











Resnonse

Toomany stereotypes

YOGINDER SIKAND'S article “Word
of god for benighted Muslims” (Himal,
July 2003) betrays his misconceived
and stereotyped notion of Christian
e oo eyvangelicals. The evangelical movement
is a worldwide religious activity involving many dif-
ferent groups informed by a variety of perspectives, Its
denominations include black, white, Asian, African and
Latin-American evangelism, besides those influenced
by more recent currents in social and political thought,
such as feminist evangelical groups. There are more
evangelicals in third world countries than there are in
entire West.

Given that there are so many different varieties of
evangelicals, it is only proper to first lay out what is
common to them. Evangelicals simply believe in Jesus
but that does not mean that they believe in the
superiority of the American way of life, as Sikand seems
to infer. Even in North America the evangelical
movement is not a monolithic entity, On political is-
sues, it is as divided as any other group, and the right-
wing tendency constitutes only a small minority. The
Tinie magazine story, referred to in the article, and sim-
ilar others elsewhere have only served to give them a
prominence disproportionate to their actual numerical
presence.

The reality is that there are numerous individuals
and groups among the evangelical who have opposed
the war in Iraq. Black evangelicals, the largest organi-
sation ameng blacks in the U5, overwhelmingly do not
support George Bush. Nor for that matter does Jimmy
Carter, the former president of US and a well-known
evangelical. Philip Yancey, one of the most popular
evangelical writers, has consistently opposed the ques-
tionable forcign policy decisions of the US. And if fur-
ther proof were needed of the diversity of opinion in the
movement and the presence of progressive forces with-
in it, it is to be found in the fact that there are several
groups who oppose the US policy towards Israel.

If Sikand directs his attention to the Witherspoon
website, at the URL http://www . witherspoonsociety.
org/evangelicals_to_bush.htm, in particular to the
articke by Alexa Smith of the Presbyterian News Service,
he will realise that all evangelism is not aligned to right-
wing US policy. In fact, this article, filed on 16 July be-
gins, “Five evangelical Presbyterians have sent a-letter
to President George W Bush peinting out that the Chris-
tian right’s uncritical support of Israel is not the posi-
tion of all US evangelicals”. According to Craig Barnes,
pastor of the National Church in Washington, DC, and
one of the signatories to the document, the letter was
intended to inform the US president “that evangelicals
are a complex and multi-faccted phenomenon, and that
the pro-Israeli Zionists’ voices do not speak for all evan-
gelicals”.
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Sikand’s errors do not stop at his mistaken notions
about the movement at large. He has also misconstrued
their activities and suspected their intentions. His ref-
erences to evangelicals who “disguise” themselves in
the local “way of life” possibly arise from his ignorance.
Contextualisation, ie, going to the people, living
amongst them and being one like them to preach the
word of god is not “disguise”. Contextualisation and
social service are two concepts that were debated for a
long time in evangelical circles. A positive attitude to-
wards these concepts is now slowly evolving.

Sikand’s examples do not show him in a particular-
ly good light. If the statues of Mary in India show her
dressed in a sari, the reasons for it do not necessarlly
add up to some sinister conspiracy hatched by mis-
stonaries, as he seems to believe. Surely there is noth-
ing wrong in making the symbols of the faith more rel-
evant to the society in which it is practised. After all, is
not the sari the dress of the majority of women Chris-
tians in India? This is particularly significant in
the context of the Hindutva argument that Christiani-
ty, like Islam, is a faith alien to the India. Long before
Hindutva emerged as an entrenched fact of Indian
politics, Christianity had partaken of the ethos of Indi-
an society.

On the issue of social work, Sikand ought to.remem-
ber that its history is as old as the evangelical tradition.
Granted there are many who do social work with the
intention of earning gondwﬂl But that a;_)am does not
translate into a diabolical plot for conversion. While
Sikand may wish to decry evangelism on the basis of
his examples from Bangalore, perhaps he should also
remember the numerous institutions in that city and
elsewhere that missionaries have set up, which are not
platforms for conversion, as so many proponents of ma-
joritarian paolitics, who otherwise have no time for the
plight of their co-religionists, are always ready to al-
lege. The writer should have balanced his study by ex-
amining neighbouring states as well where the pattern
of conversion among sections of the population (espe-
cially in Andhra Pradesh) gives a totally different pic-
ture. It was an indigenous movement among the peo-
ple- never enforced but always embraced. The numer-
ous adivasi churches by the marginalised people in
Andhra Pradesh stand are witness to this trend.

Since T do not believe that Sikand subscribes to the
politics of Hindutva, 1 will conclude with a query to
him. Is he speaking on behalf of all the citizens of In-
dia. Or is he speaking for Muslims of India? Or is it for
the benefit of the ‘outcastes’ of varna society. The gran-
diose tone implied in the sweep of his claims is some-
thing T have heard many times, but it has always been
from the same source - the Rashtriya Swayamsewak
Sangh (RSS). Perhaps Sikand should clarify how his
stand differs from that of the RSS.

jerry Thomas
Secunderabad
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No criminal inves-
tigation against a
judge can be
initated without
the prior consent
of the Chief
Justice of the
Supreme Court.

INDIA

CONTEMPTIBLE
JUSTICE

THE SPATE of scams involving some
members of the Indian higher judiciary in
corruption, bribery, sex, nepotism and abuse
of power has again drawn attention to the
long overdue need for reform of the judicial
system. The image of the judiciary and its
credibility are perhaps at an all-time low.
The problem of corruption comes on top of
the problem of judicial inertia and the
prohibitively expensive nature of the
process of securing justice. This has effect-
ively ensured that the judicial system cannot
deliver justice to the ordinary citizen. All
this suits the ruling establishment
just fine, since those who have the
power of force or moncy do not need
the courts to get justice. It is the poor
and the oppressed, the common
people who need a properly work-
ing system for the administration
of justice. This is also why thase
who have the power to reform the
system have failed to do so despite
knowing the problems and the
solutions. It has become clear that
judicial reforms will only come when the
general public, who are the consumers of
justice, put together a strong and powerful
movement on this issue.

There are enough indications that
corruption in the higher judiciary has
reached unacceptable levels. For instance,
in March this year, Justice Shamit Mukherjee
of the Delhi High Court had to tender his
resignation, following which he was
arrested by the Central Bureau of Investi-
gation under sections of the Anti-corruption
Act, 1988 and sections of the Criminal
Procedure Code for criminal conspiracy.
Rampant corruption, which has steadily
undermined the credibility of and popular
faith in the judicial mechanism, was clearty
to be expected in a situation where the
higher judiciary enjoys enormous powers
without accountability.

Power sans accountability inevitably
breeds corruption and abuse. Consider the
situation. Once appointed, a judge of a high

court (the highest judicial mechanism in the
states) or the Supreme Court, cannot be
touched except by a complicated procedure
of impeachment. As per the constitutional
provisions, a judge of a high court or the
Supreme Court can only be removed by
impeachment after 100 members of the Lok
Sabha (the lower house) or 50 members of
the Rajya Sabha {the upper house) move the
speaker, who may refer the charges to a
committee of judges whose verdict is put
up before both the houses of Parliament. The
judge can only be removed if a two third-
majority of members present and voting
approve the verdict of the committee.

Today impeachment remains the only
option since the judicial system has in-
sulated itself from criminal investigation
through a Supreme Court ruling. This
happened in 1991 in a case arising from the
discovery of huge quantities of moncy in
the residence of Justice K Veeraswamy, then
Chief Justice of the Madras High Court.
When the Central Bureau of Investigation
prosecuted for corruption, the Supreme
Court ruled that no First Information Report
can be registered against a judge, nor a
crilninal investigation be initated, without
prior consent of the Chief Justice of the
Supreme Court. This effectively excluded the
higher judiciary from the ordinary laws of
the land, since there is no possible circum-
stance under which an investigating agency
can approach the Chief Justice for consent
to investigate a judge without any concrete
evidence against him. This is the reason
why no judge has ever been subjected to a
criminal investigation after the Veera-
swamy judgment. In the meanwhile, armed
with this Jegal immunity judicial corruption
has continued to flourish.

This immunity is doubly reinforced by
the fact that the procedure for impeachment
of judges is not only cumbersome, it is also
eminently susceptible to political inter-
ference. The existing system of impeach-
ment was found to be practically unwork-
able in the V Ramaswamy case, where the
judge survived in office despite being found
guilty on several serious charges of corrup-
tion by a statutory committee of three fellow
judges. This was because members of the
Congress, then in power during the prime
ministership of PV Narasimha Rao, ab-
stained from voting duc to a whip issued
by the party leadership when the impeach-
ment motion was put to vote in Parliament
in May 1993. In that particular case,
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however, it was at least possible to initiate
the process, because the charges against the
judge dealt with irregularities in purchases
made in his official capacity. These pur-
chases were audited by the Accountant
General and it was in that process that the
evidence of corruption came out. As aresult,
it was possible to frame charges for his im-
peachment and have the relevant pro-
cedural motions signed by 100 members of
Parliament. In normal cases of judicial
corruption however, it is difficult to produce
evidence of the judge’s corruption in the
absence of official investigation. Thus, it is
not possible to even initiate the process of
impeachment, let alone carry one through
to the bitter end.

Judges’ sellout

Apart from enjoying immunity from removal
and investigation, the higher judiciary
further enjoys virtually unlimited powers
of punishing people for contempt of court.
Any person making any allegation of
corruption against a sitting judge can be
charged and punished for contempt, even
if he is in a position te substantiate the
charge. The contempt proceedings are so
biased in favour of the judicial system that
the very judge against whom the allegation
of corruption has been made can prosecute
the charge for contempt. The judge can even
sit in judgment on his or her own case, and
can actually refuse to permit the alleged
contemnor to lead evidence to prove the
charge. This is such a vast and unchecked
power that it can easily be and has been
misused by the judiciary.

The excessive power that the judiciary
wields in respect of contempt is in reality a
way of shielding itself from legitimate
criticism, even when such criticism does not
otherwise prejudice or abstruct the adminis-
tration of justice. The existence of this
arbitrary power is undoubtedly one of the
main reasons why public exposure of
judicial corruption has been few and far
between and even routine criticism of the
judiciary is muted.

Beyond the matter of public scrutiny, the
Indian judiciary has been steadily in-
creasing its other powers over the years,
adding vast and arbitrary authority ostens-
ibly for enforcing the fundamental rights of
citizens. However, these powers are usually
exercised in the interests of the ruling
establishment. More and more instances are
being witnessed where, by judicial fiat, the
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constitutional mandate is flouted and even
the fundamental rights of liberty, equality
and right to work are rendered nugatory
when ordinary citizens are pitted against
the state and powerful sections of society.
This is how, for instance, in the interest of
cleaning up Delhi’s air by reducing the
levels of pollution, the Supreme Court
ordered the closure and relocation of several
small industries in the city, leading to the
loss of livelihood of several thousand
workers.

As it is, the state has a long record of
enacting anti-democratic and draconian
laws. Not only have the courts usually put
their seal of approval on these laws, but they
have sanctified action taken under them,
such as the dismissal of employees en-masse
from industrial jobs. The judiciary has also
recently been playing a leading role in
upholding the sellout of public enterprises
by disinvestments carried out under the
cover of globalisation. Lately, it has played
a retrograde role in curbing the
rights of workers to protest and go
on strike, endorsing several anti-
democratic measures te restrict their
rights. Meanwhile, the proliferation
of public interest litigations has
encouraged unrestrained judicial
activism. Theugh judicial activism
through public interest litigations
can be a healthy check on an exe-
cutive which has failed and become
corrupt, it can become a menace in
the hands of a corrupt and un-
accountable judiciary.

The problems with the higher
judiciary, however, begin with the process
of appointment itself. Quite apart from the
fact that the method of selection of judges
itself is defective, the entire process is kept
under a cloak of secrecy. Thus, before an
appointment is actually made, the general
public does not have any idea about who
are the candidates being considered for the
post. Many persons whose integrity was
known to be suspect and those who had
been found guilty of professional mis-
conduct during their legal career have come
to be appointed to high office through this
secretive system. The selection process has
undergone some change over the years, but
it has not reduced the spate of undesirable
and positively harmful appointments.
While earlier the selection was made by the
government itself (after consultations with
the Chief Justice), now, by a process of

The excessive
power that the
judiciary wields
in respect of
contemptisin
reality a way of
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India's Supreme Courl; Far away from scrutiny.

judicial interpretation,
the power has been
transferred to a colle-
gium of three to five
judges of the Supreme
Court. This has manag-
ed to reduce the govern-
ment’s monopoly over
appointments, but the
systemn has not change
significantly. The pa-
tronage system has

simply become more
fraternal, since senior judges of the Supreme
Court now wield the power of appointment
of their junior colleagues. The proot is in
the results, and there has not been a
noticeable difference in the quality of
appointments.

National commission
In an attempt to tackle the problem relating
to appointments and accountability of
judges, the Committee on Judicial Account-
ability (CQIA), consisting of members of the
legal profession, almost a decade ago
forwarded a detailed proposal for a high-
powered, full-time and independent
National Judicial Commission (N)JC). This
commission would make appointments as
also have disciplinary powers over judges
of the higher judiciary. The commission
would also be responsible for appointments
to various commissions and quasi-judicial
bodies. The NJC would comprise a nominee
each of the Supreme Court, the chief justices
of the high courts, the central cabinet, the
opposition in Parliament, and the bar. It
would also have an investigative machinery
of its own to inquire into complaints against
members of the judiciary. Members of the
NJC would have the same status as that of
Supreme Court judges and a guaranteed
tenure of five years, after which they would
be ineligible for any other similar post.
This proposal would have brought
transparency into the system of appoint-
ment of judges. But even though nearly every
political party included the proposal in its
election manifesto, the National Judicial
Commission is yet to become reality. The
reasons are not far to seek. But now, after
the spate of highly publicised judicial
scandals, particularly the Shamit Mukher-
jee case, the government has come up with
a proposal to constitute a somewhat
truncated NJC. This commission is to be a
part-time body of three senior sitting judges

of the Supreme Court, the law minister and
a nominee of the prime minister. This NJC
will not have the power of removal of judges
and the present impracticable system of
impeachment will continue. The govern-
ment’s proposal will merely institutionalise
the system of sharing the spoils of appoint-
ment between the government and the
senior members of the judiciary.

Since under the circumstances the
judiciary cannot be expected to reform itself,
and since the main political parties have
reneged on their electoral commitment as
expressed in their manifestos, only a strong
public campaign can provide the impetus
to put in place an independent and res-
ponsible body for the appointment and’
removal of judges. Popular pressure is the
only force that can get the 1991 Veerasamy
judgment overruled, whether legislatively
or judicially, to ensure that judges can be
investigated like any other class of citizens.
Civic mobilisation is necessary to force
change in the contempt law so as to ensure
that citizens cannot be prosecuted for
making allegations against judges, unless
they have done so recklessly or in bad faith.
The law must be changed so that judges
cannot sit in judgement of their own
contempt cases. If the judicial mechanism
has to be rescued from its own infirmities,
citizens and civil society in India must put
together a strong movement to force account-
ability in the judiciary. A

—Prashant Bhushan

SRILANKA

NORTH AND
SOUTH

THERE HAVE been apprehensions in
Colombo and the rest of the south of 5ri
Lanka that the peace process, being stuck
these past three months, may not last much
longer. Incidents such as the destruction of
LTTE ships by the navy, the organisation’s
own refusal to attend the Tokyo donor
conference, and now its defiance of a
directive by the international monitors of
the Sri Lanka Monitoring Mission to dis-
mantle their newly established military
camp in government-controlled territory —
these loom large in the minds of many
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The people of
the north want
the same free-
doms as those

enjoyed by
those in the
south of the
island

impatient for a rapid restoration of their lost
rights. People who stayed on in Jaffna over
the past 20 years of war are worried about
an LTTE which deems itslef to be the sole
representative of the Tamil people. They are
concerned that under a Tigers-dominated
interim administration there may be no
place for those who are not LTTE members
or supporters. They fear marginalisation
once the LTTE takes charge. Those who worry
thus may be few in number, but they
constitute the most educated people left in
Jaffna.

As for the larger public in the north, their
concern is with being able to live in their
own homes and leading dignified lives.
People from all walks of life complain
bitterly that their houses are still in-
accessible for being demarcated within the
High Security Zones. Further, most of the
houses in the High Security Zones are in
various stages of collapse, having been
abandoned 10 to 15 vears ago. The bitter-
ness among the people who have
lost their homes or seen an army in
occupation of their family lands
provides a reservoir of support for
the LTTE because of its to promise
to get the army out.

Resource shortage

One of the problems that the future
interim administration is likely to
encounter is a shortage of resources
relative to its needs. This is parti-
cularly true in the case of resettling
people in their original places. Most
of the homes have been almost completely
destroyed and would require SLR 1 to 3
million to rebuild. The interim adminis-
tration that is set up is unlikely to be able to
raise such a sum of money to provide tens
of thousands of people who have lost their
homes. The donor community could play a
crucial role to ecase the problem in this
regard.

Another problem is that many of the
houses of displaced persons are located
within the High Security Zones that are not
limited simply to the area around the Palali
airport or Kankasanthurai naval port. An
area is considered out-of-bounds pretty
much wherever an army camp decides it is
to be so. Until the people are permitted to
resettle in their original homesteads, and
adequate resources are made available to
them to rebuild and refurbish, this is likely
to be a focal point of tension. The Colombo

authorities and the Tigers’ leadership
should address these issues sooner rather
than later, and try to find a reasonable
balance between security needs and basic
human requirements. In the end, progress
is sought so that there will no longer be a
need for high security zones.

Unless there is close cooperation bet-
ween the Colombo government and LTTL,
the proposed LTTE-dominated interim
administration may not be able to tackle all
the problems at the speed at and in the
manner in which the people want them to.
Without close cooperation, it is also likely
that the interim administration will have
neither the money nor the institutional
competence to deliver on the hopes and
expectations of the people. This can lead to
a dangerous situation where the govern-
ment and LTTE begin blaming cach other
for failure of delivery. From a civil society
point of view, the interim administration
should also be seen as a stepping-stone to
federalism, democracy, freedom of speech
and elections. These factors need to be
carefully considered when the structure,
powers and composition of the interim
administration are negotiated. i

—Jehan Perera

SOUTH ASIA

PREDATORY

GLOBALISATION

FOR AN institution that secks to introduce
a rule-based regime of global trade, osten-
sibly through civilised consensus between
member states, the World Trade Organi-
sation (WTQ) provokes a fair degree of
organised acrimony. The protests that
routinely accompany WTO meetings are
largely due to the unequal access of different
groups to the negotiating process. Groups
of peopie who do not belong to the economic
mainstream are deemed to have their
interests represented by the official delegates
af their respective countries to the global
trade body. On the other hand, a substantial
volume of global trade, particularly in the
services economy, today, is overwhelmingly
dominated by gigantic transnational corpo-
rations, which constitute a systematic lobby
with privileged access to the negotiating
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process. Consequently they are able to
influence the agendas of WTO elites like the
EU, the US, Canada and Japan.

There is of, course, no guarantee that
equal access will produce equitable out-
comes. On the other hand, the prepon-
derant influence of oligarchic cartels is
guaranteed to rig global trade policy in ways
that threaten the already fragile livelihood
environment of large numbers of people.
The diehard supporters of the global order,
like The Economist and the bulk of the
mainstream Western press tend to focus all
their attention on the ‘theatrics’ of the
protests against multilateral bodies. The
reasons are obviously self-serving. Well-off
Western protestors present an easy target
for caricaturing the criticism against
corporate-driven globalisation. By stressing
on the ‘idiosyncrasies’ of these globally-
publicised agitators, including the alleged

paradox of affluent first-worlders protesting .

on behalf of poor third-world natives, the
need to examine in any detail the effects of
the multilateral policy regime is dispensed
with.

This trivialisation is necessary to sustain
the fiction that predatory globalisation will
bring universal benefits. Multilateral clites
professing so much concern for the poverty-
stricken cannot afford to dwell at any great
length on the numerous protests their
laboured magnanimity evokes among the
natives of the underdeveloped world.
Though they do not get their share of
attention in the international media, there
have been militant protests in several
countries in Africa and Latin America
against domestic policy changes, pre-
scribed by donors and willingly accepted
by client-regimes. These policy changes
have been substantially along the lines
envisaged under the WTO’s liberalisation
of services agenda, which is merely an
euphemism for handing over the supply of
essential services, unhindered by regu-
lation, to private corporations. Such protests
have taken a combative turn as states attempt
to quell popular agitations through armed
force and clear the way for corporate control.

For South Asia, there are lessons to be
learnt from recent developments in Africa
and Latin America, where the consequences
of the surrender of essential services to
corporate interests have been drastic. Water
has been one of the main targets of corporate
attention and Africa has been at the receiv-
ing end of some cutthroat multi-lateral
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‘annual turnovers exceed the

intervention. Both Mozambique and Tanza-
nia have privatised water supply under
threat from the International Monetary
Fund {iMF). In 1999 Mozambique had to sell
off 70 percent of its water scrvices to
Furopean multinationals as a precondition
for debt relief. Water utilities across Africa
have been brought under the “full cost
recovery” model, under which those who
cannot pay their water bills are left out of
the supply loop, besides also being evicted
from their homes. Since 1994, in South Africa
alonc, over 10 million people have been
denied water services and some 2 million
have been ousted from their homes for non-
payment of water dues. This failure to pay
is not unusual since tariffs have increased
dramatically ever since water was privat-
ised. For instance, between 1994 and 1996,
in the black townships of Fort Beaufort,
service charges have in-
creased by 600 percent. As a
resuft of such extortionary
rates the consumption of
drinking water from unsafe
sources has increased.

In Ghana, World Bank
conditionalitics for assis-
tance required the sale of
water services. Five multi-
nationals, among them Vi-
vendi and Bi-water, whose

GDP of Ghana, bid for pro-
viding water services. Interestingly, the
proposed Private Sector Participation, gives
the corporate participants the responsibility
to only operate and manage the water
systems without requiring them to extend
services, a task that has been left to the
public sector. Latin America too has seen
its share of water-profiteering. In 1999,
Bolivia privatised water supply and the
resulting 200 percent hike in tariffs led to
an eight-month long agitation in Cocha-
bamba, the country’s third largest city, that
eventually forced the cancellation of the
private contracts.

These are the compelling real- .
ities of liberalisation of services | ‘
in many third world countries
over the last few yearstowhich &
South Asia needs to play close
attention. But these awkward
facts are uniikely to trouble
trade negotiators when they
convene this September at the
Mexican tourist resort of Can-

AN
CONFERENCE

By stressing on the
‘idiosyncrasies’ of
anti-globalisation
protests, the
multilateral regime
divers attention
from the effects of
its own policies

STFRIAL
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cun for its fifth ministerial. Instead,
insulated from the real world, they
will attempt to introduce these
failed measures on a more exten-
sive scale by making it part of
the global regimen of liberal-
ised trade. Back in 1994, the
WTO's precursor, the General
Agreement on Tariffs and
Trade {(GATT), had put in place
a separate multilateral agree-
ment, titled the General Agree-
ment on Trade in Services
(GATS). The agreement covers
trade in 161 activities and like
other international trade and invest-
ment agreements, is based on a complex set
of rules. Since one of the major issues on the
anvil at Cancun is the further liberalisation
of trade in services, midwives, nurses,
municipal refuse workers, tourist guides,
teachers and other such service providers
who normally play a negligible role in global
commerce are likely to figure prominently
on the agenda for negotiations.

