to sound frighteningly similar.
What we see is that even gentle sardars will
convert to harsh satraps as exigencies of
strategy and diplomacy create their own logic.

The Bush Effect

Years from now, when academics look back
and study the context of Israel’s vicious attacks
on the headquarters of the Palestinian
government and the housing complexes in
Beirut, they will attribute this and other acts of
mindless governmental violence to a new trend
in the diplomacy of aggression, which has its
origins in The Bush Effect (TBE). This
phenomenon must have originated in the
nuclear-proof bunker where the shaken Texan
was packed off to by his Pentagon minders in
the wake of 9/11. Panic reaction is the
fundamental feature of TBE.

A demonstrated disdain for internationaj
agreements, domestic laws and diplomatic
conventon is the second most important aspect
of TBE. For a while, everyone who looked
brown and ‘Muslimn’ was hounded as a
suspected terrorist in the Land of the Free.
There was never any legal ground for the
ceascless pounding of Afghanistan, and most
of the charges against Saddam Hussein were
blatant fabrications to justify the occupation
of kraq. But the world could do nothing to stop
the marauding Bush-Blair due. Due to TBE,
the emblematic image of the United States of
America is no longer the Statue of Liberty.
Rather, it is the blindfolded Guantanamo Bay
detainee in orange prison garb, being pushed
from room to room by the guarding marines.

The third dimension of TBE is its extreme,
obtuse, black-and-white simplicity: there is no
room for ambiguity in the ‘for or against us’
categorisation. Unfortunately, this transforms
even disinterested parties into unwilling
enemies. Americans can take on Iran, Syria,

North Korea and a few others on their own -
after all, they {the Americans) spend more on
weapons than rest of the world combined. But
that is unlikely to make America any safer. It
is the unmistakable lesson of history that most
empires disintegrate due to becoming over-
stretched. But histrionics rather than
historicism dictate decisions in regimes under
the spell of TBE,

Unilateralism is vyet another TBE
characteristic dreaded by all sensible
governments and policyinakers on the planet.
This is the diplomatic version of the law of the
jungle, where the strongest Is free to feed on
the relatively weak and helpless. The
Unilateralism of Bush implies that all
creatures are equal, but that one of them is more
equal than all others - and is thus empowered
to ignore anything and cverything on the basis
of perceived self-interest, from the Kvoto
Protocol to the International Court of Justice
and every other international agrecment or
institution that may stand in the way of
America the Good.

The last but not least noteworthy aspect of
TBE is its unpredictability. The Bush Effect can
strike at any moment, anywhere, and without
any warning - like the remote-controlled
drones that land unbeknownst in the centre of
Beirut and the villages of the NWFP. The US
‘War on Terror’ has no spatial or time
dimension; it is endless by definition. Such a
war cannot be sustained without the
unflinching support of a significant section of
the population; and even as his popularity
meter dives, Bush has been able to maintain
bipartisan consensus for his Wild West
adventures. No country, with the possible
exception of American protégé Israel, gives
such a carte blanche to its chief execulive to
wage a war that has no likelihood of
demonstrable victory. Nobady in Southasia
thinks that this model of aggressive counter-
terrorism can succeed in one of the most
diverse societies of the world. That is, nobody
but Narendra Modi, who is much more to the
Bush model than Manmohan Singh.

The Modi Factor

Some of the most prominent victims of 7/11 in
Bombay were rich diamond merchants of the
Gujarati communmity, who habitually travel in
First Class compartments on the commuter
trains. Never known for exercising restraint,
the Bharahya Janata Party leader Lal Krishna
Advani immediately dispatched Medi to
Bombay. The diabolical director ot the post-
Godhra massacre subsequently mesmerised
his fawning followers in the BJP and Rastriya
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ANALYSIS

of censorship

Censorship in India is increasingly out of the hands of government, and in the
grip of self-appointed politico-cultural guardians.

BY AMARDEEP SINGH

Code, the US conspiracy film about the Catholic

church, took some observers by surprise. For
those who have been following the drift of India’s media
culture over the past few years, however, the real
surprise was that the film was introduced in the country
at all. Indeed, the movement to ban The Da Vinci Code
comes at the end of a long string of controversies
involving religious communities who claim their
sentiments have been hurt by films — including Deepa
Mehta's 1996 Fire and Rahul Rawail's 2005 Jo Bole
So Nihaal, to name just two examples. Religious
conservatives have also instigated riots over purely
non-religious fiims, such as the lesbian-themed
Girlfriend, which was also vehemently criticised by gay-
rights groups in India.

Despite the turn to globalisation and liberalisation,
it appears that India is in the midst of a spike in banning
and resultant self-censorship. Censorship continues
to thrive in India - though in a new paradigm, with the
Indian government reduced to the status of an enabling
bystander, as the threat of communalist-inspired
theatre-burnings make directors and producers more
circumspect than they need to be.

This new culture of censorship is cultural rather than
governmental, which is to say that while it tends to be
backed by political parties, it is intensely communal.
In the British Raj, as well as through most of India’s
independent era, the main motive of state censorship
in the domain of print was anti-popular: it aimed to
stifle political subversion, whether it was anti-imperial
propaganda in the 1910s or anti-Congress party writing
in the 1970s. Up until the banning of Salman Rushdie’s
allegedly anti-Islamic The Satanic Verses (one month
after its 1988 publication) most works prohibited by
New Delhi were political in nature, and criticised either
a historical nationalist figure or the current
administration - this is why Michael Edwards’ Nehru:

T I Y he recent agitations in India against 7he Da Vinci
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A Political Biography was banned in 1975,

Since India became the first country to ban Rushdie's
book, however, censorship has become increasingly
‘communal’, and works about religious figures and
mythic cultural heroes have had to confront
censorship. When a book or film makes it to the market
past the censors, it is still liable to arouse protests
and violence, forcing publishers and producers to
withdraw the ‘offending’ work. In 2004, American
religious-studies professor James Laine's book Shivayi:
A Hindu King in Islamic India provoked the trashing of
Pune's staid Bhandarkar Oriental Research [nstitute
for heiping the author with his research, even after the
book had been withdrawn by its publisher.

As far as cinema is concerned, the official censor
board had historically focused on vanquishing sex on
the screen, rather than what was perceived as political
subversion (though politics was ungquestionably also
suppressed). Today, the film industry has also been
dragged down by the new censorious culture. Between
2000 and 2004, the National Democratic Alliance
government, led by the Bharatiya Janata Party, did
its best to ban any film critical of its policies. The
attitude is exemplified by the prohibition slapped on
two political documentaries, Anand Patwardhan’s film
War and Peace, which focused on the nuclear {ests
of 1998, and Rakesh Sharma's The Final Soiufion,
which took on the Gujarat government of Narendra
Modi over the 2002 riots.

With a secular United Progressive Alliance
government led by the Congress party currently in
power, the central government strictures may have
been loosened, but state and non-state actors have
already gotten the taste of censorship and bannings.
And so, even where the Central Board of Film
Certification (CBF C) and the Supreme Court have ruied
in favour of films such as The Da Vinc' Coae {with
changes inserted in deference to Indian Christians),
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ardent BJP supporter, and the local
bootlegger. “l earn my living through
cheating. | take haftas” he explains.
“After the BJP government came,
the Hindu bootleggers have more
power than the Muslim ones.”

The BJP does net offer union
jobs, but it cultivates gangsterism
and bigotry. The essence of the
BJP economic plan is to give free
reign to major corporations, and to
alleviate social distress through the
cannibalisation of Muslim jobs and
communities. A recurrent theme in
the speeches from Modi and others
is that the Muslim population of
Gujarat is an economic leech. When
asked about the plight of refugees,
Medi lashed out: “What should we
do? Run relief camps for them? ...
We have to teach a lessen to those
who are increasing the population
at an alarming rate.”

Many heard those words loud
and clear, and acted on Modi's
wishes. In Naroda Patiya,
Ahmedabad, two Modi foliowers,
Bhavani Singh and Suresh, caught
Kauser Bano, slit her pregnant
body, pulled out her unborn child
and said, “Look, we have sent your
child to heaven before he even
arrived in the world.” Bigotry is an
easier coin to distribute to the
disenfranchised working-class.
particularly when the ultra-rich
roam free of taxation or any
moral constraint.