Under GATS, trade in services is divided
into four modes or categories. The first of
these is “cross-border trade in services”,
which covers the flow of services from the
territory of one member-country into the
territory of another member-country. These
include subjects like banking or archi-
tectural services performed via telecom-
munication or mail channels. The rubric
“consumption of services abroad” is the
second category and covers those situations
where a service consumer, for example a
tourist or a medical patient goes to another
member-country’s territory to obtain a
service. The third category of trade in
services is “commercial presence”. This
concerns those situations where a

GI’OUpS that W|” service supplier of one member-

10

beneﬂt belong state establishes a territorial pre-

sence, including through owner-

to the class ship or lease of premises, in another
th at h as be en member-state’s territory to provide

aservice. The last and perhaps most

free rldlng on contentious category is “movement
liberalisation

of people” and deals with persons
of one member-country entering
the territory of another to supply
services,

As the pre-GATS experience of Africaand
Latin America suggest, the liberalisation of
essential services under WTO mandate is a
sensitive matter for developing countries.
Critics fear that the GATS will allow global

service delivery corporations to engage in
smash and grab operations in the arena of
public services once the push for privati-
sation gains momentum. The ramifications
of this are grave especially for South Asia
whose large populations and a feckless
elite, always on the lookout for easy
commissions, makes it a soft target for global
conglomerates. These are countries with
between a third and a half of the population
living below the poverty line and therefore
will not to be able to afford privatised
services. It is imperative therefore to debate
the issue as South Asian economies take a
decisive step towards finalising the opening
up of different services sectors for negotia-
tions. This is all the more important, given
the place this sector occupies in the national
economies.

India will be a particularly appealing
target given the size of its market. In India,

. the services sector accounted for 49 percent

of the GDP in 2001-02. The world trade in
services amounted to USD 1.440 trillion in
2001, of which India’s share was about 1.4
percent. India has received requests from
several countries, whose businesses are
interested in providing services, especially
by establishing their units on Indian soil.
The Trade Policy Division of the Depart-
ment of Commerce is tightlipped about the
issue, restricting itself to the terse, laconic
and therefore suspicious comment that
“India has been asked to take commitments
with regard to transparency in domestic
regulations, simplify procedures, eliminate
differential treatment of foreign service
suppliers and facilitate the movement of
natural persons under Mode 4” (ie, move-
ment of people). The Trade Policy Division
goes on to say that, “The categories of
professionals on which commitments have
been sought include intra-corporate trans-
ferees, contractual service suppliers and
specialists (tradespersons, associate pro-
fessionals, professionals and managers)”.

It is interesting to note that that the
requests that have been made to India
actually target full market access in the areas
of health, social services, education and
environment. It is also clear that the groups
that will benefit from the policy, if it comes
into force, will be the same class of white
collar professionals that has been free riding
on economic liberalisation for the last
decade and more. And it appears that
Government of India’s concerns are re-
stricted exclusively to safeguarding the
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interests of this section.

Cn 5 June, in preparation for the Cancun
ministerial, New Delhi’s Cabinet Committee
on the WTO met to approve a Commerce
Ministry plan for the upcoming negotia-
tions. Although there have been conflicting
reports about what exactly was decided at
the meeling, on 27 June, speaking at an
informal meeting of trade ministers in
Egypt, Commerce and Industry Minister,
Arun Jaitley stated that India’s “main area
of interest” at Cancun would be liberalising
the “Mode 4” category of the GATS -
“movement of natural persons”. According
to Jaitley, India has little to gain in pushing
for liberalisation in modes two and three,
but helping Indian nationals travel to
service markets abroad and, to a lesser
extent, increasing India’s service exports are
critical for the country’s further integration
into the global economy.

Going by past experience, with the
government having been consistently
secretive about WTO negotiations, Jaitley’s
posturing may ultimately be just that. If so,
such a cavalier attitude is not going to yield
any tangible benefit once heavy bargaining
begins at the negotiating table. This is where
the belief that official delegations represent
the interests of ordinary citizens comes a
cropper. If the Indian delegation to Cancun
presents its case without adequate pre-
paration and effective co-ordination with
other countries similarly affected, there is
every likelihood that the interests of the vast
majority of the people will be sold short. In
fact, there is ground for suspicion, given
Jaitley’s emphasis on Mode 4 negotiations,
that in the interest of securing the free
movement of the professional class to the
hard currency zones, the official delegation
may hand over far too many concessions in
the essential services sector to plundering
corporales, domestic or foreign .

In the countries of South Asia, water,
health, transportation, education and food
security are essential services which have
traditionally been provided by the state. By
their very nature, such services need to be
subject to democratic public control. But
democratic control requires transparency in
official processes and its corollary, the free
flow of information. Both these are so
patently absent that on 10 June, in a joint
letter to the Prime Minister’s Office, many
social organisations were compelied to
point out the shortcomings in the decision-
making process adopted by the Cabinet
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Committee as well as the Department of
Commerce. A key issue raised in the letter
was the lack of transparency, specifically,
the failure to disclose all the liberalisation
requests the government has received. These
organisations have demanded that copies
of such documents should be made available
to all state governments and union terri-
tories, and that citizens must have adequate
opportunity to examine and comment on the
requests.

These are not extraordinary demands.
They are well within existing constitutional
provisions. New Delhi’s approach to the
GATS negotiations can be read as a contra-
vention of the constitutional commitment to
federalism, specifically in fact undermining
the 73rd and 74th amendment acts, which
envisage decentralisation of decision-
making. This has prompted concerned
citizen’s groups to demand that govern-
ment of India’s possible offers under GATS
should be debated in parliament, as well as
in state assemblies and at the panchayat and
municipal level. There is also
concern over the data deficit and
the absence of research on the
fallout of services liberali-sation,
which also has been emphasised
in the joint letter to the prime
minister.

AtCancun, trade ministers are
expected to give much-needed
political direction to the ongoing
Doha round of trade liberalisation
talks, and taking stock of the GATS
negotiations is an im-portant part of the
agenda. Given the importance of the services
sector in meeting the needs of people whose
interests are rarely ever represented either
nationally or internationally, there is a
compelling need to democratise the internal
process of formulating trade perspectives.
Decisions affecting ordinary people cannot
be taken at tourist resorts solely by coteries
serving the ‘native” elite. B

BHUTAN

LAW, HUMANITY AND
‘CATEGORISATION’

WHEN THE Joint Verification Team (JVT),
set up by the governments of Bhutan and

New Delhi’s
approach to the
negotiations con-
travene the 73rd
and 74th amend-
ments of the Indian
Constitution.
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Nepal after seven years of dialogue, first set
foot in the Lhotshampa refugee camps in
January 2001, there was widespread
elation. The refugees believed that their
deliverance was close at hand. The donor
governments and aid agencies, which had
collectively brought pressure to bear on the
process, were excited that they were finally
witnessing the beginning of the end of the
decade-old refugee problem. The team’s brief
was to verify the bona fides of the refugees
in the camps, and their claim of being from
Bhutan. Himal, however, had a word of
caution {“Indeed, if the Bhutanese side does
not drop its insistence on this sticky and
messy issue, the verification exercise cannot
be expected to go far. (Unless, of course,
Nepal is willing to go by anything that
Bhutan says.}”, ‘Dark Clouds Behind the
Silver Lining?” — March 2001)] Sadly, more
than two long years later, the caution,
especially about Kathmandu’s willingness
to sign on the dotted line as requested by
Thimphu, has proved well-founded.

In an interminably slow process, bet-
ween 10 March and 15 December 2001, the
JVT managed to complete the verification of
refugees in just one of the smaller camps,
known as Khudunabari in Jhapa district. It
took forever to interview the camp’s 12,183
inmates, frustrating them as well as the
larger refugee community. With more than
a hundred thousand refugees living in six
camps, simple calculation showed that the
interview process alone would take eight
years to complete.

But worse was to follow. For more than
a year after that there was no further JVT
activity. No thought was given to informing
the refugees interviewed as to the outcome,
a case of human rights abuse that went
unremarked. The Nepali side sat back,
letting the Bhutanese take the proactive role.
For the latter, this was yet one more occasion
to equivocate as has been its practice ever
since the international community awoke
to the need to address the Lhotshampa
refugee problem more than a decade ago.

It was only after Bhutan came under
pressure once again at the Eighth Round-
table Meeting of Bhutan’s donors, held in
Geneva in mid February this year, that the
team sat down to its task. The VT released
its report on 17 June following its approval
by the 14" Ministerial foint Coinmittee (M}C);
which met in Kathmandu between 19 and
22 May 2003,

The report stunned everyone, other than

perhaps the VT members with fore-
knowledge, and dismayed of refugees and
the international community (even those
who have been generally supportive of the
Thimphu government). The JVT announced
that of the 12,183 refugees interviewed in
the Khudunabari camp, only 2.4 per cent
(293} had been slotted under ‘category one’
(Bhutanese who had been forcibly evicted)
and had the right to return home; 7005 per
cent were categorised as Bhutanese that had
emigrated voluntarily and who would have
a chance to return and reapply for Bhutan-
ese citizenship after two years; 24 per cent
were categorised as non-Bhutanese and
would be returned to their respective
countries; and 3 per cent (375) as ‘criminals’
who would have to stand trial in Bhutanese
courts.

The first travesty was for Kathmandu to
agree to go through with the verification
exercise at all, but the final blow was
concurring with Thimphu that the over-
whelming majority of refugees had left
Bhutan voluntarily, which means that
under Bhutan’s what-can-only-be-called
medieval laws they would ipse facto lose
citizenship. '

The release of categorization figures was
accompanied by the announcement of some
startling agreements between the two
governments. Among them, first, Kath-
mandu agreed with Thimphu’s pre-condi-
tions attached to their willingness to take
back ‘voluntary emigrants’ (that they would
be allowed to reapply for Bhutanese
citizenship after two years of waiting).
Second, in the event that these refugees did
not wish to return to Bhutan, Nepal would
grant them Nepali citizenship. Third, the
appeals process only allowed for 15 days
and involved going back to the same JvT
which had made the decision in the first
place.

Not surprisingly, the categorisation
results and joint agreement have been met
with disbelief and a spate of criticism. While
refugees are incensed with the categori-
sation process itself, commentators in Nepal
have taken strong objection to and question-
ed the validity of Kathmandu’s agreement
to grant nationality to refugees. The inter-
national cominunity, meanwhile, has
focused its attention on the pre-conditions
and the appeals process.

In a joint statement, Amnesty Inter-
national, Human Rights Watch, Lutheran
World Federation, Refugees International,
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are under threat in a Shangrila governed by
an honest regime. By pushing through an
outrageous agrecment that threatens to
render most of the hundred thousand-plus
refugees stateless it has shown it has both
guile and ruthlessness, and that it is the
refugees, after all, who need protection.
The major concern is with the 75 percent
refugees in the Khundunabari camp identi-
fied as voluntary migrants, who are therefore
not Bhutanese in Thimphu’s eyes. By
extrapolation, the refugees in the other
camps will also be categorised in roughly
the same proportion. Two points are criti-
cally important on this score: First, why
should any other country (including Nepal)
accept these people just because Bhutanese
laws make them illegal? Second, does the
fact that they have been categorised as
voluntary departures not prove that the
Lhotshampas in ‘category two’ were actu-
ally legitimate residents of Bhutan till the

time of their departure? International
legality and humanitarian principles
clearly require Bhutan, therefore, to take
these people back without pre-conditions.

It seems that an over-confidence in its
dealings with Kathmandu’s interlocutors
has made the Bhutanese leadership make a
critical slip, i.e. agree that there were
voluntary departures. Since Nepal's
government itself is now complicit with
Bhutan on the verification results, it is now
up to the international community to build
pressure on Thimphu.

Meanwhile, what of the silent, looming
presence of India throughout the dozen
years of the Bhutanese refugee crisis? It does
not do for New Delhi to remain aloof from
this problem any more; for many reasons,
the most important of which is India’s own
commitment to international legality and
humanitarian principles. How long will
realpolitic take precedence in geopolitics? £
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Editors’ note

TOYING WITH RIVERS

A frighteningly grandiose plan that proposes to miodify nature has suddenly gathered steam in India. The misapplied
vision is to Fransfer water on a subcontinental scale from wet areas to dry. The peeple who will suffer under this
extravagantly stupid idea will be, before anyone else, the people of India, which in any case makes up most of South Asia
by population and size. Under the existing political preoccupations in the Indian capital, an idea that has not even been
thought through, and which even government scientists secreily pool pooh, is being allowed to dazzle the masses under
the guidance of a Bharatiya Janata Party ideologue who earlier led its youth wing, Suresh Prabhu. Confronted by his
bluster, the entire phalanx of proud and self-confident professionals in Indias bureaucracy, diplomacy and scientific
academia have decided to fall silent, if not in line. Their hope is that someone will call the bluff. In [March 2003}, Himal
published an investigation on how interventions with the rivers” flow may be contributing to the winter fog over the

Indus-Ganga, affecting millions of South Asia’s poorest. The

fact is scientists have yet to study the fmpact of the rin of

canals and embankments built over the last half century. And yet, here we are, silent spectators while political cheerleaders
sell cart-before-the-horse visions of the Ganga waters reaching the wastes of Rajasthan and beyond. This is not about the
debate between small versus large, or being pro- or anti-development {and by extension, being nationalist or anti-
national). The three articles in this issue of Himal by Ramaswamy Jyer, Himanshu Thakkar and Sudfirendar Sharma —
all of them written from inside the Ring Road in New Delhi — seek to burst the bubble of the river-linking scheme. Unlike

less populated regions of the world, where too engi

neers have been allowed to tinker with nature, South Asig with its 1.4

billion population just cannot afford to toy with o plan that can go horribly, annihilatingly wrong.

here is a project to link the rivers of the Indian

peninsula as well as the rivers that have their

origins in the Himalayas. The plan is to transfer
water from “surplus’ areas to ‘deficit’ areas on a Sub-
continent-wide scale, something that would be of inter-
est not only within India but to the world at large be-
cause of the sheer magnitude and the issues that it gives
rise to.

The project has been presented as a major initiative,
and as the definitive answer to India’s future problems
and needs, Accepting that claim, many have welcomed
the idea. On the other hand, many others have ex-
pressed serious doubts about it. The public opinion in
the country is probably in favour of the project, but there
is a fairly significant body of opinion which is
unconvinced that the project is a good idea. A letter
and memorandum urging a reconsideration of the
project was submitted to Prime Minister Atal Behari
Vajpayee two months ago, signed by nearly sixty per-
sons of diverse disciplines and backgrounds.

Superficially, given the variability in the endowment
of water in the country, the proposition that there should
be transfers from areas where it is abundant to those
where it is scarce seems convincing. Why then are so
many fairly knowledgeable persons so worried about
this project? Why are they opposing what scems prima
facie to be a good idea? There arc many reasons, to be
set forth briefly in this article, drawing to a significant
extent upon the memorandum to the prime minister, to
which this writer is also a signatory.

Outline of the project

The notion of the linking of the rivers in the Subconti-
nent is an old one. In the 19" Century, Sir Arthur Cotton
had thought of a plan to link rivers in southern India
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for inland navigation. Though partially implemented,
the idca was later abandoned because inland naviga-
tion lost ground to the railways. In more recent times,
the ‘Ganga-Cauvery Link’ proposal meoted by former
Irrigation Minister K.L.Rao was examined and found
impracticable because of the very large financial and
energy costs involved, and the “Garland Canal’ idea
put forward by airline pilot Captain Dinshaw Dastur
was rejected as technically unsound. The proposal now
being taken up is based on the work that India’s Na-
tional Water Development Agency (NWDA) has been
doing over the last two decades atter its ¢stablishment
in 1982 in pursuance of the ‘National Water Perspec-
tives” brought out by the Ministry of Irrigation in 1980.

The account of the river-linking project that follows
is based on information provided in the Report of the
National Commission for Integrated Water Resources
Development P'lan (1999}, as well as the official presen-
tations that are currently being made. However, one
awaits a definitive account of the project from the Gov-
ernment.

The Himalayan Rivers component and the Penin-
sular Rivers component constitute the two parts of the
river-linking project. The Himalayan segment envisages
a number of links, including some within the Ganga
system (Kosi-Ghagra (Karnali), Gandak-Ganga,
(hagra-Yamuna, Sarda-Yamuna, and so on); some
links between neighbouring rivers in the Brahmaputra
svstem (Manas-Sankosh-Teesta); a couple between
those two systems {Teesta-Ganga or an alternative
Brahmaputra-Ganga link); one long link from Sarda to
Sabarmati through the Yamuna and Rajasthan; one
from the Ganga to Subernarekha via Damodar and then
on to the Mahanadi; and a few others. The general idea
is to transfer waters from ‘surplus’ eastern rivers to ‘defi-
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cit” central, western and southern regions.

The peninsular segment again involves a number
of links, of which the most important would be
those connecting Mahanadi, Godavari, Krishna,
Pennar and Cauvery. The idea is to transfer the sur-
pluses estimated to exist in the Mahanadi and the
Godavari to the deficit southern basins (of the Cauvery,
Vaigai). Other links in the Peninsula would include
Ken-Betwa, Parbati-Kalisindh-Chambal, Par-Tapi-
Narmada, Damanganga-Pinjal, and so on. Another
plan is the partial diversion of certain rivers flowing
into the Arabian Sea eastwards to connect with rivers
flowing into the Bay of Bengal (Bedti-Varda, Netravati-
Hemavati, Pamba-Achankovil-Vaippar).

Sudden emergence
The project has emerged in a strange manner. The Na-
tional Water Development Agency had been working
on the subject for the last two decades, but its proposals
were non-starters for various reasons. That the Gov-
ernment of India was not seriously thinking of any river-
linking project would be clear from the absence of any
reference to it in the Ninth
Plan (1997-2002); Prime
Minister Vajpayee’s failure
to mention any such initia-
tive in his address to the Na-
tional Water Resources
Council on 1 April 2002;
and the silence of the Tenth
Plan {2002-2007).

It is significant that the
National Commission for
Integrated Water Resource
Development Plan in its
September 1999 report
urged caution with regard

to the NWDA's studies. The

An irrigation network is...

affect the above judgment and says that further studies
are required as to the future possibilities of inter-basin
transfers.

That ‘non-project’ has suddenly become the most
important undertaking of the Government of India, as
a result of the Supreme Court’s direction (if its observa-
tions can be so regarded) on a writ petition, and the
Government’s enthusiastic response to it. This intrigu-
ing development has not been satisfactorily explained
by anyone in government.

Three questions arise:

Was the Supreme Court right in doing what it did?

Why did the Government of India at the political

level respond so enthusiastically?

Why is the Central bureaucracy (that includes the

technocracy) so excited about this project?

The present writer has discussed these matters else-
where (see Economic and Paolitical Weekly, 16 November
2002; Frontline, Chennai, 20 December 2002; and his
book Water: Perspectives, Issues, Concerns, Sage, 2003},
and in this article the focus will be the project itself.

The provided rationale

Flood control, power gen-
eration. The principal justi-
fication put forward for the
linking of rivers is that it an-
swers the problem of recur-
ring flood and drought, and
that it will generate large
quantities of electricity.
While the idea of flood con-
trol or the need for hydro-
electric power may result in
the formulation of particu-
lar projects in specific loca-
tions, they would not by
themselves lead to the idea

terms of reference of this
high-level commission had specifically included the
matter of ‘inter-basin transfers’. The report did not dis-
cuss the proposed Himalayan links in detail because
the data are classified as confidential, but did observe
that the costs involved and the environmental prob-
lems would be enormous; that the further expansion of
irrigation in the desert areas of Rajasthan would need
examination from all angles; that the NWDA’s Hima-
layan component would require more detailed study;
and that the actual implementation was unlikely to be
undertaken in the immediate coming decades. On the
Peninsular Component, after a careful examination of
the water balances of the various basins, the Commis-
sion observed: “Thus there seems to be no imperative
necessity for massive water transfers. The assessed
needs of the basins could be met from full development
and efficient utilization of intra-basin resources except
in the case of Cauvery and Vaigai basins...” The Com-
mission then takes note of some uncertainties that may
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of linking rivers. There is a
difference of opinion on the efficacy of large dams and
storage projects as flood-control measures, but leaving
that aside, it is not quite clear how the linking of rivers
will contribute to the objective of flood control. Even if
all the river-linking proposals are implemented, the con-
tribution that this will make to the mitigation of the
flood problem will not be substantial. Dr. Bharat Singh,
a distinguished engineer and member of the National
Commission mentioned above, has observed categori-
cally in an article in The Hindustan Times (9 March
2003) that “any water resources engineer will immedi-
ately discard the idea of the inter-linking of rivers as a
flood control measure”.

As for electric power, one would normally expect
projects for inter-basin transfers to require large quan-
tities of energy (for lifting, tunnelling, pumping to long
distances, and so on). How a project of this kind will be
a net generator of upwards of 30,000 megawatt of elec-
tric power is not very clear. (There is the related claim
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that the inter-linking be largely be done through use of
gravity, with a few modest lifts; we shall return to this.)
If 30,000 MW is the net generation, there will presum-
ably be a higher gross generation in certain locations,
and some of that energy will be consumed by the river-
linking process itself. If so, the generation of power is
attributable to the large dams and storage projects and
not to the linking of rivers. Or is it the claim that some of
the generation will actually arise from river-linking?
This needs careful examination.

Answer to drought
That leaves drought, and it is primarily here that the
project might appear to be warranted. However, two
points must be noted. In the first place, river-linking is
no answer at all to the needs of areas unserved by rivers.
The transfer of water from river ‘A’ to river ‘B’ may at
best provide some additional water to areas already
served to some extent by river ‘B’ If the intention ts to
take water from ‘surplus’ to water-starved areas, then
the project should rgally transfer water from rivers to
riverless areas i.e. to the uplands and dry lands of India.
That is not the nature of the
project envisaged. The second

or may yield meagre results, that the bringing in of some )
external water may need to be considered. Besides, the
river-linking project, if implemented, will take water
only to a small part of the arid or drought-prone areas;
large parts of such areas will remain unserved (as al-
ready explained) and will have to meet their needs
through the Jocal augmentation of water availability. It
was in recognition of the importance of such local, com-
munity-led initiatives of rainwater-harvesting and wa-
tershed-development that Prime Minister Vajpayce
strongly urged the promotion of such initiatives on a
nationwide basis in his address to the National Water
Resources Council on 1 April 2002,

The question of irrigation
[t is not primarily drinking water neceds but the large
demands of irrigation that lead to proposals for long-
distance water transfers through canals, though the
water so transferred may also be used to meet drinking
water requirements. Water transfers for irrigation may
be proposed either for providing additional water to
areas already under irrigation or for extending irriga-
tion to arid or ‘rainfed” areas. [n
both cases, difticult questions

and complementary point is that, L T Y arise.
fortunately, no such transfer is R S £ it A In irrigated areas (for in-
necessary because enough alter- ' i stance, the Cauvery basin), the
natives have been tried. P ?W i S question is whether large de-
Rajendra Singh (the well- e Sapvic et mands for additional irrigation
known ‘Waterman’ of Rajasthan S water should be unquestioningly
and Magsaysay Award winner) . B EOUL) SR accepted and met through ‘sup-
has shown in Alwar District in ' B S SO T ply-side” solutions such as large
Rajasthan that rainwater-har- . dams or inter-basin transfers.
vesting can be practised success- e Rather, the focus should be on
fully even in low rainfall arcas. v - 3 improving water-use cfficiency in
Earlier, Anna Hazare had £ o irrigated agriculture, getting more

brought about a transformation
through water-harvesting (along

...different from a power grid.

value out of a given quantum of
water, reducing water-demand,

with other measures) in Ralegan
Siddhi in Maharashtra, which also receives low rain-
fall. The Madhya Pradesh Government has initiated
large statewide programmes of water-harvesting and
conservation. In the water-scarce parts of Gujarat, some
non-governmental initiatives have registered remark-
able achievements in this regard to their credit. The
Dhan Foundation has been doing good work in the
southern States in promoting water-harvesting and
tank-rehabilitation. The large numbers of tanks in Tamil
Nadu, Karnataka and Andhra Pradesh were part of
remarkable water-management systems that have gone
into decline, but efforts arc on to restore and rehabili-
tate them. Similar efforts are also in progress, or
are needed, in respect of other traditional svstems
such as ahars and pynes in Bihar, jolads in Rajasthan,
and so on.

In brief, the primary answer to drought has to be
local; it is only thereafter, and in some very unpromis-
ing places where rainwater-harvesting are not feasible
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and minimizing the need for sup-
ply-side projects. In the context of the prevailing low
efficiency of water-conveyance in canal systems and
water-use in irrigated agriculture, bringing in more
water from another basin would really amount to pro-
viding more water to be wasted. It would also mean
that there would be no motivation at all for changing
cropping patterns and shifting from water-intensive
crops to crops that need less water; on the contrary, the
tendency to grow water-consuming crops would be
strongly encouraged.