Help from abread
Non-resident Indians (NRIs) play an
important role in Modi's landscape.
Bunsha notes that NRI money
flooded into Gujarat’'s Vishva Hindu
Parishad (VHP) to facilitate the ricts.
“In several villages like Padoli”, she
writes, "there were reports of rich
NRIs instigating mobs with the
temptation of money and liquor, and
funding the operation by providing
cash, weapons and gas cylinders.”
But the NRIs did not only fund
the pogrom. They have also become
a fundamental contributer to the
foreign investment in the state.
AAHOA's M P Rama noted that
Gujarat’s government has been
“rolling out the red carpet” for NRI
investments. Gujarat is desperate
for this capital inflow, banking on the
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good feelings of NRIs for their
homeland, and knowing that
commercial capital is loath to enter
a state governed by a man prone to
create social instability for
ideological and electoral gain.

Where the banks fear to tread,
Modi wants the NRIs to come
running in. In October 2002, at the
founding meeting of the Group of
American Businesses in Gujarat,
the state’s industry minister, Suresh
Mehta, urged the business leaders
to “re-brand” Gujarat, “Some doubts
have been created in foreign
countries,” he noted, as the group’s
vice chairman and Motif CEO
Kaushal Mehta urged industrialists
to “create brand awareness
about Gujarat in the US”. The post-
Godhra massacre had tarnished
Gujarat's sheen.

The NRI position vis-a-vis
Hindutva is significant, because it
tells us something of the altered
notion of nationalism for neo-liberal
authoritarian regimes. They are
more prone to understand
nationalism as the patriotism of faith
and of the bottom line. The rights of
the citizenry are less important than
the imaginary claims of a faith
community, or of capital, upon the
nation state. This is a new kind of
nationalism: a sense of fealty that
transcends the constitutional
identities born out of a long anti-
colonial struggle, and cemented with
the promulgation of a republic.
Modi's India is neo-liberal India -
better able to appeal to the
imagination than to the Constitution,
more prone to viclence than to the
creation of well being. The NRI is
no longer a brain drain; it is now a
cash cow.

Of course, the NRI dees not do
the actual killing. The assassins are
local, and they come from all castes
and communities. Bunsha offers us
glimpses of the Dalits, Bhils,
Patidars and Brahmins who wielded
the axe and carried the torch. But
we do not hear much either from or
about them. These are the elusive
characters of communal riots, the
ones who act but who do not occupy
the main stage of our narratives
about themn. We, the genteel section
of the petty bourgeoisie, tend to

L

imagine that the less cultivated, the
BJP-types, buy off the loyalty of
Dalits and Bhils with liquor and cash,
and that once plied, they blindly do
the bidding of the masters.

But there is also ideclogy at work,
or else there is a sympathetic
conjoining of interests. In 1999,
Hindu Bhils killed Christian Bhils in
the Guijarati district of Dangs at the
behest of the VHP and Bajrang Dal,
but also to increase their market
position in a collapsed economy.
Hindutva appeals to oppressed
castes because, on the surface, it
sets aside the vertical caste
hierarchy for a horizontal Hindu
comradeship. The Brahmin-Patidar
aliiance in Gujarat is firm thanks to
Hindutva — unlike the far more
honest! caste battles in Uttar
Pradesh, which enable the growth
of parties inimical to Hindutva, even
if for opportunistic rather than
programmatic reasons. Cut loose
from the welfare state. other castes
seek patronage from these local
hoodlums, who dole out favours
and operate the new, communal
License Raj.

Bunsha’s account is about bad
times, but it is not pessimistic. There
are many heroes here: people who
shielded others. and state officials
who risked their jobs to discbey
Modi's demands. There is also the
memeory of another time, of the
important role played by the Majocr
Mahajan Sangh (the Gandhian mill
workers' trade union) during the 1969
riots in the state. The 150,000
members of the union took to the
streets and factories to close down
the aspirations of Hindutva's armies.
The death of the union and the rise
of neo-liberal cruelty removed the
main obstacle to Hindutva. But even
without unions, the people are
not entirely cowed. In Qctober
2002. when Modi traveled to
Surendranagar for an election
meeting, the crowd revolted. They
threw chappals at the chief minister,
who fled the scene behind police
lathis. It is such events, unlike
Modi's contentious Gujarat Gaurav
Yatra, which help to restore
Gujarat's pride. Other histories
in the state are still waiting to
be redeemed. ;
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Vacancy Announcment with UNDP
Country Office Kabul, Afghanistan.