In arid or drought-prone areas, the introduction of
irrigated agriculture of a kind appropriate to wet areas
may be unwise. ‘Development’ in arid areas should
surely take other, less water-intensive forms. The slo-
gan of ‘making the desert bloom” is not necessarily a
sound one. Tt can be (and has been) argued that the
Rajasthan Canal project was not a good idea but a mis-
conceived one. The National Commission cited above
had observed that, “the further expansion of irrigation
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Nepal and Bangladesh

INDIA’S RIVER-LINKING project has generated
interest as well as concern in Nepal and Bangladesh.
If the project envisages any storage reservoirs or di-
version structures in the upstream countries such as
Nepal or Bhutan, it is obvious that such activities
can only be undertaken with the involvement, con-
sent and participation of those countries. If the struc-
tures are to be in India but have the potential of caus-
ing certain consequences (inundation, backwater ef-
fects, and so on) in an upstream country, then again
prior information to and consultation will be called
for.

At the other end, if any part of the river-linking
scheme is likely to have implications for the down-
stream country, such as a reduction of flows or envi-
ronmental consequences, then pricr intimation to
and consultation with Bangladesh will be necessary.

However, if a link is far away from the India-
Nepal border, and if it is unlikely to have any impact
on Bangladesh, then the project would be a purely
an internal matter for India. All this is self-evident,
and when attention is drawn to these aspects, the
Government of India’s response is that they are well
aware of these international dimensions. Nothing
more needs to be said on this aspect at this stage.
While not forgetting these possible regional and in-
ternational dimensions, the accompanying article
deals with the river-linking project essentially as a
national project.

in the desert areas of Rajasthan would need examina-
tion from all angles”, which seems to indicate some
such doubts.

In both irrigated and rainfed areas, the importation
of “external water’ can bring secondary consequences,
such as: settling of farmers from elsewhere resulting in
social tensions (as in Rajasthan); increased incidence
of water-logging and salinity (a development that has
followed irrigated agriculture in many places); and
repetition of the ‘Green Revolution” patterns of agri-
cultural development. These relate to the problems as-
sociated with monoculture; loss of biodiversity (dis-
appearance of indigenous varietics of seeds of plants
and grains); problems arising from use of chemical
fertilisers and pesticides; loss of micro-nutrients from
soils; replacement of healthy indigenous varieties of
foodcrops by high-yielding, commercially viable, but
nutritionally deficient crops; and social inequities of
many kinds that have characterised ‘major” and ‘me-
dium’ canal irrigation projects. These are not unavoid-
able consequences of providing additional water to a
region, but they are dangers that have to be kept in
mind. Given more water, there would be a natural ten-
dency to slip into familiar and unsustainable agricul-
tural practices.
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Employment

One of the benefits claimed for the river-linking project
is that it will give cmployment to tens of thousands of
people. This scems a strange justitication. Any large-
scale construction activity is bound to generate some
employment, even if the construction itself is completely
pointless. The mere fact that an activity will involve the
employment of people cannot warrant undertaking it;
the purpose of the activity is all-important. Besides,
given the magnitude of the project and the accelerated
time-frame, it seems likely that advanced, sophisticated
technologies (probably from foreign sources) will be
used; and these are unlikely to be labour-intensive.

The serious concerns

The various justifications put forward for the project
thus scem unpersuasive. Nevertheless, the idea of tak-
ing water from ‘surplus’ to “deficit” areas may still scem
prima facic a good one. That, indeed, is the principal
driving force behind the project, and that is also what
gives it popular appeal in the water-scarce states of
India, particularly those in the south. However, there
are many serious difficulties with that plausible-
sounding proposition.

Gigantism. To start with, there is the fundamental
objection, not to the idea of ‘inter-basin transfer’ per se
(though that aspect does need consideration), but to
the grandiose nature of the undertaking - the gigan-
tism behind the idea. The river-linking project will be a
massive intervention in the natural process, an ambi-
tious attempt to alter nature. That it is to be compressed
into a short span of time (ten to fifteen years) may ag-
gravate the intervention but that is a secondary point,
the main one being that it amounts to nothing less than
the redrawing of the geography of the country. Can the
basic features of the Indian landscape and its geogra-
phy be manipulated at will by our burcaucrats,
technocrats and politicians? Is nothing sacred? The
project seems to represent a severe case of technologi-
cal hubris — Prometheanism - of a kind that one had
thought had been roundly discredited.

This kind of criticism elicits two different answers.
One response is to say that there is nothing wrong with
changing geography, and that other countries have
done so; to dismiss any talk of the sacred dimension as
romantic nonsense; and to assert that Prometheanism
is what we do need. This raises questions of the mean-
ing of ‘development’ and the right relationship between
humanity and nature. In any case, the more usual re-
sponse is to say that no gigantism is intended; that
‘river-linking’ is a concept consisting of a number of
projects and not a single large project; that it will pro-
ceed carefully and slowly, piccemeal, from the minor
and relatively less problematic Jinks to the more diffi-
cult and ambitious ones.

However, is such a careful, exploratory, step-by-step
approach in fact now intended? This explanation seems
inconsistent with what we have been seeing and hear-
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ing in recent months: the Supreme Court’s desire that
the project be accelerated and the time-frame com-
pressed; the prime minister’s announcement that the
project will be taken up on a war-footing; the setting up
of a task force; the references to the order of investments
involved; the publicity surrounding the project; and so
on. There is either a lack of clarity here or a deliberate
ambiguity. 1s this merely a ‘concept’ as stated by some,
or is it a major undertaking? Are we talking about a big
ambitious project or about a series of relatively modest
ones? The general impression in the country is certainly
that a massive project has been undertaken. f that is
not the case, the Government should make the position
clear. QObfuscation on this point is indefensible.

Water Grid

There is, in fact, an oddity about the proposition of
river-linking that we tend not to notice at first glance.
One can understand if the planners start from an iden-
tification of the needs of particular areas, procced
through a consideration of options and alternatives,
and finally arrive at a decision to link two or more rivers
as the only or best option in a given case. Instead, the
present project starts with the proposition that the rivers
of India must be linked, and then proceeds to consider
possibilities of storages, links and transfers. What is
the basis for such an a priori proposition — even if it is
an old one? How did we arrive at this strange notion
that atl the rivers of India — or the major ones — must be
linked?

References are often made to a ‘national water grid’
on the analogy of a power grid or the network of high-
ways. The analogy is inapt and misleading. In a power-
grid or a highway-link, the movement can be in both
directions, but in the case of a river-link water will flow
only one way. Apart from that, highways and power
lines are human creations and can be manipulated by
humans. Rivers are not human artefacts; they are natu-
ral phenomena, integral components of ecological sys-
tems. Additionally, they are inextricably part of the cul-
tural, social, economic, spiritual lives of the communi-
ties concerned. They are not pipelines to be cut, turned
around, rejoined and welded.

‘Inter-basin transfers’, by their very definition,
involve the carrying of water across the natural barrier
between basins (which is what makes them ‘basins’)
by lifting, or by tunnelling through, or by a long circui-
tous routing around the highlands if such a possibility
exists. Rivers or streams may also have to be crossed in
some cases. All this could mean heavy capital
investments and continuing energy costs in operation.
Such apprehensions have been sought to be set at rest
with the explanation that the flows will be largely by
gravity with lifts {not exceeding 120 metres) at a few
selected points, and that the need for a transfer of water
through natural barriers will be obviated.

Two issues arisc. First, such an approach (that is,
gravity links with minimum lifts) may be possible in
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Memorandum

AMONG OTHER things, the memorandum pre-
- sented to Prime Minister Atal Bihari Vajpayee in its

concluding section makes the following sugges-
tions* to the Government of India:

take people into confidence as to what the Gov-
ernment plans to do; publish a White Paper;

make the various studies and pre-feasibility and
feasibility reports of the NWDA widely and easily
available to the public;

hold hearings, invite comments; make the de-
clared commitment to the principles of ‘people’s
participation' and ‘stakeholder consultation” real;

hold discussions with knowledgeable people
and institutions outside the Government and pay
serious attention to their questions and apprehen-
sions;

instead of starting from an a priori proposition
about the linking of rivers, proceed from the water
needs of each area, consider all the available op-
tions, and choose the best;

focus on efficient, harmonious, sustainable in-
tra-basin water management first before thinking
of importing external water;

where a river-linking or long-distance water-
transfer proposal seems prima facie worth consid-
ering, get a thorough, professional feasibility report
prepared in a fully inter-disciplinary manner, in-
ternalizing not merely techno-economic but also en-
vironmental, human, social, equity, ‘gender” and
other relevant aspects and concerns, and put it
through a comprehensive, intér-disciplinary, rig-
orous and stringent process of detailed examina-
tion, appraisal and approval; and

take up “on a war-footing” (in the Prime
Minister’s words) a national project of extensive,
community-led rainwater-harvesting (wherever fea-
sible} and watershed development, as also of the
revival and re-activation of traditional systems of
water harvesting, conservation and management
ftanks, ahars and pynes, johads, etc), in pursuance
of the Prime Minister’s clarion call at the meeting of
the NWRC on 1 April 2002.
* this a selective reproduction.

some cases, but its feasibility in some thirty projects
seems doubtful. This, like the claim that the project will
be a net generator of large quantities of electricity, needs
to be looked at very carefully, case by case. Secondly, if
indeed the links are to work largely by force of gravity
with a few modest lifts, will not such an approach limit
the extent of water transfers and the scope of the project?
Can large claims be made for the project, in that case? It
appears clear that we must either incur the perils and
costs of gigantism or settle for limited and modest aims.
If we are prepared to do the latter, why should we not
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go one step further and consider alternatives to river-
linking, such as those mentioned carlier?

Impact and consequence

The project is fraught with serious consequences. [t will
necessarily involve dams, reservoirs, diversion of wa-
ters, canal systems, and so on. We know from past ex-
perience what such large water projects entail. They
bring with them the violent disturbance of pristine ar-
eas and of the lives of old {in many instances, tribal}
communities; disruption of the habitats and movement
routes of wildlife; loss of biodiversity (flora and fauna);
changes in river morphology and water quality (aris-
ing from the stilling of flowing waters); submergence of
forests and agricultural lands; changes in the micro-
climate; public health consequences; and displacement
of people and their livestock with the related problems
of resettlement and rehabilitation.

Such projects also lead to the reduction of down-
stream flows and the consequent alteration of the river
regime, including a lessening of the capacity of the river
to cope with pollutants and regenerate itself; a reduc-
tion in nutrient content in downstream flows; the dimi-
nution of groundwater-recharging; and a reduction in
freshwater outflows into the sea. All this has an impact
on aquatic life as well as on riparian communities and
livelithoods such as agriculture or boat-plying. Further
downstream, there are impacts on the estuarine ecol-
ogy (including estuarine fish populations), and possi-
bly salinity incursion from the sea. These impacts and
consequences have been observed in many projects, and
will need to be studied carefully in the case of each of
the proposed links.

Incidentally, much harm has been done in the past
by the tendency to regard only water taken from the
stream as ‘used’ and water flowing in the stream and
particularly into the sea as ‘wasted’. To minds so con-
ditioned, the fact that floods occur in some areas and
drought is experienced elsewhere immediately suggests
that water must be transferred from the former to the
latter places. Behind this lies an ignorance of the mul-
tiple purposes served by flowing water - even floods —
and the importance of water flowing into the sea, and a
failure to recognise the consequences of a diversion of
flows. Before diverting waters and reducing down-
stream flows, we must make sure that devastating con-
sequences will not follow.

Tt has been argued that similar projects have been
undertaken elsewhere without catastrophic results, but
that is a question-begging statement. Large water-re-
source projects are part of the kind of ‘development’
that the world has been pursuing, which has indeed
had many catastrophic consequences. The earlier con-
fidence in the conquest of nature with the assistance of
science and technology has given way to some doubts.
The world has gone too far in the wrong direction, and
is now desperately trying to alter course. It was con-
cerns of that kind which lay behind the 1992 Rio Earth
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Summit and the Johannesburg meeting a decade later.

Leaving aside the larger debate and confining our-
selves to projects on rivers, it is well-known that old-
style planning in the former Soviet Union led to the
diversion of two rivers that were flowing into the Aral
Sea, resulting in the virtual death of that body of water.
That is now recognised as a great environmental disas-
ter, perhaps the greatest ever, and desperate attempts
are being made to reverse it. With the ‘linking of rivers’
project we may be similarly headed for unforeseen di-
sasters and may discover this too late. A degree of cau-
tion seems warranted before the Government of India
embarks on this enterprise. (Incidentally, in some coun-
tries, there is a move away from the past history of in-
terference with the natural flows of rivers and towards
a restoration of the original flows to the extent feasible.)

Those who thus advocate caution are likely to be
accused of timidity and exhorted to look at China. How-
ever, the fact that the Beijing government has been able
to push through the massive Three Gorges project on
the Yangtze river does not prove that it is a good project.
Only the future can tell us whether Three Gorges will
be a boon or a man-made disaster. The opposition to
the project is muted because dissent is not easy n
China. Those who are envious of Beijing’s ability to
‘get things done” must reflect on how far they are pre-
pared to go in emulating the Chinese system.

‘Pre-clearance’
This writer and others who are worried over India’s
own ‘mega’ project are merely urging that the river-
linking plan and the various elements that comprise its
parts, should be very carefully studied. They also urge:
that there should be a readiness to accept the findings,
even if adverse; that all options and alternatives should
be examined and the best chosen in each case; and that
there should be no advance commitment to an
unexamined project, as if it were an ideological cause.

Unfortunately, that is precisely what is happening.
This is a ‘concept’ that consists of some twenty or thirty
projects. For each project, some small and some big, a
proper feasibility study will have to be prepared as an
inter-disciplinary exercise, fully internalising economic,
social, sociological, human, environmental and other
aspects from the very beginning. Thereafter, the projects
will have to be examined and evaluated, again in an
inter-disciplinary manner, and cleared by the appro-
priate agencies. Thorough environmental impact as-
sessments will need to be undertaken, followed by com-
prehensive cost-benefit analyses covering direct and
indirect financial, economic, environmental, ccological,
social and human costs and benefits (quantifying these
wherever possible}, and qualitative assessments of non-
quantifiable considerations. Based on these, there must
be rigorous investment appraisals.

We do not know what the outcome of that process
will be: all projects may pass the test; all may fail; or
some may survive a stringent scrutiny while others may
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not. What has happened, however, i3 that in advance
of that process, the entire scheme has been announced
and the public’s expectations raised. The presumption
seems to be that the project or projects will be found
acceptable and cleared. This reduces the whole pro-
cess of examination, evaluation and clearance to a mere
formality, a mockery. With the conclusions already pre-
sumed and announced at the highest level, it seems
difficult to believe that the government agencies con-
cerned will be able to undertake a serious and objective
examination. These include the Central Water Commis-
sion, the Technical Advisory Committee, the Ministry
of Environment and Forests and its committees, the Plan-
ning Commission and the Task Force that has now been
set up. The pressure on these agencies to be ‘positive’
will be great.

We are told that these are needless worries, that ev-
erything will be properly studied, and that it is pre-
sumptuous to suppose otherwise. Such reassurances
may be noted, but past experience does not warrant
much confidence. Incidentally, we are repeatedly told
that NWDA has prepared feasibility

are available in the Mahanadi and Godavari basins
(and accepted by the National Commission referred to
above) is not shared by the Orissa and Andhra Pradesh
governments. There is irony in the proposition that the
answer to the difficulty of persuading co-riparians
Karnataka and Tamil Nadu to share the Cauvery wa-
ters equitably lies in the even more difficult course of
persuading Orissa to spare Mahanadi waters for non-
riparians! Several other state governments are also op-
posed to, or lukewarm about, the river-linking project.
Bihar, West Bengal, Punjab and Maharashtra are ex-
amples. There is also some opposition on the part of
Kerala (and perhaps Karnataka) to the idea of the east-
ward diversion of west-flowing rivers. It may be argued
that the Government of India should not allow itself to
be deterred by such political difficulties, but is it really
necessary to strain the federal structure by generating
several new inter-state conflicts?

Efforts are now being made to bring about a politi-
cal consensus on the river-linking project. This is one
of the prime tasks of the Task Force. One hopes that this
is not being looked at as a matter of

studies for eight links, and that thesc
have been “ratified by engineers, soci-
ologists and economists”. But the fact
is that these studies have not been made
available to the public. If indeed there
are feasibility studies of some of the pro-
posed links, they should be put into the
public domain for engineers, geogra-

Is it necessary 1o
strain India's federal
structure by generat-
ing several new inter-

state conflicts?

compromises to be brought about
through political bargaining, or quid
pro quo, or the use of inducements.
Any short-term ‘political consensus’
brought about through such means
may not be sustainable in the long
run. What is needed is a genuine
harmonisation of long-term interests,

phers, environmentalists, economists,
agronomists, soil scientists, sociologists, social anthro-
pologists, financial analysts, and others outside the gov-
ernment to examine. This is too important a matter to be
left entirely to the internal official procedures.

New conflicts
The Constitution of India talks about inter-state rivers
but makes no reference to inter-basin transfers. It nei-
ther permits nor prohibits them. Leaving that question
aside, it is evident that such transfers can be made only
with the consent of the states concerned. Here again
there are two points to consider. The first is that we
have not so far been able to persuade states within a
basin to share river waters, the Cauvery dispute being
a clear example of this. Why would we want to bring
water from another and more distant basin, in the place
of resolving such intra-basin disputes through the bet-
ter, more economical and more cooperative manage-
ment of the resources within the basin? Secondly, even
if we assume that the conflict within a ‘water-short’
river-basin will be eased by the importing external wa-
ter, such an effort may initiate new conflicts between
basins. The ‘donor’ states cannot be expected to he en-
thusiastic about sparing their ‘surpluses’ or even to
agree that there are any surpluses.

The project has already led to strong objections from
several States. The NWDA's assessment that surpluses
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needs and concerns.

incidentally, the determination of what is and is not
a water “surplus’ has to be gone into carcfully. Each of
the so-called water-surplus states has distress-prone
areas: for instance, Orissa has Kalahandi, and Andhra
Pradesh has Rayalaseema and Telengana. if indeed the
Aood-waters of the rivers of those states can be stored,
should the stored waters not be used first to mitigate
the people’s distress in such areas? In that case, will
there still be a surplus for transfer outside the State?
Secondly, will diversions from a river causc difficulties
downstream of the diversion-points? Will the attempt
to solve the difficulties of a distant state result in the
creation of difficulties in the “donor” state?

This is not a hypothetical question. In the Aprii 2003
issue of the Journal of the Indian Water Resources Soci-
ety, in an article, “Physical Choices for Integrated Wa-
ter Management in Sabarmati Basin”, M Dinesh Kumay
and Om Prakash Singh write, “As regards surface wa-
ter, indiscriminate building of reservoirs and diversion
structures (13 large and medium sized structures) in
the basin has led to re-allocation of available water from
one area to another, making previously ‘wet’ arcas “dry’
and previously ‘dry” areas ‘wet”. This is leading to wide-
spread conflicts over water use.”

North-south waters
The NWDA proposals include a Brahmaputra—Teesta
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{or alternatively, a Brahmaputra-Ganga) link, but ma-
jor diversiens from the Brahmaputra seem unlikely be-
cause of the physical difficulties and costs involved.
We need not discuss the Brahmaputra further, except
to say that the sensitivities of India’s northeastern states
must be kept in mind. It seems hardly necessary to add
one more element of discord in an already difficult situ-
ation in that region.

A link between the Himalayan and Peninsular com-
ponents seems to be planned (Ganga-Damodar-
Subarnarekha-Mahanadi). Bangladesh is likely to view
this with apprehensions, whether well-founded or not.
Within India, Bihar has a strong sense of grievance that
its interests in respect of the waters of the Ganga sys-
tem have not been given due consideration; and West
Bengal has only reluctantly agreed to the Jarge alloca-
tions to Bangladesh under the Ganga Treaty and has
been pressing the needs of Calcutta Port. Neither Bihar
nor West Bengal will look kindly upon any diversion
of the Ganga waters.

Perhaps this is a non-issue, as it was

has been on consolidation rather than on new starts,
Against that background, it seems extraordinary to
embark on a major river-linking undertaking. The rough
figure mentioned in the Supreme Court in this context
was INR 560,000 crore. That figure is likely to go up in
two ways. First, a thorough and comprehensive invest-
ment appraisal would require the addition of all costs,
direct and indirect, including the environmental reme-
dial and compensatory measures and the costs of re-
settlement and rehabilitation of project-affected people.
That may take the cost of the project far beyond the
figure now mentioned. (What this would do to the vi-
ability of the project, one does not know.) Secondly, if
past experience is any guide, time and cost over-runs
may make the final project cost on completion substan-
tially higher than the initial estimate. However, even if
we ignore such increases and keep to the figure of INR
560,000 crores, the pre-empting of resources of that mag-
nitude for this project will render the whole planning
process meaningless.

We may be wasting a good deal of

recently stated by a senior official of the
Ministry of Water Resources that “at
no point would waters of the Ganga be
transferred to any of the Himalayan or
Peninsular rivers.” If no transfers are
envisaged, there is nothing more to be
said. However, as we saw earlier, the

proposals of the NWDA did include

Each of the
so-called water-
surplus states has
its own distress-
prone areas.

time in pursuing this chimera of a
river-linking project, and distracting
ourselves from finding time and
moncy for more modest, worthwhile
and urgent activities, such as exten-
sive water-harvesting all over the
country (wherever feasible) and the
onerous but important task of reha-

some transfers from the Himalayan riv-
ers westwards and southwards. It is that kind of expec-
tation that gives the project its popular appeal, particu-
larly in the south.

Here again there is some (perhaps inadvertent) am-
biguity. Does the river-linking project include any di-
version from the Ganga, and if so, how are the appre-
hensions of Bangladesh, Bihar and West Bengal going
to be set at rest? If no such diversions are intended, how
is the Government of India going to disabuse the south-
ern states of the wrong impression that waters from the
north will flow to the south in large quantities under
this project?

Plans and plans
As stated earlicr, it is not proper to announce a project
in advance of the usual decision-making processes.
Among other things, this would preempt resources and
distract attention from the things that need to be done.
The outlays in the Five-Year Plans are barely adequate
even for the completion of projects already undertaken.
One estimate - that of the National Commission in 1999
- of amounts needed for completing ‘spitlover projects’
was INR 70,000 crore in the Tenth Plan (2002-2007)
and INR 110,000 crore in the Eleventh Plan (2007-2012).
This already necessitates a severe selectivity with re-
gard to what are called "on-going projects’, and leaves
no scope for new major projects.

From the Sixth Plan {1981-1985) onwards, the stress

2

bilitation of tanks in South India and
other similar traditional systems elsewhere. Even more
important is effective demand management through
improved efficiency and economy in water use, whether
in agriculture or in industry or in domestic and mu-
nicipal uses, so as to minimise the need for supply-side
solutions. These ought to be our priorities, but none of
this is likely to receive much attention, given the preoc-
cupation with the gigantic river-linking project.
Incidentally, apart from the pre-empting of resources,
the huge costs involved in the linking of rivers and long-
distance water transfers will make the water at the re-
ceiving end very expensive indeed. There is hardly any
possibility of recovering even a fraction of the costs from
the users, wha will doubtless argue that this is infra-
structure development whose cost must be borne by the
state. However, the possibility of private sector invest-
ment is also being explored, and the question arises
whether the investors will be able (or should be allowed)
to charge full commercial prices. The Enron case comes
to mind. Moreover, the question of private sector in-
vestment also raises the issue of entrustment of control
over natural resources to private (and perhaps even
foreign or multinational) corporate hands. These as-
pects and dangers can only be flagged at this stage.
There is not enough information at the moment for a
proper discussion of these matters. i)
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Flood of nonsense

How to manufacture consensus for river-linking

by Himanshu Thakkar

river linking proposal is occurring when the coa

lition in power at the centre is preparing to face
general elections next year. On the issue of water, agri-
culture, food and energy resources’ development and
management, the coalition povernment led by the
Bharatiya Janata Party could not have dene much
worse. The clearest evidence of under-achievement
comes from the way the coalition managed the droughts
of 2000 and again in 2002-3, and the way it is manag-
ing floods this monsoon. There has been a comprehen-
sive failure to regulate releases from dams, to adequately
forecast floods and to provide timely flood warning and
relief. The river linking proposal is a way

f I the current debate in India on the government’s

Proposals to the linking of watercourses are not new
in the Subcontinent. More than a century ago, Arthur
Cotton of the British Government proposed the linking
of India’s rivers to provide navigation as an alternative
to the railways that were being planned. In more recent
times, it was in 1972 that K L Rao came forward with
the Ganga Cauvery Link proposal, which was dumped
by the Ministry of Water Resources after the Central
Water Commission found it to be “grossly under-esti-
mated”. Earlier, Captain Dastur had proposed a gar-
land of canals connecting Himalayan rivers and the
Peninsular rivers, which the Ministry declared “tech-
nically unsound and economically prohibitive”.

The latest episode in the run of river

to divert attention away from real per-
formance. The proposal found support
in the suggestion made by the Supreme
Court on 31 October 2002 without really
going into the merits of the project, fol-
lowing rather an unscientific mention
of the proposal by India’s scientist Presi-
dent in his speech to the nation on 14
August 2002. The supporting cast of the
charade was made up of a gullible po-
litical opposition, an uncritical section
of the media and scientific community.

The events are unfolding at a rapid

Clearly, the Presi-
dent was not told
that large parts of
the very areas that
seem to have too
much water in one
season have too
little of it in another

linking proposals started on 14 August
2002 when India’s President A ]
Kalam, in his speech to the nation on
the eve of Independence Day said, “It is
paradoxical to see floods in one part of
our country while some other parts face
drought. This drought - flood phenom-
enon is a recurring feature”. Kalam went
on to recommend a water mission. * One
major part of the water mission would
be networking of our rivers”. This seem-
ingly rather compelling logic of trans-
ferring water from “flood affected” and

pace. The megalomaniac water re-

sources establishment in India suddenly found a new
reason to reassert its reason to exist. The emergence of
the World Bank’s new Water Resources Sector Strategy
where it has said that it is again time to back High Risk
High Reward projects like large dams and long dis-
tance water transfer projects was, we are told, only co-
incidental. Suresh Prabhu, the former Power Minister
from India’s right wing Shiv Sena Party who had to
leave the Power Ministry last year following his party
leadership’s unhappiness with his performance, got
what he thinks to be a fitting new role as Chairman of
the Task Force for River Linking Proposal. His over con-
fidence notwithstanding, it must be a unique event in
the history of development planning, when all con-
cerned authorities are swearing by the completion date
of a project whose feasibility, even they admit, is yet to
be established. Come to think of it, even the need and
optimality of the proposal are yet to be ascertained.
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“surplus” areas to “drought affected”
and “deficit” areas has been repeatedly used to justify
river-linking proposals.

Unfortunately, the President was not told that large
parts of the very areas that seem to have too much wa-
ter in one season have too little of it in another. Neither
was he told that just because a river appears to be over-
flowing and in flood does not mean that the river has
too much water. Often, it can mean silted riverbeds with
reduced carrying capacity, caused by the destructive
embankment of rivers which keeps the silt from spread-
ing over the plain. Moreover, terms like “surplus”
and “wasteful flow” in rivers do not have any scien-
tific basis.

At the other end of the illogic, the apparent drought
could be due to a number of man-made reasons includ-
ing the destruction of local water systems, the destruc-
tion of forests in the catchment,the overexploitation of
groundwater and the diversion of water in the upstream
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areas. The solution would lie in reversing the reasons
at the roots of the crisis. Rejuvenation of a number
of rivers by the communities in large parts of Alwar
and adjoining districts in Rajasthan is proof that it is
feasible to solve drought related problems through
local effort.

Court intervention

Soon after President Kalam’s speech, an intervention
petition was filed in the Supreme Court of India in the
ongoing Yamuna Pollution Case. The Supreme Court
converted it into a public interest petition and issued
notices to the union and various state governments seek-
ing responses to the river-linking proposal. Only two
responses were received, one from the Union Water
Resources Ministry and another from the Tamil Nadu
government. It is noteworthy that at least 25 states did
not even bother to reply to the Supreme Court. Oddly,
the justices assumed that this meant the states had no
objections to the river linking idea, an assumption that
has subsequently been proven to be unfounded.

In its response submitted to the apex court in Sep-
tember 2002, the Water Resources Ministry said that
the feasibility reports of the proposal were yet to be com-
pleted. Only thereafter can Detailed Preject Reports be
taken up, after which tegal and policy

matter and has fixed the next date of hearing in No-
vember 2003.

The Supreme Court assumed that Jack of response
from the states indicated consensus, but paradoxically,
the terms of reference of the task force for river-linking
set up by the union government following the court
order changed it to “go into the modalities for bringing
consensus among the states”. That presumption of con-
sensus has already proven to be erroneous. So far, the
states that have opposed the river-linking proposition
include Kerala, Bihar, West Bengal, Assam, Punjab,
Chhatisgarh and Goa. Qthers such as Gujarat, Karna-
taka, Andhra Pradesh, Orissa and Maharashtra have
shown only conditional agreement - agreeing to links
where they would be recipients of water and opposing
others where they would be ‘donors’. Only Haryana
and Tamil Nadu have unconditionally supported the
proposal, as they would he only receiving water from
outside the states.

How then will the task force build consensus? The
signs are ominous, for the body has already missed an
important deadline, namely to call a meeting of the chief
ministers of all the states to discuss river linking in
May /June 2003. That meeting has not happened till
the beginning of August, and the task force has instead

gonc ahout dealing with the states in-

issues of interstate water allocations
outside basins will have to be addressed,
as well as availability of financial re-
sources and environmental issues. In
any case, the government said that it
would take about 45 years to complete
the links.

The only other response received by
the judges was from Tamil Nadu, which
would be the recipient basin from all di-

The National Wa-
ter Development
Agency has not
released any of its
studies and re-
ports to the public.

dividuaily, and away from the public
eye.
From the statements emanating from
the various states so far, the prospects
for consensus do not look bright. Water
is an emotive issue, and politicians will
think hard before compromising the
water rights of their state. Even a sup-
posedly water-surplus state like Assam
has seen the banks of the Manas river

rections and hence did not have any ob-
jection to the project.

Rather than give the other states more time to con-
sider the matter, as would be normal, the Supreme Court
decided that the states had no objection: “The presump-
tion therefore clearly is that they do not oppose the
prayer made in this writ petition”. On 31 October 2002,
a bench headed by the then chief justice, BN Kirpal,
made an order that many jurists have criticised for hav-
ing exceeding the mandate. That order “suggested” that
the government take up the river linking proposal ex-
peditiously and complete it in 10 years. That the bench
did not dispose off the case, choosing to oversee the
further actions in the matter, was not found as a con-
vincing course of action by many jurists.

Justice Kirpal retired the day after making the order.
When a few weeks later he was asked at a public meet-
ing if the policy decisions were not the mandate of the
executive, he clarified that his order on river linking
was indeed only a “suggestion”. This clarification has
had no impact on the ongoing case in the Supreme
Court. The Supreme Court continues to be seized of the

reverherating with shouts of fej dini pani
nidiu (we will give blood, not water) by activists of the
All Assam Student Union protesting the centre’s river-
linking designs.

Consensus building, arm twisting

While the job of the Task Force looks difficult, however,
past experience indicates that the centre has not been
above arm-twisting to get the states to fall in line with
projects against their setf intercst. This is clear from the
examples of the water treaty between Tamil Nadu and
Kerala, the Narmada agreement, Sutlej — Yamuna Link
Project, Mahadayi - Krishna Proposal and others, some
of them described below.

One of the earliest known attempts at river linking
was the transferring of waters from Periyar, Chalakudy
and Bharathapuzha river basins of Kerala to the
Bharathapuzha basin and beyond in Tamil Nadu.
There was opposition to this in Kerala, yet with the
help of the centre, Tamil Nadu was able to achieve what
many consider to be an unjust agreement. Papers
presented at a July 2003 workshop at Thrissur on river-
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linking (organised by the Chalakudy River Protection
Committee and the South Asia Network on Dams, Riv-
ers & People) showed that the centre made the approval
of Idukki Hydroelectric Project in Kerala conditional to
it signing the Parambikulam Aliyar Project (PAD) treaty
with Tamil Nadu. The approval of Idukki and signing
of the PAP treaty which happened in quick succession
in 1970, only substantiates the possibility of this being
a quid pro quo arrangement. The fact that Tamil Nadu
has not followed releases of water into Kerala as per
the PAP treaty should provide lessons for other state
governments, but that is another story.

An interesting aspect of the entire PAP episode was
that the various dams that were used to transfer the
water from Kerala had been built much before the treaty
was actually signed in 1970, In the current river-link-
ing plan, it is proposed to transfer water from the Pampa
and Achankovil rivers of Kerala to Vaippar Basin in
Tamil Nadu. As if history were repeating itself, Tamil
Nadu has already completed the Mekkara Dam, which
is to be used in the proposed link, even as Kerala is
vociferously opposing any further river-linking pro-
posal, and claiming that there are is no surplus water
in the two basins in question. Suspecting Tamil Nadu
to have already diverted water, a Kerala

Longowal accord signed in 1986, when many of the
constitutional institutions were not in any position to
be effective in Punjab. The project sought to transfer
water from the Sutlej in Punjab for the irrigation of south-
ern Haryana, which lies in the Yamuna basin. Punjab
subsequently became reluctant to share the water, and
Haryana went to the Supreme Court. The court, in Janu-
ary 2001, ordered that the Link Canal be completed in
one year — again, a peremptory deadline not unlike the
ten year stipulation handed down by the bench headed
by Justice Kirpal. It is six months since the one-year
deadline has expired and there is no sign of the Sutlej
water for the South Haryana as yet, even as the Su-
preme Court is hearing the contempt petition by
Haryana. In this instance, there was ‘agreement’ with-
out due process: though there was no consensus, one
was assumed in the absence of proper working of the

constitutional machinery at the state level in Punjab.
‘Consensus’ can also be achieved through manipu-
lation, as was seen recently when Karnataka wanted to
divert water from Mahadayi to the Krishna basin. GGoa
was opposed to this move, contending that the
Mahadayi does not have surplus water. In early 2002,
the Central Water Commission (CWC) in Delhi was
asked to decide on whether the river had

Assembly committee has been asked to
investigate the matter.

An example of ‘consensus building’
comes from the Narmada Valley, where
in the 1970s the Narmada Water Dis-
putes Tribunal was adjudicating a quar-
rel between the riparian states. Madhya
Pradesh and Maharashtra were oppos-
ing Gujarat’s plans for a high dam on
the Narmada river. The Tribunal was
also asked to decide the claim of Raja-

As the opposition
among the public
begins to gather
steam, Prabhu
is seeking to bring
in other players on
his side

surplus water for diverting to the
Krishna basin. Even as the commission
was seized of the matter, the then Union
Water Resources Secretary, BN Navala-
wala, issued a letter to Karnataka, say-
ing that Karnataka could divert 7.56
Thousand Million Cubic Feet of water.
Goa’s chief minister was angry enough
to charge Navalawala of corruption and
to demand from the Prime Minister that
Navalawala be removed from his post.

sthan, a non-riparian state as far as

Narmada River was concerned. Both Maharashtra and
Madhya Pradesh opposed the claim of Rajasthan. How-
ever, Gujarat supported Rajasthan’s claim as it would
allow for a bigger dam.

The Tribunal, in one of its interim orders decided
against Rajasthan, but on appeal the Supreme Court
stayed the Tribunal’s proceedings in 1972. An agrec-
ment signed under the good offices of the then Prime
Minister in July 1974 between the Chief Ministers of the
four concerned states, stated among other things that
Rajasthan would be allotted 0.5 million acre feet of water
annually from the Narmada River. How an agreement
was arrived at when two of the three concerned states
were not in agreement, remains unanswered. Pressure
tactics were clearly used by the centre against the states,
a reason why we should not be surprised if agreements
are also obtained through non-transparent means with
regard to the river-linking proposal.

Agreement sans due process
The Sutlej-Yamuna Link Canal was part of the Rajiv
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The Karnataka-Goa spat shows yet an-
other instance where consensus can be attempted and
‘surpluses’ manufactured through the help of friendly
institutions. [t was only the pro active stance of Goa
that subverted this attempt and in fact Navalawala had
to lose his post, and the letter saying Méhadayi had
surplus water was withdrawn.

Already, the current river-linking project has seen
an about-turn by one key player. At first, Bihar
strongman and husband of the current chief minister,
Laloo rasad Yadav, declared that not a drop of water
would be allowed to be taken away from the Ganga
basin. Just because Bihar had not been able to make
adequate use of the Ganga waters, he said, did not im-
ply that the river had a ‘surplus’. A person who is hun-
gry today because he lacks purchasing power does not
mean that he would have no use for food in future, said
Yadav with his characteristic flair. Next, he warned
that not a glass of water will be allowed to be diverted
from the Ganga basin. A few more days, however, and
the de facto ruler of Bihar declared that water was like
oil - if the right price was offered, he may be ready to

a






ments saying that private funds would be invited for
river linking projects have only added strength to these
suspicions. However, the Task Force Chairman’s at-
tempt to bring over the non-governmental sector over to
his side has thus far failed to achieve credible results.

For management on the environment side, the Task
Force has roped in what may be termed the usual sus-
pects, including the Central Pollution Control Board (a
government agency and hence compromised ab initio),
The Energy Research Institute (TERI - formerly the Tata
Energy Research Institute) and the National Environ-
mental Engineering Research Institute (NEERI), both
of which are outside of government but lack requisite
credibility. Among other things, TER] has earned a bad
name after an episode regarding the plagiarising of an
environmental impact assessment for the Dandeli Hy-
dro Project on the Kali river in Karnataka. NEERI's per-
formance has been strongly criticised when its own en-
vironmental impact assessment for the proposed
Karcham Wangtoo Hydro Project on the Sutlej river in
Himachal Pradesh was found by a number of environ-
mentalists and even local people to be biased, incom-
plete and shoddy. Earlier NEERI had faced public criti-
cism in relation to its reports on pollution of the Taj
Mahal and Delhi‘s polluting industries. Another
agency that Prabhu has sought to rope in is the Na-
tional Council for Applied Economic Rescarch, an
organisation whose performance in socio-cconomic
rescarch with respect to the Rajghat Dam on the Betwa
river on Uftar Pradesh-Madhya Pradesh border, as well
as in the case of the proposed Tipaimukh Dam in
Manipur, was found by independent commentators to
be biased and inadequate.

Costof inaction

Many proponents of the river-linking plan are fond of
confronting sceptics with the question, “What is the
cost of not taking up the project?” The reference is to
opportunity lost. It may be worthwhile asking the pro-
ponents some relevant questions in turn, as leng as the
subject is ‘costs”.

B What is the cost of neglecting rainwater harvesting
potential in the river basins of India, including
groundwater recharging?

B What is the cost of not assessing and realising the
benefits of watershed development in any of the river
basins in Tndia? (While watershed development is
happening at a number of places across the coun-
try, comprehensive and participatory planning and
implementation at a river basin level is not happen-
ing in any river basin))

B What is the cost of not maintaining and rejuvenat-
ing the existing local water systems (including
tanks, ponds, wetlands and so on) in any of the river
basins in India? (This is not the same as rainwater
harvesting or watershed development. India has a

. large number of local water systems, which are in
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bad shape due to neglect over the decades.)

B What is the cost of not arresting the siltation in ex-
isting reservoirs, which are filling up at much higher
rates than the design assumptions?

B What is the cost of not getting optimum results from
the existing irrigation infrastructure in India, the
largest in the world but performing far from its opti-
mum levels?

B What is the cost of not creating and maintaining
drajnage systems in irrigation command areas and
other agricultural areas?

® What is the cost of not arresting the pollution of
India‘s freshwater systems?

B What is the cost of not assessing and realising de-
mand-side management options in water and en-
ergy systems?

B What is the cost of not arresting the transmission
and distribution losses from our water and energy
supply svstems, stopping thefts and making the
elites pay for the services they use?

B What is the cost of not stopping implied export of
water with huge subsidies that India is indulging
in at the moment in terms of sugar and foodgrains
export? The attitude of robbing the poor to subsidise
supplies abroad is most clearly exemplified by the
case of Maharashtra. Maharashtra is the state in
India with the highest number of dams, highest pro-
duction in sugar, lowest irrigated area in propor-
tion to its cultivable area and also the dismal dis-
tinction of having the highest number of villages
supplied water by tankers almost every summer. In
stead of using the scarce water for cultivation of
water guzzling crops like sugarcance, and then
subsidising export of sugar 5o produced, that water
can be more appropriately used to fulfil the basic
needs of drinking water and protective irrigation at
many places. Instead, now the state is looking for
long distance water transfers.

B What is the cost of not managing peak power de-
mands, not charging higher tariff during peak peri-
ods and not using the existing hydro capacities for
peak power supply?

8 What is the cost of not allowing adequate freshwa-
ter flows in the rivers downstream of dams and con-
sumptive citics and also destroying the navigation
potential in the process?

If the measures listed above can take care of needs
for years to come, as has also been concluded by the
report (1999} of the Governmentt of India appointed
National Commission for Integrated Water Resources
Development Plan and others, why is there any need
for projects like river linking with all its huge social,
environmental, economic and financial costs?

Which prabiur* wilk answer these questions?

*deity



Fersneciive

Suresh Prabhu

the art of selling delusions

by Sudhirendar Sharma

smiling salesman has one for everyone. With 30 pos

sible river links up his sleeve, Suresh Prabhu, the
chairperson of the Task Force on Interlinking of Rivers,
can satisfy a billion people. From a single river link to
an incredible long chain, the miracle salesman can ca-
ter to every taste. Heedless of the inherent dangers of
the product, the salesman makes you believe that this
is the next best thing after independence that could
indeed happen to the country.

Suresh Prabhu’s zeal to market the idea is evidently
inexhaustible. In a gathering of the devout at the
Federation of Indian Chambers of Commerce and
Industry (FICCL), which was wholchearted in its en-
dorsement of the government’s stance,

Prabhu said, “The interlinking of riv-
ers will change the shape of India”.

Unmindful of whether this scheme

defaces the geography of the country

irreversibly or infringes the riparian

rights of communities permanently;

Prabhu only looks at it as an irresist-

ible opportunity to integrate the
country.

It is indeed remarkable that an idea
that is as powerful as the government
claims it to be, based as it is on an alleg-
edly rigorous ‘need assessment’, needs
any marketing at all let alone a vigorous one
of the kind that the minister has undertaken. Clearly, it
is an @ priori proposition that is now being legitimised.
How else can one explain the need to link rivers in
order, as is also suggested, to provide potable water
when official data suggests that 80 per cent of the popu-
lation is already being supplied drinking water? Can
the proposal be justified on the grounds of creating
additional irrigation capacity when there are no buy-
ers in the country for some 48 million tonnes of grain
harvest?

Interestingly, the proposal starts with the assump-
tion that the rivers must be linked to tame recurring

It is akin to the pan parag® ad on television. The

droughts, and then proceeds to justify links and trans-
fers. Expectedly, additional features like inland navi-
gation, power generation and enhanced growth rate
are thrown in for good measure, to add more substance
to the sales pitch. Indeed, the spin on the river-linking
proposal is loaded with such a variety of benefits that
no one in a population of more than a billion is likely to
feel left out of the game.

Though the government is at pains to peddle its
many virtues, the proposal is seriously wanting on tech-
nical grounds. The director-general of the National
Water Development Agency (NWDA), Radha Singh and
former water resources secretary of the government of
India, Ramaswamy lyer ( see accompanying article)

have locked horns on these technical questions on
quite a few occasions with the former resorting to
uncivil language as a substitute for informed
debate, NWDA is the lead agency for the project
and such unseemly conduct and ill-informed
sloganeering reflect poorly on the people
behind the project.

Radha Singh, no doubt, has
reasons to savour her new-
found prominence. Though in

existence for twe decades

now, NWDA has shot into pub-
Jic attention because the govern-
ment enthusiastically lapped up the Su-
preme Court's directive to link the Himalayan rivers
with the peninsular rivers in a record timeframe of 10
years. Aimed at drought-proofing the country, the
project has received unstinted support from most po-
litical parties.

Political opportunism more than technical feasibil-
ity is the driving force behind the project. Two earlier
suggestions of the 1960s, for a “Garland Canal” and a
“Ganga-Cauvery link” had never commanded the seri-
ous attention of expert opinion. Ironically the ideas that

* Pan Parag is a stimulant of blended betel nuts, catechu,
cardmmpom and linwe
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were rejected on technical grounds then, have in a new
and more grandiose incarnation now been suddenly
found technically feasible.

Even the binding aspects of inter-country river-wa-
ter sharing do not seem to disturb the proponents of the
project. Their cheery optimism is so unshakeable that
Radha Singh has, in fact, found additional interna-
tional merits in the scheme. In her view, the interlinking
would bury the Ganga water sharing controversy once
and for all. Under the refurbished riparian dispensa-
tion, Bangladesh will get guaranteed flows once the
waters of the Teesta and Mahananda are transferred to
the Ganga. Bangladesh, however, is not amused and
they have reason not to be. Similar assurances were
given when the Ganga water-sharing treaty was signed
in December 1996.

Statutory warning

Unlike the pan parag sachet, which carries a statutory
warning about risk to human health, the river linking
package steers clear of even the most cursory reference
to the potential hazards. Tts patrons in fact do not admit
that there are any, making it perhaps the first
engineering venture in human history that has only
benefits and no shortcomings. Ask Suresh Prabhu and
he brushes aside the economic, ecological and technical
pitfalls of the project as “non-issues”. However,
according to the recently-released World Water Develop-
ment Report of the UN, the linking of world’s most pol-
luted rivers may even spread disease and misery
amangst an unsuspecting population.

The report savs quite clearly that the Indian rivers
are the most polluted in the world, with three times as
many bacteria from human waste as the global average.
Further, these rivers carry 20 times more fead than those
of the industrialised countries. The Task Force has
nothing to say about these matters. Since the linking of
rivers will not be preceded by a reduction in pollution
levels, the proposal is not only aimed at the equitable
distribution of water but will also guarantee equal
access to pollutants across the country as well.

As if to make up for the silence on such immediate
issues, the advocates of the scheme are vocal about the
projected increase in the country’s stagnant GDP
growth. Clearly, this is the bait that is to meant to enthuse
all those who care about the national interest. By
utilising just about 1 per cent of GDP’ each year, the INR
560,000 crore project will yield a 4 percent increase in
the GDP. Never before has such an astounding rate of
return on investment ever been achieved anywhere!

But is this expected growth of GO believable? Even
if the anticipated rate of GDP growth is achieved, what
is the guarantee that poverty will be cradicated?
Fconomists who study these things have now started
questioning the direct correlation between econormic
growth and poverty reduction. Every fractional gain in
GDP has in reality been accompanied by a quantum
increase in the population below poverty line. How else
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can one explain the rising population of the poor each
year?

Fven the World Bank's Global Economic Prospects and
the Developing Conniries 2000 conceded that there are
only pockets of plenty in an environment of unrelieved
hunger, deprivation and poverty in India. Says the
report: “...these areas will not see much impact on
poverty even with higher growth rates”. Instead of
repeating these well-worn shibboleths about reducing
the shamcfully high-level of poverty through economic
growth, the poor will be better served if one addresses
the issuc of poverty through direct measures of
alleviation.

Brushing aside all apprehensions, Prabhu’s Task
Force is pursuing the proposal on a war footing without
examining the serious social, economic and ecological
implications. Asset creation on the scale anticipated
wilt involve massive displacement of people, unquanti-
fiable disruption of regional water systems, irrevers-
ible degradation of land, and anticipated changes in
micro-climate across river basins.

But like a true salesman of spurious items, Prabhu
tries to convinee that the inherent strengths of the prod-
uct far outweigh its potential dangers. The poor can only
hope that he can be held accountable to his words, if in-
decd he manages to sell his unhealthy vision.