Post of: Finance Officer— Level: ALD3

UIN

The United Nations Development Programme
Eﬂ (UNDP), a leading UN organisation in Finance

Management Unit , wishes to recruit a highiy
experienced Finance Officer {International professionai)
leading the implementation of the effective delivery of
financial services which aims to carry out capacity
building of staff, implementation of operational strategies,
manage the budget management projects and proper
controf of CO accounts and cash management and
ensures facilitation of knowledge building and knowledge
sharing in the CO. Should promote knowledge
management in UNDP and learning environment in the
office through leadership and personal example. Actively
work towards continuing personal learning and
development and development in one or more practice
area, acts on learning plan and applies newly acquired
skills.

The successful applicant will build on the major
achievements to date by providing effective knowledge
management and learning; providing devetopment and
operational effectiveness, management and leadership
Transparent utilization of financial resources, analyze
and interpret the financial rules and regulations and
provide solution to a wide spectrum of complex financial
issues.

Finance Officer Works in close collaboration with the
operations programme and projects teaminthe CO, UNDP
HQs staff and Government officials ensuring successful
CO performance in Finance. under the supervision of the
UNDP Assistant Country Director {FMU).

Please refer to detailed Terms of Reference in the UNDP
Website: www.undp.org.af

Qualifications: Masler's Degree in Business
Administration, Public Administration, Finance, Economics
{with five years experience) in management advisory
services, managing staff and operational system,
advance knowledge of spreadsheet, data analysis (pivot
tables) and database packages, experience in handling
of web-based ERP management systems, knowledge of
Atlas (UNDP'S ERP System) would be an asset.

Skills: Team leadership; Excellent communication skills,
written and spoken, in the English language knowledge
of Dari and Pashto is an asset. Excellent report-writing
skills. Extensive knowledge in financial management.

Duration: One year
Position: One
Closing date: 06 August 2006

Applications: E-mail a one page cover letter and CV to
Human Resources Officer at UNDP stating post title ‘UNDP/
Finance Officer to: vacancies.afghanistan@undp.org
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a process of subordination and networking that would
suddenly draw Indian private capital into the workings
of the multinational company. This could take place
through the licensing of new moiecules, outsourcing
and the like. Not only would the sanctity of the patent

‘: prevent the creation of high-priced multinational-

designed equivalents in India, but circumstances could
deter Indian companies from such a chailenge
because of their own interests in the product, both
at home and abroad. Such a situation partty

~ explains the lack of serious foreign direct investment

in the Indian pharmaceuticals industry, despite TRIPS-
oriented legisiation.

There are options available within WTO regimes,
however, to vary and moderate property-rights
protection to ensure prices lower than standard.
Chaudhuri notes that these have been poorly utilised
by both public and private entities in India. Among the
permissible gambits are ‘compulsory licensing’, which,
once the basic royalty has been paid, entails local
production of a product under license regardless of a
pending patent. This way, such an approach is not
influenced by an MNC's mark-up after producing the
drug elsewhere — although things do get much more
difficult if the low-priced drug is then exported.

A growing number of exporters (especially small
outfits) now have their eyes trained on unregulated
markets in Africa, Latin America and Asia. After gaining

| footholds in those markets, however, the ultimate prize

is the US. To all these exporters, compulsory licensing
offers limited rewards, since its basic guaranteed
access is to the domestic market. Chaudhuri points
out that gaining access to the US market is ultimately
a possibility for only a very few.

Meanwhile, the Indian government's compulsions

! on small producers to follow WHO ‘good manufacturing
" practices’ jeopardises the future of most of those

producers. The way that the government applies
such policy, together with its failure to use TRIPS
allowances to set aside WTO requirements when
drugs are essential, indicates poor strategy and
public cammitment.

But these developments in general, Chaudhuri
implies, are only to be expected from the prevalent
circumstances in india, where the history of the link
between pharmaceutical companies, the state and the
public shows general misuse of popular trust.
According o one recent assessment, India is ranked
below Chad and Bangladesh for health care to the

' populace. The poar government commitment to health

services, coupled with the simultaneous outright
manufacture of spurious drugs, indicates a fuzzy sense
of priarities at home — as does the ups and downs in
the history of price regulation before the 1990s.

Past follies should be the signpost to the future.
According to Chaudhuri, and backed by significant
additional research, thoughtiess interaction with TRIPS
will be disastrous for India and for developing countries
in general. Awareness of this agreement’s loopholes
and pitfalls is absolutely necessary. &
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REVIEW

A fanciful
World Bank manifesto

¥ FAISAL BARI

countries, a new World Bank report published
in June argues that, despite some major
roadblocks, the region has managed to maintain fairly
high levels of growth for more than a decade.
Furthermore, that the pattern of that growth has led
directly to a significant reduction in poverty. Attributing
this success to the reforms undertaken by regional
countries, authors Shantayanan
Devarajan and ljaz Nabi claim that
maintaining a 10 percent rate of
growth for roughly another nine
years is the key to bringing poverty
levels down to single digits. But
achieving steady high growth will
be a chalienge. Drawing out a list
of possible obstacles, “Economic
Growth in South Asia" suggests
policy prescriptions to tackle
these constraints.
This is a strange piece of work:
a mix of analysis, hypothesis,
make-believe and wishful thinking.
While it is hard to understand the
purpose of this report”, it does
throw up interesting issues that
must be contested.

A nalysing the growth performance of Southasian

“Economic Growth in South Asia:
Promising, un-equalizing, ...
sustainable?”
by Shantayanan Devarajan and

growth — all this makes the analysis more speculative
than anything else.

There is a possible explanation for such a flawed
hypothesis: the Bank was involved in financing most
of the reforms under discussion, and both of the authors
are employees at the Bank. Devarajan is the Bank's
Chief Economist for Southasia, while Nabi is Sector
Manager for Economic Policy for the region. It seems
that the authors have carefully
selected the five-year period to
confirm the success of Bank-
sponsored policies. This would
provide legitimacy to the reform
programme. as well as create
the intellectual atmosphere for a
follow-up.

The authors attempt to prove
that, over the same period of
growth, poverty has decreased in
Southasian countries. This seems
to be supported by the data
provided. To take the example of
Pakistan, however, the argument
that poverty has been reduced
cannot be allowed to go
unchallenged. Some argue that,
while the absolute number of the

First of all, the growth indicators Jgi;";:;k Pakistani poor may have come
of SAARC countries are reviewed June 2006 down, the severity of poverty for

only for the last five years. The
timeframe seems inadequate, particularly because the
authors want to attribute high growth rates to policy
reforms that, even according to them, the “governments
undertook in the last two decades”. More importantly.
was it really the reforms introduced under the structural
adjustment programmes that led to this growth? In that
case, which specific reforms were the most crucial?
The lack of analysis in terms of connecting the
reforms to the high growth, the extremely short
period under review, the tendency to downplay
other factors that might have helped achieve this

*This report can be found at www.siteresources. worldbank.org’
SOUTHASIAEXT/Resources South Asia_growth_June 2006 pdf

Himal Southasian | August 2006

some has increased in recent years
_ due to the structural transformation occurring as a
direct result of the reforms. In addition, the connection
between growth and poverty reduction is surely not
automatic and pre-specified. In other words, there must
be ways of ensuring that growth has the largest
poverty-reducing impact possible, but the work by
Devarajan and Nabi fails to address this issue.

Even with these debates aside, to assume that the
underlying relationship between poverty and growth
would remain the same if similar growth rates were
sustained for another decade requires a leap of
faith. As significant structural transformation occurs,
there is the elasticity of poverty vis-a-vis income
to consider. and negative trends in the pattern of
income distribution.
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Now that inequality and low productivity are being recognised as constraints to
maintaining growth, the obvious solution is to accelerate the efforts of the state in

improving these conditions.

Idectogical blinders

The authors do acknowledge that income, asset and
wealth inequalities have increased substantially over
the identified period of high growth. But conveniently,
they fail to attribute this to the reform process. Given
that the increase in inequality has been even more
persistent than either the sustained high growth or the
reduction in poverty, the connection between ‘reforms’
and inequality should be obvious - especially to those
who have a penchant for drawing quick linkages when
it suits them. The authors have predictably chosen
not to comment on this aspect, which can be ascribed
to ideological blindness or institutional loyalty.