ANNOUNCING

The Appan Menon Memorial Award for 2003

The Appan Menon Memoerial Trust awards a grant
of INR 1 lakh every year to professional journalists
working in the area of world affairs or development
news with an Indian or South Asian perspective.
Journalists from any media with 3-5 years
experience can apply by submitting the following

® A brief project proposal {1000 words), with an
account of the proposed use of the grant.

m  Curriculum vitae and a letter of reference.

% Samples of recent work.

An eminent jury will select and make the award, in
September 2003.

Applications should reach the address below by
August 30, 2003

Managing Trustee
Appan Menon Memoriai Trust
N-84, Panchshila Park
New Delhi - 110017
Telephone: +91-11-2649-1515, 2646-8150
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Budgetary Allocations by Sector for SY 1382 (USD million)
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Government of Afghanistan announced a comprehen-
sive budget for FY2003 — comprising an ordinary (re-
current) budget of USD 550 million, of which USD 200
million is expected to be financed through local reve-
nues and USD 350 million by external assistance, and
a development budget of about USD 1.7 billion. Accord-
ing to AACA, by June, financing from donors to the
tune of USD 211.2 million for the recurrent budget and
USD 1.2 billion for the development budget had been
confirmed.

Interestingly, only the USD 211.2 million for the re-
current budget has been channelled through the ARTF,
the LOTF and the Afghanistan Trust Fund, whereas
grant funding for development programmes in the na-
tional budget has come through other channels. The
process of using the World Bank to enforce condition-
ality appears to work through a mechanism in which
the bank controls funding for the crucial and political-
ly sensitive recurrent budget. Thereby it is able to influ-
ence both the government’s policies and its utilisation
of the remaining aid directly provided to the govern-
ment.

Given that the funding for FY 2003 is confirmed so
far, expectations are that the budgetary target for exter-
nal financing, is likely to be fulfilled. Thus, the evidence
collated by the AACA suggests that aid to the govern-
ment through various channels would amount to USD
3.4 billion by the end of FY 2003. Thus, over a period of
26 months after the Tokyo meeting in January 2002,
grants disbursed to the government would cover 87
percent of the pledges made for a 30 month period after
the meeting and 75 percent of the total pledges made at
and after the Tokyo meeting. According to AACA sourc-
es, it is this high rate of disbursement that has made the
Karzai administration bid for a USD 15-20 billion aid
package over a five-year period.

Though information on the flows through channels
not directed at the budget and monitored by the AACA
is as yet difficult to come by, the actual disbursement of
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aid is likely to have been substantially more than the
figures mentioned above. Even though a variety of
sources in Kabul believe that the sums involved would
not be as large as that provided to the budget, it is likely
that such flows would significantly add to the total.
Thus clearly, overall disbursements have been in keep-
ing with the expectations generated at Tokyo.

The investment deficit

What then accounts for the picture of a slow and
clearly inadequate pace of reconstruction? There are
two obvious reasons why aid flows have not worked to
refurbish the infrastructure even in Kabul. For one, a
large part of the flow that occurred prior to FY 2003
went to support the humanitarian assistance pro-
gramme to deal with the consequences of the drought
between 1999 and 2001, This took the form of feod aid,
much of which neither involved any capital spending
nor entailed expenditures inside Afghanistan, since the
food was imported. Additionally, a large part of the
grant disbursement, even in FY 2003 has gone to sup-
port the recurrent expenditures of the government, es-
pecially its wage and salary bill, which while spurring
domestic consumption spending, has not contributed
to savings and investment.

This use of aid to support the recurrent expendi-
tures of the state, including its wage bill, has a number
of implications. The inability of the government to fi-
nance its own recurrent expenditures reflects the fact
that the government in Kabul does not as yet have the
legitimacy or the power to garner a large enough share
of revenues which are reportedly being collected at the
provincial level. A very large proportion of the govern-
ment’s 240,000 non-military personnel are located in
Kabul. This creates an environment in which, in a direct
sense, the government in Kabul is supported by the do-
nor community, whose leverage is therefore substantial.

Simultaneously, the expatriate presence and spend-
ing in Kabul has generated a services and construction
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ment “own” the policies that such conditionality im-
plies. Unfortunately that policy framework is not of a
kind that could support the creation of a “domestic eco-
nomic space” within which the Afghan state can fash-
ion a nationally beneficial and egalitarian development
strategy. Though the government’s donor-driven strat-
egy is yet in the making, it is clear that the inevitable
import dependence of a war-devastated economy is
being intensified, by encouraging an open trade policy
that would discourage domestic industrial investment.
Crucial social sector areas like health provision are be-
ing handed over to private entities and NGOs to run at
a price, which though currently subsidised by aid, could
casily be charged to the user at a later date.

Structuring dependence
The state has adopted as law the principle that the cen-
tral bank cannot lend to the government. Thus, deficit-
financed expenditure to revive the economy is ruled
out, resulting in a near-complete dependence on aid for
budgetary finance. The battered, publicly-owned finan-
cial sector, rather than being supported and strength-
ened, in order to be leveraged for domestic industrial
financing, is soon to be subjected to competition from
private, especially foreign, players. Since the need for a
banking system that can mobilise local savings and
channelise it to priority investments crucial to domes-
tic private sector development is great, this shift can be
disastrous. Foreign banks will only wean away the most
lucrative (mainly expatriate) businesses from the local,
publicly owned banking sector, while refusing to take
any responsibility for development. Finally, though the
new Afghani is formally the national currency, aid
flows and the expatriate presence is dollarising the
economy, with the dollar being traded on the streets
and many service establishments quoting dollar prices
and expecting payment in dollars.

These developments continue unchallenged partly
because the vocal, urban domestic elite is being incor-
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porated into the aid economy. Not only are salaries paid
on time with the help of aid, the demand for services
from the expatriate population is also on the rise. Rents
quoted in dollars are rising fast because of the expatri-
ate rush into Kabul and some other cities. These and
other opportunities are resulting in the emergence of a
new class of richer Afghans, living off the aid economy,
which is happy with the freedom that an open, dol-
larised economy provides.

All this is fine for the moment since aid flows are
leading to foreign exchange reserve accumulation with
the central bank, which can use those reserves when
required to prop up the new Afghani and prevent local
prices of imported commeodities from rising. But in the
medium term, aid, import-dependence and dollarisa-
tion can all prove a burden. If the pace of aid inflow
slows, not only will the just-reviving economy contract,
but the Afghani would depreciate pushing up the pric-
es of essentials in that segment of the economy still earn-
ing and living off the local currency. Stagflation, in an
already depressed cconomy, will be the result. On the
other hand, if aid inflows continue at present levels or
rise in volume, incqualities between Kabul and the rest
of the country, across differentially endowed regions
and between income classes are bound to increase. That
can have dangerous implications in a country that is
still scarred by a complex chain of civil strife influenced
by ethnic and religious divides.

The current model of development in Afghanistan is
clearly unsustainable. But for those present in the coun-
try with short-term military and economic interests in
mind, who are protected by the fagade of altruism thata
small dose of aid to a poor and devastated nation helps
provide, this appears to be of no concem. &

Research for this article was supported by ActionAid
Regional Burcan, Bangkok and the ActionAid Afghamnistan
Office. The author has benefited from discussions with
Bijay Kumar, Essa Shamal, Phillippa Sackett, S Parasura-
man and PV Unnikrishnan.
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WISCOMP
The Scholar of Peace
Fellowships

Women in Security, Conflict Management and
Peace (WISCOMP) invites applications from
South Asian professionals and scholars under the
age of 45 for its Scholar of Peace Fellowships

A centrally located hotel offering traditional tibetan hospitality. awar.ded fgr academic research, media and
Well-appointed guest rooms with special projects. WISCOMP seeks to promote

multi channel TV, telephone and the only rooftop restaurant aninclusive, gender sensitive discourse onissues
in the vailey. related to peace and security in South Asia. The

Come feel the warmth of TIBETAN hospitality. fellowships cover a period ranging from three
months to one year. The last date for receipt of
applications is Sept. 15, 2003. Please download
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ex worknthe south

A detailed survey profiles the grey world of sex workers in Madras

by Syed Ali Mujtaba

by the concern over the

spread of HiV/AIDS, commercial
sex workers have been the focus of
a great deal of attention, primarily
with the aim of promoting safe sex
as a method of preventing disease.
Despite the numerous groups active
among sex workers, and despite the
government’s professed interest in
the matter, there has been no accu-
rate assessment of the total number
of people practising the profession
in India. Rough estimates suggest
that there are well over ten million
sex workers in the country, with
the states of Karnataka, Andhra
Pradesh, Maharashtra, and Tamil
Nadu being considered “high sup-
ply zones”:

If matters related to the safety of
sex work and the rights of sex work-
ers are to be addressed, it is impor-
tant first to know the extent of the
industry, its demography as well as
the conditions of work. One of the
most systematic and coherent stud-
ies of the industry was recently car-
ried out in Madras, a city of about
six million people and the capital
of Tamil Nadu, the state with the
highest incidence of HIV cases in the
country.

Madras has a conservative pro-
file unlike the more cosmopolitan
metros like Bombay, Delhi or Cal-
cutta. But as the HIV figures sug-
gest, and as the survey confirms, the
conservative image is only a veneer
behind which lurk many clandes-
tine transactions. The survey con-
ducted by the Indian Community
Welfare Organisation (ICWQ), an
NGO that has been working with sex
workers and the gay community in
Madras for close to 15 years, esti-
mates that there are over ten thou-
sand commercial sex-workers in

In recent times, prompted
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Madras. The ICWO survey actually
maps 6300 of these sex workers in
the city.

The survey updates the 1992 fig-
ures of the World Health Organi-
sation (WHO) which had then iden-
tified 3000 sex workers in Madras.
The secretary of the ICWO A] Hari-
haran, who was part of the WO
survey, says the Madras sex indus-
try stands on four pillars — sex
workers, clients, brokers and the law
enforcing agencies. According to
him it is a chicken and egg syn-
drome where it is difficult to say who
surfaces first in the cycle of sex work.
The ICWO conducts general health
camps once in three months where
sex workers are treated for STDs.
According to him Madras needs
11,111 condoms a day, or 40,55515
condoms annually.

Categories of sex workers
The 1ICWO survey focuses on the
attitude, behaviour and practice of
commercial sex workers in Madras
and classifies them into four catego-
ries. They are the family-based,
street-based, brothel-based and mo-
bile sex workers.

Of the total sample of 6300

people, 4500 belong to the family
category. People of this category live
in residential areas and operate from
their homes often without the know-
ledge of anyone, including their
neighbours. Run by aged sex work-
ers, with their own network of regu-
lar clients, new entrants soliciting
services come to these family estab-
lishments only through special con-
tacts and they are only allowed
admission after their identity has
been fully verified.

The street workers, who number
about 1360, are the next largest
category. They get their clients by
waiting on the streets. Most of them
carry on their work independently,
though some rely on brokers for
help in getting clients. The preferred
method of work is to wait on crowd-
ed streets, which provides more cus-
tom as well as relative anonymity
to the transaction, as opposed to the
less frequented localities. Bus stops,
railway stations, cinema halls and
beaches are the usual venues where
the transaction is negotiated, from
where they go to cheap hotels and
lodges with their clients.

The third category consists of
sex workers are those who work in

Rallying for
their rights.
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brothels. In the survey sample, 365
belong to this category. Madras does
not have any distinctly identifiable
sex work localities, as there are in
Bombay,Delhi or Calcutta. How-
ever, there are brothels which func-
tion discreetly and openly in the
residential areas of the city. Women
from the latter segment of the trade
work at fixed establishments but
those working at the former kind of
brothels change their addresses fre-
quently. Both types of brothels are
heavily dependent on brokers for
their clients.

The fourth category is made up
of mobile sex workers, who only
number between 90 and110. They
also depend on brokers. Every
evening, some five or six girls are
taken out in a car or a van by bro-
kers on particular routes to visit
particular points. Typically these
girls are sent to the clients only on
the basis of prior appointments.
Certain hotels and resorts in and
around the city are closely associ-
ated with this arrangement, since it
forms part of their hospitality ser-
vices. Under this system, the hotels
procure the girls for their customers
through brokers who even make ar-
rangements to transport them if
needed. In this category of the pro-
fession, the girls generally have a
different profile from those in the
other categories. Most of their clients
are short-term business visitors
to the city. Given the nature of
their clientele and the locales at
which they provide services they
are expected to be more ‘polished’
and well dressed. Consequently,

their rates are higher.

The majority of the women in the
profession come from outside the
state, with Andhra Pradesh ac-
counting for 53 percent. Next is
Tamil Nadu, with 23 percent, while
the other two neighbouring states
of Karnataka and Kerala account
for 14 and 10 percent. There is a
fairly well-organised and system-
atic method of recruiting the women
into the city’s sex trade. Most are
picked up from regular conduit
points in the adjoining states at
prices ranging from INR 100,000 to
300,000. Prices vary according to
looks, according to a full time bro-
ker named Kandasamy. The colour
of skin is very important, and dark
skin is at a discount.

The arrangement

The relationship between the bro-
ker and the newly recruited sex
worker is governed by a contract.
Brokers go periodically to the re-
cruitment points and procure girls
on 37-day contracts. The girls are
paid 50 percent of the contracted
sum up front as an advance while
the remaining dues are paid on their
return after the comptetion of the
contract. For those who are set up
at brothels, owners provide break-
fast and lunch during their stay,
while dinners are normally the cli-
ents’ responsibility. Though the sex
workers are on contract for 37 days,
they eventually end up getting paid
for only 30 days. Menstruation and
travel time are cited as Teasons for
cutting a week’s salary. Since regu-
lar clients are always on the look-
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Categories of sex workers

out for new faces, the brokers take
one set of girls back and return with
a fresh set. There are, however,
many who end up staying back in
the city after their contract expires
for lack of opportunities elsewhere
and this is what accounts for the
large numbers of sex workers.

The number of working days is
variable across the different catego-
ries. Brothel-based sex workers
have a more demanding regimen
since they work on all 30 days of
the calendar month. As a result they
deal with the maximum number of
clients. Typically, since a sex worker
attached to a brothel has to work
without a break through the year,
she has to cater to about 270 ~us-
tomers. On the other hand, for “hose
in the street-based, mobile an< resi-
dential categories work is relatively
less demanding. On average, in a
month they work for roughly 22, 16
and nine days, respectively.

Earnings likewise are highly
variable. The highest income earn-
ers are those in the mobile category,
whose higher rates ensure an in-
come of INR 6000 a month though
they work the least. Those who are
attached to brothels earn in the vi-
cinity of INR 4000 for a full month’s
work. The residential and street-
based women earn the least, hav-
ing to settle for average monthly in-
comes of INR 3000 rupees and 1500
respectively. Reportedly, and ex-
pectedly, given that they have the
maximum degree of physical con-
tact, those who work in brothels be-
long to the medically high risk
group.

For those who service clients
outside their homes or brothels, the
preferred venue for the majority is
the client’s residence. Hotels and
lodges are the next most utilised
places. As far as the residential cat-
egory, brothel and street sex worker
categories are concerned, given the
clandestine nature of the work, there
are frequent changes of addresses
and venues of transaction. Those
attached to brothels change their
addresses most frequently, even as
often as once a month.

As far as clients are concerned,
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the majority approach sex workers
directly. At any given time, the ma-
jority of them are new comers and

only 30 percent are regulars. Inter-

estingly, only 22 percent of the cli-
ents stated that the reasens for so-
liciting the services of sex work-
ers was “immediate satisfaction of
the sexual urge”. Some 11 percent
even claimed lack of domestic pri-
vacy, primarily the presence of
grown up children in crowded
households.

The usual suspects

In the city, there are 150 full time
sex brokers and 4500 part-timers.
Brokers engage in two types of ac-
tivity — procuring girls for brothels
and serving as intermediaries be-
tween sex workers and clients. They
get a 30 percent commission from
the brothel owners for the supply of
girls, besides a separate cut for
bringing clients to the brothels.
Most of the part time brokers are
drivers "of auto-rickshaws and taxis
and rickshaw pullers, as well as
tour and travel trade operators, bar-
tenders, waiters and even watch-
men. Some of them graduate from
being brokers to full fledged brothel
OwWners.

The entire sex industry in Ma-
dras, it is said, flourishes under po-
lice protection, something not en-
tirely unbelievable given that many
‘prominent’ middle-men and bro-
kers have been around in this busi-
ness for Jquite some time, Owners of
brothe!- that function openly and
street sex workers pay a fixed
amount of money to the police to
avoid arrest and harassment. Given
this nexus betweer the industry and
the police, the latter periodically go
through the motions of brothel-bust-
ing and arrests, but only to meet the
requirement of the minimum num-
ber of ‘cases’. There is a pattern to
the arrests of sex workers. The street
based workers are arrested about
twice a month, brothel-based work-
ers once a month, whereas those
from the mobile and residential cat-
egories are hauled up once in two
months. Girls caught in such raids
are produced before a magistrate
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53%

10%

where they pay a fine and after
which they are set free.

The city police, however, is
quick to distance itself from such
facts about the trade and its unoffi-
cial connections with police person-
nel. A Joint Commissioner of Police
claims that the anti-vice squads
have been systematically working
to eliminate ‘sex crimes’ in the city.
He also disagrees with the study’s
estimate of sex workers in Madras,
claiming that the figures are much
lower.

A choice or a compromise
Despite the precarious conditions of
the work, the sex profession contin-
ues to attract a steady stream of
girls. Most join the profession be-
cause of poverty and financial obli-
gations, mainly family debt. Others
land into this following failed mar-
riage. In fact, as many as a third of
the respondent said they came into
the profession because their hus-
bands had abandoned them. Social
factors also have a role to play, as is
evident from the fact that 9 percent
say they entered the trade because
their lovers had deserted them.
Significantly, the majority of sex
workers have primary education,
are married, have children and are
in the 26-35 age group. Half of the
respondents have a single child, 41
percent have two, and 10 percent
have three children to look after. The
women’s main priority is the child’s
future, and more than 75 percent do
not want their children to follow in
their own footsteps. More than 30

23%

Madras
sex workers
come from

B Andhra Pradesh
B Tamil Nadu

0 Karnataka
Kerala

14%

percent wanted to send their chil-
dren to boarding schools while 14
percent thought it safer to deposit
them with relatives. Tragically,
however, more than one fifth are
convinced that they will be unable
to stop their children from entering
the profession,

The level of awareness about
sexually transmitted diseases is rea-
sonably high, perhaps as a conse-
quence of the numerous HIV pre-
vention programmes that have
been initiated. More than two
thirds of the interviewees are aware
of being in a HIV high risk group.
Fully 68 percent of the sex workers
reported regular condom use. The
remaining 22 percent do not prac-
tice safe sex for various reasons,
while quite a few do not use con-
doms because of misconceptions.
Some feel that they cannot contract
HIV or other 3TDs because they are
clean and healthy and have regu-
Jar medical check ups. Others feel
secure because they cater to regu-
lar clients whom they believe to be
healthy. Some believe that washing
themselves with soda immediately
after every encounter ensures safety.
Then there are those who think that
they are safe from HIV because they
do not do oral sex. .

More such empirical surveys are
required if sex workers are to get
even a semblance of the right to Jive
and work in conditions that are less
hazardous and demanding. Till
then this one could serve as guide
to policies that make their life a

A

shade more comfortable. 5

5









B e R

=

book, in not confining his “attention to wars, dynastic
chronologies and political intrigues in Kathmandu as
a fitting, and indeed, the only subject-matter of histori-
cal study” he had “set up a precedent in Nepali
historiography”.

Regmi’s inquiry into the economic aspects of the
Nepali people’s lives during the 18th and 19th centu-
ries began with a focus on the territorial expansion of
the principality of Gorkha from the 1740s. By the early
19th century, Gorkha rulers had managed to expand
their territories by many hundred-folds and Regmi at-
tributed their success to the clever strategy of linking
the new lands acquired through conquest to the
sustainability of their army. The land-military complex
forged during the expansion peried lasting up to 1814
had different intriguing aspects that
Regmi proceeded to describe in many
of his books.

The variety of schemes under
which the state owned, appropriated
and distributed land and its re-
sources was Regmi’s main subject of
detailed study in the 1960s, which
resulted in the four volumes on land
tenure and taxation. In the next de-
cade, he extended this work by pro-
ducing an updated succinct volume

he admitted as much. After reminding his readers in
the prologue to his 1995 work that he had begun his
historical inquiries by focusing on the economic aspects
of the Nepali polity, he stated: “A quarter-century of
on-going research and meditation has led me to modify
that belief. The overarching importance of the economy
is, no doubt, a truth, but nevertheless only a partial
truth. [ now realize that too exclusive an attention to
economie history can be as misieading as too much
concentration on politics”.

Accordingly in the last two full studies that he pub-
lished, Regmi proceeded to examine the political class
that took the decision to expand the kingdom of Gorkha
into what eventually became an empire. In Kings and
Political Leaders (1995) Regmi explored the motivations
of the leadership for the expansion of
the Gorkhali kingdom, and in Impe-
rial Gorkha (1999) he delved into the
“policies and programmes followed
by the Gorkhali rulers to control and
administer the provinces of that Em-
pire”, in places like Kumaon which
remained under Gorkhali control for
25 years.

All in all, Regmi’s corpus has
helped us to understand the politics
of Nepal's rulers from the 1740s to the

in the form of his 1976 book, Land-
ownership in Nepal where he also
presented his preliminary views on
the impact of land reform policies
enacted by King Mahendra’s
Panchayati state in the 1960s. In the
other two full-length studies pub-
lished in the 1970s, Regmi was con-
cerned with, first, the “the economic
policies and programs followed by the
Gorkhali rulers to mobilize human
and material resources” for territorial
acquisition {1971), and, second, the
agrarian relations developed by the

Regmi’s corpus
has helped bring
out the politics of
Nepal's rulers from
the 1740s to the
early 1900s and
their impact on the
lives of the ordi-
nary people.

early 1900s on the one hand, and the
impact their policies had on the lives
of the ordinary people of Nepal, on
the other. In helping us comprehend
the poverty of Nepal's peasantry and
the ‘Stucco Palaces’ of its “parasitic
groups” of rulers, Regmi firmly estab-
lished himself as a people’s historian.

That is not to say that his work
does not have limitations. His work,
completely based on official sources,
relies too heavily on the extractive
categories of the Shah state and Rana
agrarian bureaucracy. As this writer

Ranas during the first half of their
century-plus rule between 1846 and 1951 (1978). In
combination, they described the complexity of an agri-
culture-based polity and the rise of the centralised agrar-
ian bureaucracy, and suggested why the Nepali peas-
antry, burdened with fulfilling the exploitative designs
of the ruling elites and their functionaries, was poor. In
other words, these three books by Regmi became the
master texts for anyone trying to find the answer to the
question, “Why is Nepal poor?”

In the two full-length studies he pubiished in the
1980s, Regmi continued his description of the state’s
mechanisms for resource extraction through produc-
tion and trade in the early part of the 19th century (the
1984 book} and the various fiscal measures enacted by
it in the second half of the same century (1998}. In the
1990s however, we saw a small shift in his focus and

18

noted in an article in 1994, when
viewed from below and begun with the experiences of
people occupying various social positions, possibly
radically different understandings of the effects of
Gorkhali and Rana structures of power and institu-
tions of rule could emerge. Regmi was aware of the pos-
sibility of this criticism and tried to forestall it by writ-
ing in the preface to his 1971 book, “It is, of course, true
that these records are wholly official, so that they present
the official rather than the people’s point of view on
socio-economic questions. But this defect is more ap-
parent than real, for frankness is an outstanding char-
acteristic of most of these documents”.

Apart from his works, Regmi’s contribution to pro-
ducing raw materials necessary for further historical
research is immense. This would be obvious to any
reader of the Regmi Research Series and some of his

HIMAL 16/8 August 2003



Gpinion

other periodicals in which he identified and provided
translations of Nepali source materials. The documents
archived in Regmi Research Collections were all mi-
crofilmed as part of the Nepal-German Manuscript Pres-
ervation Project and are now accessible to researchers
at the National Archives of Nepal and also in Germany.
The value of these documents has increased since the
massive fire at the Singha Darbar secretariat in 1973
destroyed some of the originals.