The work identifies a number of constraints that
can curtail high growth rates in the future. These include
increasing inequality, an absence of openness and
export-orientation, low technology-intensity, scarcity
of skilled workers, lack of quality infrastructure, high
cost of doing business, and low savings and
investment rates. The authors then derive policy
recommendations that are likely to ensure higher
growth rates. These have to do with increasing
incentives for savings and investment, attracting
foreign capital and technology, reducing inequality,
resolving conflict, upgrading infrastructure,
improving human capital, and increasing epenness and
regional integration.

While there are some country-specific suggestions,
the focus remains on this generalised set of
recommendations, which throws up some interesting
issues. For one, many experts have already
enumerated the role of these facters as contributing
to growth. In that sense, there does not seem to be
much added value in this literature. At the same time,
there are many factors that scholars have previously
emphasised but which the Bank authors have chosen
to ignore; for instance, the role of institutions of justice,
and fair and transparent governance. Or, the issue of
land reforms, which has a clear linkage with income
and asset inequality.

It can be instructive to try and understand why
certain areas have been selected by the authors, and
others neglected. For example, while highlighting the
importance of bringing backward regions to the fore,
the authors confine themselves to suggesting growth
and investment strategies. Issues related to distribution
through national taxation, land reforms and social
security networks are not mentioned. Similarly, the
work strongly emphasises the idea of service delivery,
but there is almost no discussion of how services for
the poor are to be financed, and what the responsibility
of the state should be in this regard.

In general, both the procedure for the selection of
issues for discussion, and the policy identified for
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addressing those issues, is either whimsical and ad
hoc, or based on criteria that are not shared with the
reader. Once again, it is hard not to ascribe these
lacunae to ideclogical and/or institutional prejudice.

Unanswered guestions

There are other, more critical, problems with this effort.
Growth and poverty reduction are important goals for
all countries, and ecenomic expansion is widely
considered to be a necessary condition for poverty
reduction. But surely there needs to be some debate
on the sources of this growth and its linkage with
improving livelihoods.

Structural adjustment programmes forced
Southasian governments to, among other things, cut
expenditure. More often than not, the cuts happened
in the development secter, which led to relatively lower
investments in health, education, infrastructure and
service delivery. It is important to recognise a possible
link between this reduced expenditure and higher
inequality, and the low human development indicators
across Southasia today. Privatisation, de-regulation
and liberalisation, as well as the other components of
the reform programmes promoted so assiduously by
the World Bank, have in all likelihood contributed to
increasing inequality.

Now that inequality and low productivity are being
recognised as constraints to maintaining growth, the
obvious solution is to acceterate the efforts of the state
in improving these conditions. But will an expansion in
these areas not lead to higher state expenditures,
possibly larger fiscal deficits and some of the very
things that will go against the much celebrated ‘reforms’
process of the past? For instance, what if settling
conflicts requires more active intervention in markets,
or more elaborate taxation structures? How do we
square these circles?

The authors ignore the possibility that some of the
‘constraints’ they have identified might have been
created or exacerbated by reforms themselves. The
more important question is whether addressing human
development, infrastructure needs and inequality is
possible with the policy space available under the
Washington Consensus and the ‘structurally adjusted’
economies. There is a fundamental incompatibility
between such social welfare initiatives and the
Bank's prescription of a one-size-fits-all blanket
reform package.

“Econemic Growth in South Asia” can be understoed
as an attempt to claim success for Bank-supported
programmes, and as a tool for identifying areas that
the Bank might be interested in financing in Southasia
in the coming years. As an analytical or academic
effort, however, it is quite forgettable. i
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Vacancy Announcment with UNDP

Post of: Programme Manager — Level: ALD4

The United Nations Development Programme
(UNDP), aleading UN organisation in Urban
Development Group (Promotion of
Sustainable Livelihoods) , wishes to recruit
a highly experienced Programme Manager {International
professional} leading the implementation of the UNDP
Urban Development Group which aims to carry out
capacity building for regional authorities in monitoring
and evaluation of both foreign aid and government
development projects and leading the strategy
development and implementation of the overall UDG
programme, advise and advocate with the
Government, in particular, the Ministry of Urban
Development on Urban Policy matters and provide
strategy guidance, apply results based management,
operational oversight, ensure coordination and synergy
with other relevant programmes and ensure effective
system, processes and staff capacity to ensure that
the programme attains to it objectives.