As he pioneered the field of economic history in
Nepal, there is no reason to look for native intellectual
sources that preceded Regmi (both scholars and works)
and may have influenced his work. In terms of his ana-
lytic orientation, he clearly preferred to distinguish him-
self from those Nepali historians who were obsessed
with recording facts in the “history as it really hap-
pened” mode. He argued that the main business of his-
tory was interpretation. In his early works, to elaborate
this position, he often quoted from philosophers of his-
tory such as RG Collingwood and EH Carr. One also
finds many references in his books to works by interna-
ticnal scholars on the peasantry. [t is also possible, from
the way Regmi conceptualised the

did not generate enough resources to hire people, as-
sistants, things like that. That was the main problem.
Another problem was that [ couldn’t find anyone with
the competence to translate the old documents in the
style [ used. So it was a one-man show”. After crossing
the age of 60, he added, he didn’t “want to work nine
hours a day. That's not the goal of life. And then |
decided to concentrate on my own writing, not just to
give up the Regmi Research Series and sit quietly, playing
with my grandchildren. What I want to do is spend
more time on my own work”,

In the beginning of his career, Regmi's work was
supported by the University of California at Berkeley
through facilitation by Leo I Rose. The latter had come
into contact with Regmi in 1957 when he had come to
Nepal to do research on its diplomatic history.
Berkeley’s grant to Regmi in 1960 was processed
through its Institute of International Studies and it al-
lowed him to work on the magisterial four-volume study
of land-tenure and taxation. These volumes were pub-
lished by the Institute between 1963 and 1968. How-
ever this connection also brought some controversy for
Regmi when it was revealed that the

growth of the central agrarian bureau-
cracy in Nepal, that he was influenced
by Irfan Habib’s 1963 classic The
Agrarian Sytem of Mughal India.

Paying for His Work

Regmi’s decision to open a private re-
search institute in Nepal of the late
1950s was definitely extremely bold.
So the question remains, how did he
finance his scholarly operation?
Regmi’s lifetime work was mainly sup-
ported through the sale of several ser-
vices, most of which have by now been
abandoned. These included the Nepal

He could
provide historical
narratives of un-

charted aspects of
Nepal's past pre-
cisely because he
had no interest in
the gimmickry of
medals and na-
tional honours.

Institute’s Himalayan Border Country
Research Project through which Rose
had channeled funds to him in the mid-
1960s was funded by the Advanced Re-
search Projects Agency of the US De-
fense Department. This sinister univer-
sity-government connection was discov-
ered in India in 1968. The revelation led
the Indian government to immediately
terminate the Project’s invelvement in
its Himalayan regions.

When asked about this connection
by Gaenszle in 1992, Regmi said, ‘1 said:
look, T don’t know, T get paid for doing
research on Nepal, I don’t care where

Press Digest (weekly summaries in En-
glish from the Nepali language press), the Nepal Press
Report {daily summaries of the Nepali press), the Nepal
Recorder (translations of Nepali laws), Nepal Miscelin-
neous Series and the monthly Regmi Research Series.
Among these, the first four contained information
that was useful to both native and foreign academics
and members of the expatriate ‘development’ commu-
nity in Nepal. The Series, which lasted from 1969 to 1989
contained English translations of important historical
documents from the Regmi Research Collection and
short historical analyses - often drafts of narratives that
later appeared elsewhere - written by Regmi himselt. It
also contained short articles written by others, often
translated from their original Nepali into English. This
periodical was of interest mainly to serious researchers
of Nepali society. In the 1992 interview by Gaenszle,
Regmi justified his decision to discontinue the Series in
December 1989: “Well, the first thing was that it was
selling only about forty copies, forty subscriptions. It
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the money comes from....They gave me
a grant, they never told me what to do. They said: You
(can) do what you want to do. And I said [ want to do
land tenure and taxation in Nepal. [t started with a one
volume project, one became two, two became three, three
became four. So they financed all that”. The Institute’s
grant for Regmi was discontinued in 1969 when the
Himalayan borders project was scrapped. However
Regmi continued to cherish his friendship with Rose
long after this controversy and thanked him on numer-
ous occasions in many of his books for the support
given.

The 1977 Ramon Magsaysay Award, granted to
Regmi near the middle of his career as a historian, also
came at a crucial juncture in his life. Apart from the
internationai recognition which, as Regmi has acknowl-
edged, “bolstered both his self-confidence and his cred-
ibility”, the award carried a grant of USD 20,000. This
gave him enough economic security to continue with
his research and publications, including his 1979 book
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Readings in Nepali Economic History and some of his
periodicals. As Regmi told this writer, but for the
Magsaysay Award, the Regmi Research Series would
have been discontinued even earlier than 1989.

The Legacy

Although at times Regmi allowed certain historians
such as Fr Ludwig F Stiller, (celebrated author of, among
others, The Rise of the House of Gorkha (1973) and The
Silent Cry: The People of Nepal, 1816-1839 (1976)) to make
extensive use of his original document collection, it
seems fair to say that Regmi was not particularly inter-
ested in reproducing his “school” of Nepali historiog-
raphy. [t is not clear whether he ever sought to mentor
members from the next generation of Nepali historians,
but it seemed clear that by the early 1990s, when this
writer met him, he seemed little interested. Neither was
he interested in socialising with other Nepali academ-
ics, some of whom he thought did not deserve the
reputation they had garnered on the basis of pedes-
trian work.

Regmi resisted most invitations to participate in
other academic forums or seminars, and he rarely con-
tributed articies to journals other than his own. As far
as this writer knows, apart from an article published in
Asian Survey in the early 1960s, and two articles pub-
lished in Coniributions to Nepalese Studies in 1975 and
1976, Regmi did not publish elsewhere, preferring
instead to invest his energies in writing his books and
producing his periodicals. Scholars (including this
writer) who approached him for contributions often felt
frustrated by his unwillingness to accede. In later years,
it was also difficult to engage him in conversation, for
Parkinson’s disease had begun to take its toll. He would
answer specific questions and then revert back to re-
calling his past work and current obsessions.

In a rare appearance in a 1990 seminar entitled
Kathmandu city and the Guthi system today, Regmi
presented a paper highlighting the adverse impact on
the civic iife of Kathmandu resulting from the disap-
pearance or institutional violations of this native mode
of endowment-based philanthropy. But this presenta-
tion by the foremost scholar of the Guthi system began
and ended with an apology. He stated, “The research
has been inadequate and the presentation sketchy. The
saving grace is that my aim in this paper has been to
stimulate thought, not to present cut and dried sclu-
tions. If, therefore, the points | have made here provoke
you to sit up and think on how we may be able to pre-
serve and build on the initiative and liberality of our
ancestors in using a portion of their wealth to construct
and maintain temples, shrines, and other public assets
in this city of ours, my efforts will not have gone waste”.

Some of the obituaries published since his death
have lamented the fact that the wealth of insights Regmi
had produced in his research works had not been used
by the Nepali state. But Regmi hiimself was much more
modest about the use of his work for Nepal's develop-

ment. This he made clear in a short write-up in Himal
in 1993 titled “Why 1 write Economic History”: “I do
not feel that there is any need for me to make an attempt
to justify my research and writings on the economic
history of Nepal in terms of their relevance to the mun-
dane issues of economic development and political evo-
lution. For me, far more inspiring and ennobling has
been the feeling of participation, at whatsoever elemen-
tary level it may be, in the eternal quest for knowledge.
In the course of exploring and recording a previously
unknown and uncharted aspect of the history of the
Nepali people and, therefore, of mankind as a whole, |
have the feeling of having left my footprints on the sands
of time”.

Regmi could provide us with historical narratives
of previously uncharted aspects of Nepal's past pre-
cisely because he showed no interest in the gimmickry
embedded in medals and natienal honours. His spiri-
tual quest in academia was made possible in part by
his fierce independence of mind and dedication, and
in part by the fact that he could work in his modest
study without the distractions provided by vacuous
honours and recognitions. Regmi’s footprints will be
with us for a long time to come. i
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Bahauddins'war

by Ishrat Firdousi

Corporal Kazi Bahauddin, 24
Bengali soldier in Pakistan Army
November, 1971

The Western Front

“Is it true that you're in love with the old girl’s daugh-
ter?”

1 tald the clowns the old woman treated me like a
son and since | was going to get bloody killed any day
I didn’t exactly mind a mother waiting on me. Not only
was she kind and affectionate, she also brought me a
glass of milk every day, though [ forced her to accept
payment. We had money on us, not being able to send
any home. But those bastards didn’t like it and finally
stopped her from visiting, with stuff like “The place is
restricted”, or, “Why bring the milk? Do you want him
to marry your daughter and take her to Bangal Mulk
(Bangladesh)?”

The old woman lived in a nearby village with her
beautiful young daughter who I had met but once.

The {West) Pakistanis had to trust us. Many senior
non-coms in the unit were Bengalis. The div also had a
Bengali infantry battalion {not sure about the unit) and
we knew all along we were heading for a war but we
were powerless to do anything openly. We could only
pray to Allah to make Bangladesh independent, but on
the ground we had to fight against India. Being sta-
tioned in (West) Pakistan, what worked was that we
were Muslims and Indians were Hindus, at least most
of them were, and we had fought before so if we have to
fight again what was there to think about? If we were
stationed in Bangladesh it would be different, but here
we forced ourselves to think we were there to assist the
Pakistanis. We decided not to desert them. We'd speak
freely and tell them that now there was this conflict
with India, this has to come to an end, cne way or an-
other.

“As Bengalis we’d naturally want Bangladesh to
be free”, we told them. “Didn’t Muhammad Ali Jinnah
want Pakistan? Didn't he get it? Now Bengalis want to
be free from Pakistan so if you give us our freedom the
problem will be solved. But we'll certainly fight the In-
dians here! Send us to the front and see! If we betray
you we'll have to answer some day. We recite the same
kalemas”.

And they'd grin nervously. They had faith in us.
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The div was to move at 8:00 that night and T was
responsible for an area ten-mile square. [ was there pri-
marily to direct military traffic as all road signs had
been removed. It was bush, brush and desert country
and | was stationed near a bridge. Flares were going up
all around and my Military Police armband could be
seen from far. The barder was three to four miles away
and I knew that commandos were already in each oth-
er’s territory. | was shaking with fear and praying. Work
was going on under the bridge 70-80 feet below. 1 could
see their fires, even smell their dinner.

Then, regiment after regiment with their artillery,
tanks and trucks began moving to their battalion loca-
tions. Passing drivers would mutter, “1s he one of ours?”

And I'd assure them” “Apna admi hai yaar, from 1
MP unit of Lahore. Don't be scared. That's the road you
take. You'll find another MP so many miles ahead and
he’ll change your direction a bit. Don’t go over ten miles
an hour...” et cetera. During a lull in the traffic a jackal
almost gave me a heart attack. At 5:00 in the morning
the MP jeep picked me up. Our camp was in a guava
orchard. .

That evening, people were at dinner or waiting their
turn. We had almost finished eating when we heard
this guy ask another beside him, “You've got meat in
your plate so how come [ don't have any, sisterf...? Are
you the cook’s father?”

Another was staring at a piece of meat in his lentils
as his neighbour said, “The cook sure knows who to
give meat to! So is he getting paid? How much is he
getting?” (Cook told us later he was as bewildered be-
cause if there was meat he didn’t put it; meatless day it
was as far as he knew.) Then someone shrieked, “Ave,
what's this in my plate?!” Something long and black,
like a tail. And someone found a head. Looked like
a rat.

There were horrified shouts and some people start-
ed getting sick. A few tough bastards however were
still shoveling it down as their iron-stomached friends
exhorted, “Come on, serve us! What's happened’s hap-
pened. Now, let’s eat!”

[ was a bit shaken but didn’t get sick or hysterical.
As we were coming out of the tent, the quartermaster
found me.

“What happened, Bahauddin?”

“Don’t know, Major Saab,” [ said. “Seems like some
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wot meat and others didn’t and didn’t like it. But [ didn’t
get any—"

The cooking fires were under a tree and a big fat rat
had fallen into our dinner. The quartermaster ordered
the cook to run around the orchard ten times—with the
pot of lentils on his head. The cook almost died.

I was attached to Div HQ and at 4:00 in the after-
noon they said we'd commence firing at 6:00, two hours
away. [ shivered involuntarily. | had never seen war,
Training was one thing. [ went and got half a dozen
epws and quickly boited them and some chola (chanay ka
dal) as well. T checked the rest of my gear. Everything
was in place.

Qur artillery opened up on time and continued un-
til 8:00 at night. Four hours later, the Indians opened
their account. It was hell. Shells and bombs began de-
scending on us. A 300 pounder landed a couple of hun-
dred yards away and made a huge crater—my bunker
collapsed and | was being buried alive! T raised my
head from under the sand and began hollering at
Shafayat, & Bengali from Comilla, in the nearest bun-
ker. He must have been very occupied and [ managed
to scramble out on my own but everything else—haver-
sack, clothes, boiled eggs, lentils, water, cven my rifle—
was under a ton of sand. [ could only curse the Indians.

The fellowing evening, the first prisoners arrived—
four Sikh soldiers. We had made a pen with barbed
wire and they continued to deliver them until there were
eighteen. And there were three ot us—a Punjabi driver,
a Pathan guard and [ but we assured the prisoners we'd
shoot only the troublemakers. They swore they wouldn't
try anything.

We were then told to take the lot to Chhanga Manga
a huge forest more than a hundred miles away where
they had an underground prison. We loaded the pris-
oners in a three-ton lorry. The Punjabi and the Pathan
sat in front and | was the lone guard at the back. Per-
haps the two had conspired that if the prisoners made
a break it'd be the Bengali who'd get hurt. The prison-
crs assured me repeatedly that they would give me no
trouble. It was very cold and their condition was bad.
Many were wounded. Let alone escape, [ thought some
might die on the way. L had a blanket top of the overcoat
and with a prayer to Allah to protect me from the ele-
ments [ gave it to them saying, “huddle together and
put this on top. It'll casc the cold a bit”.

As we rumbled along, | noticed a young Indian sit-
ting nearby. His name was Makhan Sheel and he was a
good athlete of the Indian army. He had caught a burst-
ing in one shoulder. They had plugged him and patched
him up but only just. He scemed like a nice guy so 1
tried a conversation.

“Achcha, Makhan, tell me truthfully. Do you want
that our two countries should fight and destroy each
other?”

In obvious pain he grinned thoughtfully and said,
“What can I say, bhaiya? I swear, my heart never wish-
es that we fight Pakistan for a smgie day. Look at the
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result, I'm hurt and a prisoner. Likewise, many more of
your comrades arc our prisoners in the east. Why should
we fight? It's true that 'm a Hindu and you're a Mus-
limm. In the end, a Elindu and a Muslim are brothers. [t's
not as if you're from Europe and I'm from Africa. Paki-
stan and India are together (meaning side by side). The
places have not moved after mdcpondemo 50, why
wag there a war? Can anyone explain with satisfac-
tion? But what can you and 1 do? Our officers com-
mand us and we have to obey and so we have to fight
each other or for sure thev'll shoot us!” He said that
laughingly. Both armies had once been the same Brit-
ish Indian Army.

“Arc you actually going to kill us”, he asked after a
long, pause.

“Of course not!” | retorted. “They’d have done it
carlier if they wanted. Now the Red Cross know about
you. No father’s son has the power to kill any of you .

I added I'd see to it that they got medical attention
when we reached. Then, | revealed that I was a Bengali
from Dakha. His face brightened up as he whispered,
“What can 1 do for you?” And he was a prisoner! He
shook my hands but there was a tint_,e of sadness in hiq
voice when he said, “That’s why you're so kind to us”

1 didn’t know what to say, so after a while | c;houted
out to the Pathan in front; “Khan, come over! I'm dying
of cold!”

“Bhai, I'll join you. Give me a couple of minutes”

When the lorry stopped 1 got down to stretch. The
Pathan sidled up and whispered., “If anyone tries to
escape, don't make it hard for him, let him go”. He was
shaking like a leaf with the cold or fear | don’t know.

“Son of a sisterf...!” [ hissed. “1f any escape they'te
going to blame the Bengali first—me! They'll shoot me
and you'll get off! If you do any hanky-panky, I'll shoot
youll’

“No yaar, | was just joking!”

Didn’t sound like joking when he proposed it. We
reached at five in the morning. The prisoners were half-
dead.

“See that they get their purce and tea”, 1 told the
regimental cook. “After all they're human beings. May-
be because of our kindness Almighty Allah will forgive
our sins”.

The cook gave me a curious look.

“They are allocated rations, aren't they?”
him, meaning the prisoners,

He nedded.

“They too have many of our men”, | said gently.

Maybe ‘Allah will ease their troubles a blt over there if
we do our bit over here”.

And the man agreed.

The Pakistanis laid waste Cussre Hind and Fuckre
Hind, twin Indian townships. The place was a pilgrim-
age spot and the Indians had thick concrete bunkers
that the Pakistanis couldn’'t dent in '65, but now they
were a mess, The Indians retreated beyond the river
and then destroyed the bridge. And everything that

I asked
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could be taken, was carted away by the Pakistanis, in-
cluding railway tracks. The Indians were doing the
same in other fronts.

We knew Bangladesh was almost free. In the west,
Pakistan had been beaten almost everywhere and only
our div had actually captured Indian territory, Allah
knows how, something like five miles deep by ten miles
across, | think.

| saw a forest that was the place of a terrible battle.
Ten to fifteen thousand soldiers had fought in a small
area. Big trees had been torn up and blown to match-
-ticks. I also saw lots of dead animals. Vultures were
circling near and far but for man or animal there was
no way to know.

The Indian soldiers were not that courageous, but
their officers were a different thing aitogether and were
usually out charging in front. Captured Indian officers
had often remarked that soldiers of Pakistan officered
by Indians could beat any army in the world. Remark-
ably, many Pakistani soldiers agree, privately of course.

Once, a second lieutenant’s mother and sister were
visiting him when a shell landed in their midst killing
all three. The only other casualties near me were villag-
ers, old people who were also sickly, seven or eight of
them, all victims of shelling,.

No one wanted to leave his bunker because of the
artillery and the planes. If you missed chow-time you
missed for good for the day. What was left, and little
was, they'd bury immediately afterwards.

On 8 December, | was coming from the iangar-khaa-
na with a flask of tea when [ndian planes arrived over
us! In a flash, I was on my knees with my nose pressed
to the ground. But I still held the flask aloft with my left
hand and with my right, [ franticaily tore handfuls of
grass from a nearby clump and showered them over
my backside. Camorflage, littie bit.

Just then, the div commander came out and saw me.
The motherf...began laughing like he was going insane.
“Look, sisterf...s, look at the Bengali’s wits!” he
screamed. “Come out of your bunkers! Even if you get
killed you must see this!! Dekho Bangali ka halath dekho!
Dekho uska dimagh kasia kam kiya!” (Look at the Benga-
li’s state! Sce how his brain worked!).

Some bastards laughed so hard they almost got sick.

Next morning | was feeling terrible. From the day
the war started, a week earlier, 1 had not washed or
changed. 1 couldn’t dig my stuff out because [ coutdn’t
get any help in that “Ya Nafsi, Allal, Allah” situation, I
was itchy and icky all over and stinking. | finally de-
cided, come what may, I'll take a bath. After a crap, |
went to a large bush near the canal’s edge and stripped.
Stark naked, | glanced around. Three Indian warplanes
came darting in, straight at me, and the sons of bitches
were firing!

Like a turtle I dove and disappeared under the wa-
ter! The pilots must have seen me because I'd scen them.
Underwater, [ could hear the shigs coming in alt around
me though not in the immediate vicinity. A minute later
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I had to come up for air. The planes were still circling. T
scrambled ashore but had a hard time pulling on my
clothes over my wet body (try it sometimes). A gale of
laughter greeted me from other bunkers but I jumped
into my trench before the sons of bitches in the sky came
in for another strafing run. Then Pakistani aircraft came
and chased them away.

Thousands of civilians arrived to see the captured
territory. Many had come from as far as Karachi. One
family in a car stood parked nearby for a long time and
it was our duty to move them along so T walked up.

“Are you waiting for something, sir?” 1 asked the
man at the wheels.

“Yes”, he said. “Just to speak to vou.”

“Why, sir?”

“Because you're a soldier of the nation. My two chil-
dren (boy and a girl) would like to shake your hands”.

“QOkay”, | said.

They came out of the car.

“Do you just want to shake hands or do you want a
meeting of hearts?”, 1 asked.

The kids grinned as T hugged them and the man
wept.

“Why're you crving?”, I asked.

“Out of pride and happiness”, he replied.

1 was moved but told them soldiers couldn’t fratern-
ise too much and MDs even less. The kids touched my
feet in reverence before they left,

A squirrel had jumped and startled a jackal, or it
was the other way round, but lance corporal Lal Khan
decided Indian commandos were paving a call. He
opened fire and the entire brigade came alive to possi-
bilities.

“Couldn’t you realise...?” they asked later.

“What's there to realise” Lal Khan demanded with
some heat. “Where there’s not supposed be any noise,
this bloody jackal’s making like commando, so what
do T know?”

You really couldn’t blame him much but later we'd
tease him about Indian commando jackals.

Firing had eascd; the war had stopped officially.
One day, Hav Maj Mohammad Hossain calicd me over.

“Yaar, leave now and I'll personally see that no one
shoots at you”, he said pointing at the border. “Go!
Bangladesh is already free!”

I didn’t accept his offer, wasn't sure everyone would
follow the drill. But other Bengalis were crossing over
and without invitation.
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My monsoons

by Venu Madhav Govindu

May is the hottest month when the unrelenting
heat is punctuated by the only pleasure to be
had, bouts of mango eating. But one evening
in the middle of the month, it rained. The mugginess
that had steadily increased over the day meant that my
usual jog in the evening was a sweaty affair giving the
impression of having been more vigorous than usual.
But all of the discomfort melted away as the rain lashed
against me, almost painfully. It was obviously a brief
atfair and the next day the sun returned with its im-
mense, fiery rage to torment us for some more time. But
while it lasted, the air was cool and gave a sense of
satiation.

A few hours after these showers, my room was sud-
denly filled with dozens of winged insects fatefully tling-
ing themselves at the fluorescent lamp. Their ancient
biological clocks triggered by the unseasonal rain, in a
brief hour or so a whole
frenzied cycle of life and
death was enacted. The
resident lizards were prob-
ably confused at this unex-
pected feast, but by the next
morning it was all over. The
only visible reminders
were the hundreds of trans-
lucent wings that dappled
the wet earth outside my
window. Wings shaped to
perfection for flight, like the
airflows in textbooks that
explained streamline flow
and lift due to Bernoulli’s
principle.

These rains had arrived duc to a depression in the
Bay of Bengal and one was acutely aware of the possi-
ble damage this cyclone could inflict on the coastal ar-
eas and its people. Over a week the cyclone had built
up over the bay and made its way towards us on the
eastern coast in Visakhapatnam. Thankfully it petered
out without causing any damage and the heat came
back with a vengeance. So while [ had relished this
brief munificence of the weather gods, 1 also looked for-
ward to the real rains.

In early June, ] travelled westwards to Goa on the
other coast and the rains had just about arrived here.
On the western coast of India, the monsoon is a partic-
ularly striking, often overwhelming experience. Watch-

ing the endless sheets of rain pour down is exhilarat-
ing and refreshing but experiencing, it for a whole month
is also a sobering reminder of the immense power of
nature, It is mid-July and the heavens have literally
opened up here. The river Mandovi is swollen and
roiled and even on a short bus-ride through Goa’s pe-
culiar landscape where urban and rural areas intrude
onto each other, one encounters in quick succession
fully flooded emerald-green rice fields juxtaposed with
damp, urban areas. The beauty of the natural landscape
is unfortunately marred by clusters of ugly advertise-
ment hoardings. And in a more mundane sense, the
perennial wetness also means that clothes take forever
to dry and it’s a hopeless task trying to keep your house
free of insects and fungi.

In the landmass defined in ancient texts as Hima-
vat-Setu-Paryantam - from the Himalaya to Ramesh-
waram - two natural fac-
tors have played an im-
mensely significant role.
The geographic girding of
the sub-continent, in the
north, by the high ranges
of the Himalaya strung as

a geographical barrier on
the one hand and the im-
mense waters surrounding
peninsular India on the
other has meant that its
ecology, history, social and
cultural life would acquire
a distinct flavour. All of
this is dealt with élan by
scholar-diplomat KM Panikkar in his many essays on
geographical history, primarily The Himalayas in Indian
Life and Indin and the Indian Ocenn. While the Himala-
vas acted as a historic barrier to people and the winds,
thereby contributing to the region’s uniqueness, the
oceans carried trading ships and colonisers to our
shores. And both have worked in tandem every year to
create the defining feature of India’s climate - the mon-
SOOMS.

The monsoon builds up slowly over a period of
months. The intense summer heat is absorbed to differ-
ent extents by the land and the oceans resulting in an
energy imbalance. Like any imbalance abhorred by
nature, this energy differential results in a seasonal shift
in wind direction and the moisture sucked up from the

HIMAL 16/8 August 2003



Reflections

oceans is carried landwards by south-westerlies result-
ing in the monsoon, a term derived from the Arabic
word mausim meaning season. The arrival of the mon-
soon has been a much awaited event. The very pulse of
the region’s life depends on it. Breaking out after a long,
harsh summer the monsoon is life giving. On its timeli-
ness and generosity hinges the hopes and lives of mil-
lions of people. The subcontinent gets almost all its rain
in a short spell of a few months and the flora, fauna
and people have had to adapt to this invariant of our
annual weather. Thus the entire agricultural cycle and
consequently, the life of a farming community is syn-
chronised to the arrival of the monseon. The develop-
ment of irrigation networks in modern times has miti-
gated this dependence to some extent but only by that
much, for there are few rivers with perennial sources.
And the acute stress on our water resources, due to
rampant over-use, coupled with the absence of even
minimal social security means that for the rural poor,

untold misery is always a real threat as demonstrated

by the failure of the monsoons last year. A good mon-
soon on the other hand implies a measure of prosperity
to many and has, what economists like to call, a ‘multi-
plier effect’” on all our lives. Thus the imprint of the
monsoon is visible everywhere, in every aspect of our
life - from the vagaries of our predominantly rain-fed
agricultural economy to our joyful music and arts. But
if is also significant in ways that are not so obvious.
The grandeur and significance of the monsoons is
recognised by CV Seshadri, a scientist whose sweep of
pioneering work included a path-breaking “alternate
way” of looking at energy, as opposed to alternative
energy sources which do not address the political econ-
omy of energy. This finds expression in “Development
and Thermodynamics”, a seminal essay whose social
and intellectual implications are neither fully under-
stood nor widely appreciated. Scientific definitions are
assumed to be value-free, but Seshadri incisively points
to their inherent anthropocentric bias. Criginally, en-
tropy was developed as a concept in thermodynamics
to capture the notion that everyday transformations are
unidirectional in nature, eg. the melting of ice or the
wilting of a flower. However the accepted scientific
definition of useful work (derived from the entropy idea)
deems industrial processes (eg. combustion engines or
industrial furnaces) to be more “efficient’ comnpared to
natural processes based on a lower rate of energy trans-
fer. Seshadri uses the monsoon as a perfect illustration
of this for “the monsoon over Asia and Africa carries
billions of tons of water across the continents, perform-
ing countless gigajoules of work but the [scientific] def-
inition makes this work of Jow quality because itis done
across small gradients at ambient temperatures”. The
first squalls of the monsoon make landfall on the west-
ern coast in early June although its regularity and in-
tensity is affected by a host of factors including the dis-
tant ocean current known as the El Nino. Over the next
few weeks as an anxious nation watches, it advances
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over the entire region, soaking us in its riches.

Despite dramatic changes in our economic and so-
cial organisation in recent years, the fundamental im-
portance of the monsoons remains unchanged. And
for once even the chattering classes and the media take
notice. While they might not care too much about star-
vation deaths (except when it embarasses them abroad},
the Indian business class craving integration into the
global market cannot ignore the fact that a good mon-
soon means disposable income in rural hands which
would feed the giant engine of the Indian economy.
Consequently, over the years predicting the monsoon’s
arrival and estimating its volume has become a ritual
laden with significance. Stuffy meteorologists make
prime-time news when they announce the arrival date
of the monsoon. And steeped in human hubris, the rains
that arrive earlier than predicted are stubbornly put
down in the category of ‘pre-monsoon showers’.

Given the complex nature of weather and the lack of
historical data, developing accurate predictions is ob-
viously hard, a problem made worse in a world where
the impact of a couple of centuries of pell-mell industri-
alisation in the West is increasingly visible in the un-
predictability of global climatic conditions. But since
the monsoon is so critical, failing to predict it accurate-
ly generates its own share of controversy. The Indian
Meteorological Department had for some years used a
statistical model for predicting the total quantity of
monsoon rainfall. This model was a power regression
performed using 16 different observed meteorological
quantities like temperature, pressure, wind speed etc.
measured in different regions of the world. However,
the prediction for last year’s monsoon was way off the
mark, consequently the statistical model was drasti-
cally pared down to ten variables, perhaps proving once
again the importance of Occam’s Razor in science - a
principle that holds that simpler explanations are pref-
erable over more complex ones.

Important as it is, the monsoon is not just about ag-

“riculture and economics. it also plays a fundamental

role in the sub-continents’ cultural and social imagina-
tion. Indian literature, music and almost every form of
artistic expression is full of allusions to the rains, the
most famous literary celebration of the monsoons be-
ing the poem Meghadutam by Kalidasa who is presumed
to have lived around the fifth century. In this master-
piece, a yaksha in exile in the Vindhyas, implores the
megha-dutam (cloud-messenger as essayists usefully
point out) to carry his message of love and longing to
his beloved in the Himalayas. In Meghadutani, consid-
ered by many to be unsurpassed in its lyrical beauty,
Kalidasa uses this simple literary device as an excuse to
describe the many captivating sights during the north-
ward journey of the cloud. According to one writer the
poem is said to be plentiful in “unvarying freshness of
inspiration and charm” and marked by “delightful im-
agery”, “profound insight into our emotions” and dem-
onstrating “oneness with the phenomena of nature”.
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Our music is also replete with allusions to the rains
as exemplified by the many Malhars in khayal. For me
the most accessible of them is the traditional bandish
‘Barkha Ritu Aayi’ in Rag Megh which immediately
brings to mind Ustad Amir Khan's soulful rendering
in the difficult jroemra tanl that he made his own. Also
fascinating is the cascade of onomatopoeic taans by
Ustad Fateh Ali Khan who belongs to what is left of the
Patiala Gharana in Pakistan,

The rains do dramatically transtorm a parched land-
scape and can be both exhilarating and life-giving. No
wonder it has the rich subtext of the erotic as amply
depicted in the finely crafted miniature paintings of the
Punjab and Himachal foothills of India. Amongst the
finest expressions of the Indian idecational aesthetic,
these paintings often have a jewel-like finish and a fre-
quent theme is that of the monsoons. Exquisitely
crammed in an area the size of your palm, elegant cranes
arch upwards, the sky is filled with billows of blue-
black clouds and forks of lightning snake down to-
wards the lush, fecund garden where peacocks delight
in their dance and the dark-limbed Krishna seduces
Radha.

There are myriad expressions of the sub-continents’
sense of the monsoons but you would not know that if
vou rcad Alexander Frater's Chasing the Monsoon.
Frater’s very original idea of following the trajectory of
the monsoon, literally chasing it, is marred by a remark-
able degree of philistinism (Not a single reference is
made tothe cultural dimensions of our rains). He ap-
proaches the monsoon with the eye and nostalgia of an
angrezi sahib and chases it by plane with intermittent
pit stops in the swankiest of hotels. Thus, although
useful, being marked by characteristic British peevish-
ness makes Chasing an excrcise in self-indulgence and
fails to capture the real aroma of the monsoon and its
effect on the minds of us Indians.

My childhood memories of rain are from Bengal. As
anyone familiar with Bengal would tell you, Kal Boisa-
khi meant large, dark and ominous cleuds bursting with
moisture. It also meant lots of dust whipped up by the
winds followed by a fierce and spectacular son of lunmi-
iere. Sometimes the scorching heat of the summers was
dramatically quenched by sudden hailstorms. Occa-
sionally the hail was big enough to tear through um-
brellas and we children avidly collected them with
whelps of joy. However the romance of natural ice died
one year with the arrival of our fridge, till years later, as
a student | moved to snowy Boston. It was only after
spending a couple of years there that | began to appre-
ciate the West’s perception of rain, in particular about
how it differed so much from ours. Till then the image
of the dark figure with a big hat and upturned raincoat-
collar did not make much sensc to me and some Amer-
icans were quite puzzled when their Indian friends
waxed nostalgic about the rains. The rains in the tem-
perate areas are slow, ubiquitous, dark and breoding
inducing melancholy feelings. Seattle on the West Coast

of the United States was of course the butt of our jokes
as it received rain pretty much year round. This obvi-
ously also explained the stunningly crisp, fresh feel of
its bright summers.

Given this ceascless, gloomy rain it also makes sense
that Seattle is the birthplace of the coffee boom in Amer-
ica which was a real blessing for it introduced a few
ringing notes of taste to Americans otherwise used to
downing a concoction that we foreigners labelled “ot-
fice coffee” - tepid, tasteless dishwater madc worse with
a noxious non-dairy creamer extruded out of plentiful
American corn. Of course the real dreariness is sup-
posed to be in the English weather which led me into a
pop-history hypothests that it is this intolerable weath-
er which explains the English going crazy enough to

want to leave their island home and colonise the rest of
us. This also segues, however imperfectly, into one of
my pet gripes - our uncritical acceptance of the English
language. It is downright silly for peoplc in the sub-
continent to be using prov erbs like “S avm;, for a rainy
day” or “Make hay while the sun shines” in their daily
usage.

Of course the monsoons are a mixed blessing. [ts
failure wreaks havoc with people’s lives and an excess
of it creates untold misery in the form of floods and
landslides. This vulnerability of our rural society is of-
ten invisible to city-dwellers who quickly tire of the rains
once the summer heat abates and the drains start spill-
ing over. Personally, the monsoons have also taken on
a bitter-sweet taste since [ acquainted myself with the
Narmada valley and its people a few years ago. With
the notorious Sardar Sarovar dam rising even higher
this year, while the rest of the country rejoices in the
rains, the adivasis of Domkhedi, jalsindhi and many
other hamlets are again at the mercy of our collective,
national indifference coupled with the quirkiness of
the monsoon. Every September or so when the Narma-
da is swollen with months of rain, without warning
engineers upsiream release megatonnes of water to save
their dams. It takes almost two anxious days for these
massive sheets of water to make their way downstream
and the activist bush-telepraph works round the clock
with unverified and alarming measurements of the
waterlevels at Rajghat and other locations. As the swirl-
ing waters leave destruction in their wake, there is much
anxiety as to the safety of steadfast satyagrahis who in
the face of tremendous injustice cling to their lands.
Every year their brave cnactment of moral protest is
repeated and hardly noticed by a society preoccupied
with other ideas of progress, development and nation-
hood. And slowly the news trickles in with the pot-
gnancy of the loss of an intimate world - that mahua
tree, you know the one we had the meeting under last
vear, that’s gone; Luharia’s hut too...

With this knowledge, | can never listen to the ex-
quisite Rag Megh without a touch of sadness. For me
the monsoons have lost their innocence and I long to

A

regain it.
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SOUTHASIASPHERE

Trapped in history,
remembered in poetry

This town after all

Why doesn’t it say something

This town after all

Why does it lie

11 the map of our Hindosfan

— Rahul Rajesh in Hindi poem, “Yah Shahar”

THE FIVE Freedoms that Amartya Sen so eloquently
talks about — political freedom, economic facilities, so-
cial opportunities, transparency guarantees, and pro-
tective security — are conspicuous by their absence in
most parts of South Asia. The dreams of the midnight
children of August 14 in Pakistan and August 15 in
India lie shattered - only their shards glisten in the
sun, competing for attention with the sweat on the brows
of the likes of Pappu the rickshaw puller.

Afghanistan fell victim to the proxy
war of Cold War powers. The /
karma of Burma is to endure .
the misrule of its military. The
tyranny of the majority has pushed
Sri Lanka’s territorial integrity to the
precipice. The elite of Serendib is yet to show
the courage to step back - it is still staring
vacantly into the abyss.

Even Bhutan and Nepal have inherently au-
thoritarian regimes to reckon with. But what went
wrong with the three pieces of British India? To this
day, neither India nor Pakistan seems to have fully
recovered from the parting kick of the departing impe-
rialists. Their ignoble ranking in the recently published
Human Development Report of the UNDP clearly show
that the promises made during the midnight “tryst with
destiny” have not been kept.

Failure of political freedom to usher in any of the
other vital freedoms is common to all South Asian coun-
tries, but nowhere is its absence as stark as in Bihar.
This state has become such an embarrassment for the
netizens of resurgent upper-class India that they prefer
not to see, hear, or talk about it anymore. The plight of
Bihar does not make news, except when national chan-
nels need an earthy soundbite from Laloo Prasad Ya-
dav to enliven their ‘human interest’ stories.

State of anarchy
In a state where a popular song declaring “now that
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Jharkhand has separated, you would have to survive
on roots” is being sought to be banned, the Minister of
Tourism is planning “Root Tourism” for the Bihari di-
aspora from Mauritius, Fiji, and Suriname. The
government hopes that the prosperous progenies of
Girmitiya labour would be interested in visiting the vil-
lages of their ancestors. But if some of them were actu-
ally to respond to such a scheme, they wouid have to
travel exactly the way their forefathers did as they were
leaving for indentured labour overseas - in rowboats
along the banks of several tributaries of Ganga. Roads
in Bihar are an insult to the discipline of civil engineer-
ing.
"Despite being the third most-populous state of the
union, Bihar is on the verge of falling off the map of

India. The per capita income of an average Bihari

OK NJ id . — annually — is only INR 2193, which is about one

fourth of the national average of INR 8399.
Other indicators are as bleak -
rural poverty 43 percent (27.1
percent for India as a whole),
urban poverty 41.2 (23.6), liter-
acy 47.5 (65.4), female literacy
33.6 (54.2), increase in popu-
lation over the decade 28.4
(21.3), and density of population per square
kilometre 880 individuals (324, Indian average).
All figures in brackets are national averages of In-
dia. Perhaps the worst showing is in eleciricity con-
sumption , an indicator of the economic sickness of the
state -- as against the national average of 334.3, an aver-
age Bihari consumes only 54.9 units of electricity
per year.

Once you hear a student in Motihari reel off these
figures, you do not blame him if he says that his sole
aim in life is to get away from here. Not unlike some of
his ancestors, Ram Ashray says that he wouldn’t mind
being sold and resettled as Girmitiya in some unknown
land. It must be difficult to get any more desperate than
that.

When desperation is so extreme, it is but natural
that crime rules the roost. After dowry, kidnapping for
ransom is the second biggest ‘industry’ of Bihar, with
annual turnover in billions of rupees, providing direct
and indirect employment to thousands of pappus and
ram ashrays. Recently, a nephew of a state minister
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chi, Islamabad and Lahore. Members of the Pakistani
elite, at least, will be smug within the embrace of the
country that they have got to rule since 1947. They will
not be worrying about the Biharis languishing in the
Bangladesh camps. But they should be. If the creation
of Pakistan is justified, then the rehabilitation of all its
loyal citizens from its earlier wing in the east is even
more important than the jihad in Kashmir.

Just as the Mahatma - wherever he is, his soul is
unlikely to be resting in peace — must be shedding
tears at the plight of Biharis in India, the Qaid too
must be grieving for the promises to his most ardent
followers - the Biharis in the camps of Bangladesh
and those who made it across to the Orangi slums of
Karachi - that he could not keep.

Unification of the Subcontinent is a pipe dream of
Indian saffronites hallucinating about a non-existent
Akhand Bharat. But that does not deny the reality that
both India and Pakistan are artificial constructs run by
the well-to-do inheritors of the Raj. Indians have been
comparatively more fortunate, for they have not yet fall-
en prey to those who wear the uniform and institute
martial law. But India is too big a country to be run
from New Delhi and Pakistan is too diverse to be di-
rected from Islamabad cantonment. The imperial pat-
tern of centrally controlled territory has to give way to
truly self-ruled states.

On 14 August, Pakistanis will salute their flag — to
them Azadi Mubarak and Pakistan Zindabad. The follow-
ing day, from the ramparts of the Red Fort, Premier Atal
Bihari Vajpayee will in all likelihood read out a couplet
(given his latest pronouncements on the issue) valoris-
ing the ‘martyrs’ of Ayodhya and Gujarat on 15 Au-
gust. As likely is President Abdul Kalam dwelling upon
the virtues of vegetarianism in his address to the na-
tion. To the Indians, Swatantrata Diwas ki Shubhkamnay-
en (that's quite a mouthful, Hindi is indeed not even a
patch on Urdu) and Jai Hind. We all love our countries,
even though it seldom translates into love for our less
fortunate countrymen.

This independence day, General Musharraf is un-
likely to spare a thought for stranded Pakistanis in
Bangladesh who do not quality even as refugees. For-
get Vajpayee, East and West Champaran - the two dis-
tressed districts among so many of rump Bihar - will
probably noteven be in the thoughts of Rabri Devi, Chief
Minister.

Meanwhile, the Qaid is an icon, and the Mahatma
is yet another deity of the Hindu pantheon. Let’s pray
not to them, but for them, because their inheritors have
failed to deliver on their promises.

On 14 August 1947, Jinnah was burdened wiih the
worry of building a new nation from the country that
he had received after a bitter and bloody struggle. This
year, inheritors of his legacy have been busy bartering
the sovereignty of their country for a few billion dollars
in aid. On 15 August 1947, Mahatma Gandhi spent the
day. in Calcutta fasting and spinning. This year, the
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Pappu the riksapuller

FROM MOTIHARI in Bihar, New Delhi is a long
way — Dilli door ast. ‘Nearer’ is Birgunj in Nepal
where there is electricity all night long and the roads
are paved. The street lights work. School buildings
are clean. Temples are properly maintained. And
pulling the rickshaw is remunerative. Incessantly
complaining about their fate, middle-class Nepalis
need to visit Motihari to be told how blessed they
are.

Pappu the rickshaw-puller had once been to Bir-
gunyj to listen to a Hindu seer. He has nothing but
raise for the Hindu Rashtra and blames secularism
for all ills besetting his Hindustan. But he does not
know that despite his government’s public avowal
of secularism, places of worship vastly outnumber
schools, colleges and hospitals in India. Though
many of these temples and mosques date back cen-
turies, quite a few of them have been built after the
partition. Pappu does not even know that the sin-
gle most important agenda for his rulers in New
Delhi still is to build a temple on the exact spot
where an ancient mosque had previously been
pulled down by a frenzied mob of politicised Hin-
du zealots.

You do not expect Pappu to know that the poor
in Birgunj do not use fans despite the searing heat,
in order to minimise the electricity consumption.
He would not know that the per unit rate of power
in Nepal is one of the highest in the world, despite
the abundance of hydroelectric potential, and that
only 15 percent of Nepal’s people have access to
electricity. Neither would he know that rickshaw-
pulling in Birgunj is not as lucrative as it seems,
because unlike in Motihari, very few peddlers in
Nepal own their vehicles and the rest of them have
to submit a substantial share of the day’s earning
to their owners.

Each one of the working class in South Asia is
unhappy in his own way just as every member of
the Subcontinental elite is so much like the other.

rulers of Hindustan in New Delhi will probably spend
feasting and giving a Ramjanmbhoomi spin to Babri
Mosque controversy.

Orangi will not reply to Rahul Rajesh’s query, “This
town/ Why doesn’t it sleep all night long” and Motihari
will be too afraid to answer him when he asks, “This
town/ Why is it so scared/ Why is it so dead”.

Salute Aristotle, for he says: “Poetry is something
more philosophical and of graver import than histo-
ry”. Despite the ordeal of Biharis in Bangladesh, Bi-
haris in Bihar, Pandits in Kashmir, and Muslims in
Gujarat, poetry will survive. And towns revive once
again. Of that, Rahul Rajesh, in Jharkhand, can rest
assured. [



Review

The other side

of Bhutan

hutan may have become acces

sible by road and air but getting
into the kingdom is still difficult;
visas are granted to only a select few.
For scholars and others who do
manage to wangle an invitation, it
is a privilege with many attendant
rewards. Wealthy tourists who pay
hefty fees to visit the country might
get guided tours and bragging
rights, but lucky scholars invited by
the regime get all this plus access to
restricted information and hard-to-
meet sources, interviews with min-
isters and top officials, and an au-
dience with the monarch. Under-
standably, not many are willing to
give up these hard-won privileges
easily and foreigners invited to vis-
it Bhutan to hear {(and tell) the gov-
ernment’s version of any story will
seldom deskroy their chances for re-
peat visits by coming away with a
conscience and the urge to listen
to what the ‘other side” has to
say. Michael Hutt chose to be an ex-
ception.

There are over 100,000 refugees
from southern Bhutan languishing
in UNHCR-administered refugee
camps in southwestern Nepal. The
majority was forced out or tled Bhu-
tan in mid-1992 “when as many as
600 people arrived every day”. It was
in September of that year when the
exodus from southern Bhutan was
at its peak, that Hutt, who was then
planning the first-ever internation-
al conference on Bhutan (Bhutan: A
Traditional Order and the Forces of
Change, s0AS, London, March
1993), spent two weeks in the king-
dom as a special guest of the Royal
Government of Bhutan (RGOB). The
preface in Unbecoming Citizens has
some vignettes of this trip. In
Chirang district, the authorities con-
veniently arranged witnesses as
evidence of ‘voluntary’ emigration”:
“They would even dismantle their

houses, the dzongda* claimed, in
order to re-use the timber in refugee
camps in Jhapa”. But Hutt won-
dered if people could leave behind
their homes and simply, “if the
dzongda was to be believed, pick up
sticks and disappear?”

The tour, courtesy the RGOB,
raised questions in the author’s
mind and subsequently led to his
wanting to visit the refugee camps
in Nepal to seek answers. Till then,
he had not met a single refugee. It is

UNBECOMING CITIZENS

Culture, Nationhood, and the Flight of
Refugees from Bhutan
Michasl Hutt
Oxford University Press, New Delhi
2003, Hardcover, 308 pp
ISBN 019 566205 9
IRs 595

reviewed by Bhim Subba

to Hutt's credit that he chose to fol-
low his instincts to find out who the
refugees were and why they left their
homes and country. Unbecoming Cit-
izens is the result. The book does not
peint fingers nor does it propose a
real solution - what it does is trace
the history of the Lhotshampa (the
Southern Bhutanese) ‘minority” in
Bhutan and the changing definition
of nationalism by a ‘majority” which
sought to exclude them and eventu-
ally caused their departure.

The single quotes above are nec-
essary because the composition of
the Bhutanese population is con-
tested terrain. Even though the gov-

ernment has had an excellent sys-
tem of counting heads (because of
the labour contribution system) cen-
sus data has always remained a
closely guarded secret resulting in
wide fluctuations in population
breakdown cstimates. The range for
the percentage of ngalongs from the
western part of the country - politi-
cally dominant but an acknowl-
edged minority - varies from 10 to
28 but probably lies closer to 16-18
per cent; tigures for sharchops in the
eastern half of the kingdom, includ-
ing the central region east ot the
Black Mountain range, vary be-
tween 30 and 44 and probably is
around 38-40 per cent; estimates of
the Southern Bhutanese population
fluctuates between 25 and 53 but
was probably around 42-44 percent
before the refugee problem. The first
officially published total population
figure was 930,614 in 1969, but it
was the figure of 1.035 million that
was officially submitted that year fo
the UN,while joining the organisa-
tion, that grew annually to reflect
the groth rate to reach nearly one
and a half million by 1990. Every-
one knew this was not true and in
1990 (before the exodus of refugees),
the king disclosed in an interview
that the actual population of the
country was closer to 600,000. Tell-
inglv, Bhutan’s Human Development
Report, 2000, puts the Bhutanese
population in 1998 at 636,499, a fig-
ure that would fall short by approx-
imately the number of refugees if
600,000 were to rise at a growth rate
of around 2.6 per cent.