The successful applicant will build on the major
achievements to date by providing effective leadership;
providing strategic vision and guidance to the
programme and its senior staff, developing a resource
mobilisation and partnership strategy; advising the
UNDP Senior Deputy Country Director on various
aspects of the programme, working under the
supervision of the UNDP Deputy Country Director and
Assistant to Country Director.

Please referto detailed Terms of Reference in the UNDP
Website: www.undp.org.af

Qualifications: An advance degree (with 10 years
experience) in urban, public administration, management,
architecture or civil engingering.(minimum 10 years of
experience), managementimplementation of field based
programmes {with at least 5 years direct experience) in
urban development or economic regeneration
programmes-within a urban setting. Demonstrable
experience of working or collaborating with government
ministries or agencies in developing countries with a
proven track record of capacity development (preferably
in the urban or related sectors).

Skills: Team leadership, Excellent communication skills,
written and spoken, in the English language knowledge
of Dari and Pashto is an asset. Excellent report-writing
skills and knowledge of project monitering evaluation.
Extensive knowledge in urban planning/development
policies, organisational administration, institutional
development.

Duration: Six Months (with possibility of extension)
Position: One

Closing date: 31.July 2006

Applications: E-mail a one page cover letter and CV
to Human Resourcas Officer at UNDP stating post title
'UDG Programme Manager' to:
vacancies.afghanistan@undp.org

Country Office Kabul, Afghanistan.

The United Nations Development
Programme in Nepal

is looking for a dynamic, results-driven
Nepalese citizen for the position of

Human Resources Associate (GS-6)

Under the overall supervision of the Deputy Resident
Representative (Operations}, and direct supervision of the Chief,
Huran Rescurces Unit. the Human Resources Associate plays a
key role in the team responsible for managing UNDP's Human
Resources services. Responsibilities include:

1. Ensures administration and implementation of HR strategies
and policies focusing on achievement of the following
results:

- Fuli compliance of processes, records and repors and audit

follow up with UNJUNDP rules, regufations, policies and

strategies; implementation of the effective internal control

CO HR business processes mapping and elaboration of the

content of internal Standard Operating Procedures in HR

management in consultation with the direct supervisor and office
management. contral of workloads of the supervised staff.

.Implements HR processes focusing on achievement of the

following results:

- Qrganization of recruiiment processes including drafting job
description, provision of input 1o job classification process,
vacancy announcement. screening of candidates, participation
in interview panels. Review of the recruitment processes
conducted by projects. Provision of information for elaboration
of recruitment guideiines for the office and projects

- Input and tracking of all transactions related to posiions.
recruilment, benefits. earnings/deductions. retroactivities.
recaveries. adjustments and separations through Atlas
Provision of information cn benefits/entitlements to the Staff
Members and Experts.

. Maintenance of the CO rosters including e-rosters.
Preparation of cost-recovery bifls in Atlas for HR services
provided by UNDP to other Agencies and/or its projects

n

Minimum lification
. Bachelors Degree, preferably Masters Degree in Hurnan

Resources Management, Business Administration or
Commerce faculty,
Minimum of 5 years’ relevant work experience,
preferably with exposure to international HR practices;
Excellent advanced computer skills (especially MS
Office and database)
Experience in laber laws; Human Resources policies:
and contract and payroll administration is an asset;
Excellent spoken and written communication skills in
English and Nepali; and

. Qutstanding interpersonal skills in client relations and
in achieving client satisfaction are essential.

Applications should be submitted no later than 4 August 2006
by email, to: hrmu2.np@undp.org by mentioning
‘Application — Human Resources Associate’ in the Subject
or in a sealed envelope to UNDP Operations Department (Ref:
HRA/MG}, UN House, Pulchowk, P.0. Box 107, Kathmandu,
Nepal

Applicants must submit the updated standard UN Personal
History Form available from the UN House Reception pf the
UNDP webpage http:/fwww.undp.org.np/vacancy.htm

WOMEN, INDIGENOUS AND DISADVANTAGED PERSONS
ARE STRONGLY ENCOURAGED TC APPLY

Only those candidates who have been shortlisted will be
contacted for recruitment processes.
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