This review of Unbecoming Citi-
zens must be read with one thing in
mind - it is written by someone the
government of Bhutan has labeled
a criminal who has betrayed the
trust of the king, country and gov-
ernment. This blemish might not
matter much in any case, however,
becausc the book would have al-
ready failed the regime’s tests of
loyalty and truth, even from a for-
eigner. By repeatedly refusing to
grant a visa to the author once he

*Dzongoa or dzongdag is the district
administrator.
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tiered system” which “was de-
signed primarily for the purposes
of taxation”. Even after the country
was unified under the Wangchucks
in 1907, this system continued un-
til the 1960s. Justice was imparted
and revernue collected at the local
level by thekadars (contractors) with
the help of mandals (village head-
men), karbaris (headmen’s assis-
tants) and baidars (clerks). This ad-
ministrative system was quite dis-
tinct from the rest of the country and
involved detailed censuses and
record-keeping. Unlike in the North,
taxes were paid in cash and many of
the refugees have in their possession
to this day receipts issued during the
early part of the twentieth century.
The survival of these old documents
“among illiterate farming communi-
ties in a monsoon climate is evidence
of an early bureaucratization of this
administrative system and the set-
tlers’ cognizance of the importance
of such documents”.

In the absence of literature on
Bhutan generally (“the ordinary
people of the north were under-rep-
resented in the accounts of Bhu-
tanese history and culture”) and
southern Bhutan in particular (“the
people of the south were practically
invisible”), old tax receipts could
perhaps be used as windows to the
past, their detailed scrutiny allow-
ing a rough reconstruction of the
history of South Bhutan. In his own
brief survey of such documents in
the refugee camps, Hutt saw “at
least seven different varieties of tax
receipts, each of which could be as-
signed to a distinct period”. For in-
stance, the oldest receipt he identi-
fied was for an amount of Rs § as
house tax dated 1907, the year he-
reditary monarchy was first estab-
lished. This says three things: at the
time the first king was crowned on
December 17, 1907, there were per-
manent tax-paying Nepali settlers
in the South ; there was an effective
bureaucracy in control in the South
{in the North taxes were collected
only in kind until 1954 and total
conversion to a cash system was
accomplished only in 1964); the tax
rate was significant considering that

62

the entire annual non-tax revenue
of the country at that time amount-
ed to just Rs 50,000 granted as a
‘subsidy’ by British India following
the annexation of the Duars plains
in 1865.

The tax receipts which appear
to have been generally standardised
by the 1920s had provisions for
household tax, tax on irrigated and
dry fields, cows, buffalo, sheep, gun
license fee, other fines, and so on,
These may also tell their story indi-
cating where, for example, animal
husbandry might have been more
common than agriculture. For in-
stance, on the basis of such receipts
the author is able to date the intro-
duction of southern Bhutan’s main
cash crops, orange and cardamom,
to the early 1950s. Taxes were col-
lected and receipts issued by man-
dals under the authority of individ-
uals/families wielding the real
power. Thus, even though all of
Bhutan came under hereditary mon-
archy in 1907, for half a century the
kings seemed to have had little in-
fluence or control over the South.
The perception in the .South of the
relative ranks of the Dorjes and the
king “seems to have mirrored the
situation in Nepal where a Rana
Maharaja was effectively in control
of the kingdom from 1846 to 1951
while the king’s role was largely
ceremonial”.

Receipts in Chirarig continued
to be issued under the authority of
the Dorjes while those in Samchi
were issued by the Gurung family.
Revenue was deposited in Kalim-
pong and Paro (where a support-
er/representative of the Wang-
chucks had replaced the earlier rul-
ing family around 1906) until 1958
when the central government final-
ly began collecting taxes directly.
The language used for receipts and
other official documents in South
Bhutan tell one more significant sto-
ry - reflecting the changing attitudes
of the government, Nepali gave way
to Nepali/English which in turn
was replaced by English/Dzong-
kha and finally Dzongkha became
the language in use for official com-
munication by the 1990s.

Conditions for belonging
The story of southern Bhutan is the
story of Nepalis in Bhutan. The eth-
nic boundary with an imaginary
line delineating a Nepali zone in the
south exclusively for Nepalese set-
tlers, Hutt says, is an accident of
history and reflects a “competition
over natural resources” which “has
since been invested with a loftier
role” of protecting an endangered
Buddhist state. The near-total iso-
lation of the two communities was
convenient in the pre-modern era
when new settlers wanted nothing,
more than the right to live peaceful-
ly off the land and, in turn, the rul-
ers were satisfied with the taxes
they received. In the absence of a
welfare systern, there were no addi-
tional obligations or expectations on
either side (although the settlers also
formed a butfer zone that was mu-
tually beneficial to both Bhutan and
the British). Indeed, in an era when
citizens were merely a means to earn
revenue, Kathmandu's government
initiated a campaign offering free
land, tax exemptions and amnesties
to entice Nepalis from southern
Bhutan to return to settle in the new-
ly opened up areas in the southeast-
ern area of Morang. This compelled
Bhutan to complain to the British
that Nepal was wooing its ‘subjects”.
Half a century later these same “sub-
jects” were being forced to leave.
Between the intervening period
of wanting the Southern Bhutanese
to stay and leave, Bhutan went from
being an undeveloped country with-
out schools, hospitals, electricity,
telephone or a single kilometre of
motorable road to a country with all
the modern trappings - education
and public health facilities, a net-
work of roads, an airline, and elec-
tricity to spare. The development
process that transformed the king-
dom was initiated by the third King
Jigme Dorji Wangchuck (1928-
1972). Tt was during his reign that
the main institutions of state were
established, beginning with the Ts-
hongdu, or national assembly, in
1953. This was foilowed by other
changes including land reforms,
abolishing of serfdown, introduction
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of education and health facilities,
selting up of a modern administra-
tive machinery and a cabinet of min-
isters, and so on.

Starting in the early 1960s, the
country as a whole began to be gov-
erned as one with a common admin-
istrative system although different
provisions were still retained where
necded for the special requirements
of the South. But the most signifi-
cant reform was the granting of na-
tionality by royal decree at the end
of 1958 to all Southern Bhutanese.
No doubt the third King was a vi-
sionary leader, but Hutt may have
done a disservice by ignoring the
role of his brother-in-law and Prime
Minister Jigmi Palden Dorje,
the son of Raja ST Dorje and
grandson of Ugen Dorje, the
Bhutan Agents for the British
in Kalimpong, considered by
many to be the principal ar-
chitect of these reforms.

Southern Bhutanese con-
tributed to the nation-building
process. The 173-km road from
the Indian border to Thimphu,
the capital, will always re-

main in the collective memo- The

this relatively brief period the three
communities camc closer. Inthe first
half of the 1980s, the government
even actively promoted a process of
accelerated assimilation to nurture
a sense of belonging among the
Southern Bhutanese. But even as
this modern Bhutan was taking
shape, Hutt writes, “the Lhotsham-
pas’ growing confidence and influ-
ence came to be seen as a threat to
the ethicized order of power” and
the “nature of its likely sociopofiti-
cal consequences came clearly into
view” forcing the government to
“adjust the constitution and consis-
tency of the pluralism upon which
the modernizing forces were begin-

Lhotshampa exiles remember the road to Thimpu.

tanese parents was a citizen). At the
same time the state also adopted the
dangerous concept of homogenised
nationalism where some Bhutanese
came to be seen as more authentic
than the rest. The culture of the
North was promoted at the cost of
all others. This had a greater impact
on the lives of people in southern
Bhutan where the language, culture
and traditions are completely differ-
ent. (The culture in the East is the
same as that in the West even
though the language is different.)
Together, the two formed a lethal
combination as far as the Southern
Bhutanese were concerned.

The retroactive application of the
different Citizenship Acts
and impossible requirements
set out during the census ex-
ercise of 1988 to prove their
bona fides (submission of
1958 tax receipts) in tandem
with strict enforcement of the
government’s new cultural
policies naturally led to resis-
tance in the South. At a time
when their right to nationali-
ty seemed to be under threat,
the introduction of a compul-

ry of Southern Bhutanese. -
Building the infrastructure for a
modern state needed workers, and
in a form of labour conscription
where one in every three adults was
required to be at the government
worksite, between 1961 and 1966,
every person between 17 and 55
years had to spend four months
each year working on this road. The
rotation was decided by the man-
dals and karbaris. It was the respon-
sibility of anyone unable to report
for work for whatever reason to
send a replacement. The people liv-
ing in the refugee camps remember
this highway as the material evi-
dence of their contribution to the
building of modern Bhutan.
Within two and a half decades
from the time Southern Bhutanese
were granted nationality, Bhutan
was transformed. The spurt of de-
velopment activities brought the
North in contact with a region and
people with whom it had till then
been deliberately kept apart. During
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ning to act”. Hutt explores the re-
sultant changing “conditions for
belonging” that were gradually in-
troduced and analyses “the process
of decay”.

Nationism

The decision to construct a protec-
tive shell around one culture meant
that the ‘other” had to subjugated -
or expelled. The die was cast once
the rulers in Thimphu adopted such
a policy, “labeled ‘nationism’ and
defined as ‘the desire of a state to
have a nation of its own’, as distinct
from nationalism, ‘the desire of a
nation to have a state of its own’”.
Conditions for citizenship were
gradually made more restrictive
with each new Citizenship Act and
this largely affected the new immi-
grants in the South (under the 1958
Act - a child born of a Bhutanese
parent was a citizen; 1977 - a child
born of a Bhutanese father was a
citizen: 1985 - a child born of Bhu-

sory dress code as part of
Driglam Namzha (which Michael
Aris, the renowned Bhutan schol-
ar, described as ‘elaborate choreog-
raphy of deference’), removal of the
Nepali language from the primary
school curriculum, and a proposal
for a green belt along the border that
would have made at least a third of
all Southern Bhutanese homeless,
appeared to be deliberately timed.
“Thus, by 1990 the Lhotshampas
found themselves subject to a range
of cultural rules and restrictions re-
garding dress, language, ceremoni-
al etiquette and many other aspects
of everyday life”.

In September-Ociover 1990, Bhu-
tan witnessed the tirst-cver mass
uprising when thousands of pro-
testors converged on administrative
offices across the South. Both sides,
however, played up the size of the
revolt, the government to indicate
how it was being threatened and the
dissidents to claim it had everyone’s
support. If there was any hope that
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this show of strength would lead
to a change in government policy,
these were belied when a total
clampdown followed, destroying
any chance of rapprochement. By
the end of the year, the flow of retu-
gees had begun, first to Assam and
West Bengal in India and later into
Nepal.

Unbecoming Citizens also covers
ground touched by more recent lit-
erature, looking at the events prior
to and following the demonstra-
tions, the dissident ‘movement’,
and the role of the main actors in-
volved. It will be difficult to find a
better analysis of these sensitive lat-
ter-day developments anywhere
else, but it is for the historical con-
struction of the migration of Nepa-
lis into South Bhutan and the re-
cording of their history from their
settlement to expulsion that the
book is valuable. The story of a peo-
ple, many of them now in their thir-
teenth year of exile, is pieced togeth-
er from the impersonal writings of
British Indian civil servants, the
legend of Garjaman Gurung, the
life history of 70-year-old Dil Maya
(not her real name}, and a huge cast
of unnamed refugees who shared
their memories of the land they cali
home.

Many of his informants, Hutt
says, were anxious to tell their sto-
ry in the hope that somehow this
would solve their problems. Unfor-
tunately, no book, however power-
tul, can compel a government to
change its policies or a people to
change their attitudes, particular-
ly when these attitudes have hard-
ened. But a book can spark debate
and can make the reader reflect. It
is this reviewer’s hope that friends
in Bhutan in high places who en-
gendered or contributed to build-
ing this new, non-inclusive Bhu-
tan, and whoe will quite certainly
find the time to read Unbecoming
Citizens, will learn from this book
and see why, where and how they
might have gene wrong. Perhaps
there is still time to try and repair
the “tear in the fabric”.
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The decolonisation

of water

An engineer-turned-social auditor produces a
book for the classroom that comprehensively
critiques the certitudes of the global and South

Asian water technocracy.

ater has stimulated a great
many feats of grandiose engi-
neering. The exploits of antiquity in
conveying water across long dis-
tances and using the force of gravi-
ty indicate that the harnessing of
water is not an exclusively modern
preoccupation. What distinguishes
the imposing engineering feats of the
past from those of the present is the
scale on which science is now ap-
plied to water to tap its potential for
commercial ends. This difference in
scale was made possible by the ad-
vances in technology that acceler-
ated after the European scientific
revolution of the 17th and 18th cen-
turies. And what amplified the com-
mercial potential of water was that
this new-found technological so-
phistication coincided and com-
bined with the steady growth of
markets and the new forms of orga-
nising production introduced by the
capitalism as the first truly global
system in history. Together, this
advent of machines and the pursuit
of the large-scale that it facilitated,
produced a distinctively modern
psyche supremely confident of its
capacity to conquer, domesticate
and orient nature to the convenience
of man. Modern water science, un-
like ancient large-scale water science
that was geared to the limited needs
of a numerically small elite, is a
product of this industrial psyche.
The external combustion engine
gave water more than a predomi-
nantly agricultural use. Water from
then on became one of the most cru-
cial factors of industrial activity, be
it in the manufacture of cloth or the
transport of goods. The age of steam

Basic Water Science
by Ajaya Drixit
Water Conservation Foundation (NWCF),
Kathrnandu, Nepal.
Price NR 600.00 (for hard cover), NR 450.00
(tor soft cover) 2002, pp 420+11

reviewed by
Pradeep Adhikary

introduced a new ethic in the use of
water that the water mills and other
run-of- river technologies, which
also harnessed the force of water,
did not need. Henceforth, in the
seemingly endless drive to exploit
its inherent properties, new and
engineered environments had to be
continuously created for water. This
could range from the boiler for mak-
ing steamn to large dams for generat-
ing electricity, from extensively al-
tering drainage patterns to creating
new ways of discarding the enor-
mous quantities of liquid effluvium
that industrial society managed to
produce. The sum total of all these
interventions entailed a necessary
medification in the natural dynam-
ics and mechanics of water.

The need for the efficient exploi-
tation of water led to the emergence
of a scientific discipline with its
complex of research institutions and
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retinue of trained personnel. The
peer group that emerged from this
system created and reinforced the
consensus about the possibilities of
unlimited intervention. Gathering
momentum in the 19th century, the
world saw increasingly daring hy-
draulic accomplishments, culminat-
ing in the construction of the Hoover
Dam in 1936 which served as a
model for mega-water engineering.
The next few decades saw a flurry
of dam building activity that has
only now begun to abate. The insti-
tutionalised disciplinary founda-
tions on which the exploitation of
water rested become more sophisti-
cated as they enlarged in scope to
include the knowledge of various
other related disciplines like mate-
rial science, soil mechanics and ge-
ology. As sophistication in the prac-
tical knowledge of water engineer-
ing increased, so did the certitudes.

Ironically, just as water engi-
neering seemed fo be at the peak of
achievement, difficulties began to
crop up at the doorstep of the global
water cstablishment. By the 1960s,
a new tradition of dissent against
the mega-engineering paradigm
had begun to emerge, documenting
the adverse consequences of the
unremitting colonisation of water.
By the late 1980s this counter-cur-
rent had forced on the world the re-
alisation that all the hydraulic ac-
tivity of the previous century and a
half had actually unleashed a cri-
sis of immense magnitude on the
planet. The realisation of the crisis
set off its own chain of reactions
prompted by the need to mitigate the
damaging effects of past interven-
tions and minimise the damaging
possibilities of future interventions
of the same kind.

In a sense, Basic Water Science,
written by a water engineer with an
impeccable orthodox training in flu-
id mechanics, is a product of this
crisis. Trained in the institutions of
South Asia and Europe that actual-
ly were party to the emerging crisis
of excessive intervention in the nat-
ural process, the author for many
years taught to prospective engi-
neers ali that he explicitly renounc-
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es in this book. And yet, that rerun-
ciation is not just a naive or uncriti-
cal rejection of water science, as the
book amply illustrates. Itis informed
by a philosophy of the role of water
in society based on an understand-
ing of the place of water in history,
and motivated by well-defined prin-
ciples of the place of people in wa-
ter without neglecting its science.
This is a matter of some siginifi-
cance, since, as a reaction to the anti-
humanist nihilism of hyper-science
there has been a tendency among
some lapsed scientists and engi-
neers to go to the other extreme and
denounce all intervention in nature
as being fundamentally repugnant.

Avoiding such extremes, the au-
thor, now a researcher of inter-dis-
ciplinary water management, pro-
vides a magisterial survey of the
evolution of the scientific knowl-
edge on water. For a book of reason-
ably intimidating thickness it is re-
assuringly accessible in the style of
its exposition, so that it is a useful
manual not only for students pur-
suing water science professionally,
for whom it is perhaps intended, but
also for lay persons interested in
water as a phenomenon crucial im-
portance for the planet. Basic Water
Scicrce thercfore serves a particularly
useful function. Despite all the
critiques against the orthodox mod-
el of water ‘development’, as an es-
tablishment that has entrenched
itself over a century and a half, the
water technocracy still commands
immense power in the sphere of pol-
icy making and project implemen-
tation, globally as well as in the in-
dividual countries of South Asia.
This technocracy continues to wield
this influence because of a lack of
transparency in water-related deci-
sion making, which in turn is made
possible by the fact that awareness
of water is generally very low among
the non-scientific community.

Polycentric resource

Water education, particularly in
South Asia, is technologicatly guid-
ed. It is restricted by and large to
those who pursue it as a specialisa-
tion, and is provided by institutions

whose curricula are designed to re-
produce the development model
based on the exploitation of com-
modified natural resources. Ajaya
Dixit’'s Basic Water Science, informed
by the principles of locally relevant
and participatory management of
resources therefore serves as a
persuasive textbook of the alterna-
tive, polycentric view of water. The
accessibility of the book comes both
from the way its content is organ-
ised and the simplicity with which
the argument is expressed. The
work is divided into 11 chapters,
and interspersed with boxes that
punctuate the main body of the text
with arresting facts about water,
brief biographical sketches of promi-
nent scientists who enunciated prin-
ciples that contributed to develop-
ment of water science, and histori-
cal information about techniques of
water use over time.

The opening two chapters of the
book set out the essentials of water
as a naturally occurring phenome-
non and a socially appropriated
necessity. The first chapter is par-
ticularly useful for lay readers, since
it describes the various dimensions
of water in nature and discusses the
basic elements of hydrology as a
discipline that émbraces the life his-
tory of water on earth. These include
the ‘forms’ of water, the formations
these give rise to, the processes it
unleashes, and the techniques of
measuring them. The second chap-
ter is a concise history of the princi-
ples and processes that gave rise to
the water exploitation model. It trac-
es the discovery of the various prin-
ciples relating to water, the differ-
ent organisational forms in which
research on water was conducted,
the emergence of the socio-econom-
ic system under which the techno-
logical water regime developed, and
the convergence of institutions and
interests that brought together
the disciplines of hydrology, hydro-
statics, fluid mechanics, civil engi-
neering, geology, soil mechanics,
material science and a host of other
specialisations to bear on the exploi-
tation of water through hydraulic
engineering.
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This is a process that began a few
centuries ago, through discrete and
independent developments and dis-
coveries, all of which converged
with rapid momentum in response
to the new economic rationale that
accompanied and bolstered the in-
dustrial revolution. Dixit provides
fascinating sidelights on water-re-
lated developments in Asia, which
were of a different order during the
pre-industrial period. This brings
out in sharp relief the global domi-
nance of the Western water estab-
lishment in a few decades starting
from the mid-19th century. The au-
thor locates this creeping influence
not just in terms of the spread of
these ideas through the institutions
of learning established under colo-
nial rule, but also in terms of the
active role played by governments
of developed countries in encourag-
ing the application of big technolo-
gies of water control. Brief though
this account is, it nevertheless sets
out with clarity the historical pro-
cess by which local communities
lost the control of water manage-
ment to centralised and distant or-
gans of the state representing the
interests, everywhere be it Europe
or South Asta, of an oligarchic elite.

The next four chapters and chap-
ter eight are more technical in con-
tent and style. Geared for students
of engineering, they deal with the
established sub-divisions and prin-
ciples of hydaulics, such as hydro-
statics, hydrokinetics and hydroki-
nematics. The effort in these chap-
ters is to relate these hydraulic the-
ortes to real life situations, with ex-
amples of ballast tanks for explain-
ing the Archimedes principle, of
drawing kerosene from a large
drum using a siphon, of tap water
flow te illustrate the difference be-
tween laminar flows and turbulent
flows, of the sancho, a water allocat-
ing device used in the hills of Nepal.

Chapter seven again reverts to
the non-technical mode to discuss
domestic supply systems and the
process by which useful water is
converted into a waste. In addition
to the dynamics of this transforma-
tion, the author evaluates the differ-

ent techniques of drawing water, the
social responses to groundwater
deficits, rainwater harvesting and
comimunity participation and so-
cio-economic factors in water sup-
ply management, and outlines the
historical development of technolo-
gy and organisation in meeting
urban drinking water. Chapter nine
addresses the dominant consump-
tive user of water, which is agricul-
ture. Even as late as the commence-
ment of the new millennium, agri-
culture accounted for 67 percent all
global water use, with industry ac-
counting for 19 percent and domes-
tic use 9 percent. Irrigation is clear-
ly the most crucial area as far as
water management is concerned.
Accordingly, Dixit focuses on irri-
gation systems built by external
agents as well as local farmer-built
and managed systems. This inevi-
tably raises issues of conflicts, wa-
ter rights and legal arrangements.
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An explanatory diagram from Basic
Water Science.

In examining the social aspects and
institutions of water use for irriga-
tion, the author emphasises the im-
portance of the choice of technique.
Millions of small landowners and
asset-poor families in South Asian
countries depend on groundwater
for irrigation and use technologies
such as the treadle pump. But the
policy environment is skewed in
favour of methods rooted in the co-
lonial model, the history of which
is traced in this chapter.

The last chapter on hydro-pow-
er completes the book’s own “cycle’,
and reverts to the hydrological is-
sues that are raised in the first chap-
ter, of the course and dynamics of
water in nature, linking it to the cre-
ation of hydraulic structures that

obstruct its flow and impound it for
the purposes of economic develop-
ment. The process of harnessing
water plays havoc with ecological
and hydrological mechanisms and
in this context Dixit effectively rais-
es fundamental questions about the
relationship between big sctence
and decision-making in the context
of the direct and indirect costs of
such decisions. In evaluating quan-
titative benefits for a vaguely de-
fined national economy, he writes,
very little attention is paid either to
the qualitative disadvantages or to
the quantitative costs to poor and
marginalised people who can nei-
ther enter the decision-making pro-
cess nor influence it from outside.
This, in a sense, is the culminat-
ing proof of the main argument of
the book, that local, relevant, partic-
ipatory systems function better so-
cially and have lower costs environ-
mentally than projects conceived of,
designed and implemented by out-
side agents for the benefit of limited
numbers who live elsewhere, both
spatially and socially. The structure
of the book and its multi-disciplin-
ary approach both justify the pur-
pose for which it was written, name-
ly to introduce social science to en-
gineering. And the effortless trans-
lation of a technical science into lay
language has also ensured that the
book has introduced engineering
into social science. This book is a
unique contribution to the study of
and debate over the use of water in
maodern times, and is of global rele-
vance, For having baianced the tech-
nical aspects of water with the
ethical aspects of a social under-
standing , this is a work useful for
readers across a broad range of dis-
ciplines, from bureaucracy and di-
plomacy to social activism. But
most certainly it should be assigned
as essential reading for engineering
and social science students in all the
regions of South Asia, as a region
where scarce water is increasingly
going to be an area generating
conflict across territorial, class and
demographic boundaries. A
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