














COMMENTARY

| REGION |
New club rules

C ontrary to what the recent cacophony of veices would
suggest, the global nuclear order was dead long
before Pyongyang decided it was time to cross the
threshold. It was dead because those countries with
nuclear weapons have not shown commitment to move
towards disarmament, as they promised in the 1968 Non-
Proliferation Treaty (NPT). It was dead because Israel,
followed by India and Pakistan also built nuclear arsenals,
with some countries watching and others clapping on the
sidelines. It was dead because of the existence of a vibrant
proliferation network, which involved governments,
middlemen and top scientists passing dangerous secrets
in an illegal, transnational marketplace. The nuclear order
had to die, because it was based on a morally wrong and
politically naive principle: that a few countries could
be nuclear powers and bully others based on this strength,
while all the rest (including those who were
nuclear-capable but decided not to proliferate) had to
remain silent spectators.

North Korea is an irresponsible state run by a
vainglorious man who inherited his dictatorship. and who
has no respect for international law. His nuclear
programme and tests must be harshly condemned and
sanctions slapped. But the self-rightecusness and
criticism emanating from the two nuclearised Southasian
countries is difficult to digest. Look at the arguments India,
respensible for sparking off the nuclear race in the region,
made to justify its tests — a discriminatory nuclear order, a
hastile security environment, strategic depth, These are
precisely the reasons cited by Pyongyang for having gone
nuclear. Yet, as New Delhi inches closer to becoming a
formal part of the nuclear club, it does not sense the
hypocrisy inherent in its being judgemental. Some call it
realpolitik, but the truth is starker: the strategic community
in India lacks a moral centre.

But of course, to understand the recent tests in the
Korean peninsula, one needs to lcok elsewhere — at

Shipping out?

t seems serious, though you can never quite tell about

this sort of thing. Certainly the early October
announcement by the United States that it is willing to take
in almost 60 percent of the Bhutani refugees languishing
in Nepal is some of the most serious rheteric to arise from
the 16-year-old issue in a leng while, if not since the very
beginning of the ordeal. The news was followed by reports
that several other countries, including Canada and
Australia, have offered to take in smaller numbers.

The refugees themselves are taking the sudden

Washington DC. By including North Korea in its ‘axis of
evil’, attacking Irag based on a lie, and now ratcheting up
pressure on lran on equally flimsy grounds. George W
Bush’s administration has harmed the international system
in more ways than one. It has created insecunty among
states and regimes, some of which have come to believe
that possessing real WMDs is the only way to deter the
US’s military onslaught. We wonder whether President
Bush’s record in office has anything to do with Kim Jong-
il going nuclear, and we are inclined to believe so.

Several immediate concerns have come to the fore in
the wake of the test — the nature of sanctions, China’s role
and influence, the implications vis-a-vis Japan and South
Karea, and options for the US. These are important
questions, which will decide the way East Asia looks in
coming decades. But beneath the clutter lies a more
fundamental issue - which way the world is headed on
the nuclear question.

The choice is fairly straightforward. The nuclear status
quo is now a thing of the past In the quest for 'secunty’ and
the perceived need to assert their military strength, there
will be more countries that will head the nuclear way. Japan
may move away from its pacifist
Constitution: countries in Africa and e
Latin America may rethink their
renunciation of nuclear weapons: if
pushed to a corner. Iran might decide
to further accelerate its programme.
As the head of the International
Atomic Energy Agency warns, more than
30 countries have the ability 1o - »,
steer down this path. The other cption
- and, we believe, the only
sane choice - is step-by-step
disarmament. The nuclear-haves
must live up their commitment to
reduce, with the gcal of finally
eliminating, their nuclear
arsenal. The age of two sets
of rules is over. The choice
is ours.

NQHLYD QUYHOIY ASILUNOD

development very seriously indeed. although for
seemingly diametrically opposed reasons. Following the
US announcement. secretanes at six of the seven refugee
camps in southeast Nepal publicly lauded the offer,
assuring naysayers that the Thimphu government could
still be effectively pressured by refugees who resettle
abread. Others. particularly several high-profile refugee
leaders, including onetime prisoner of conscience Tek
Nath Rizal, have leng warned againsi such resettlement
offers for the possibility of splintering the refugee cause.
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They decry the US offer, and UNHCR for being amenable
to the idea. Rizal believes that such initiatives provide
tacit approval to Thimphu's early 1990s expulsion of the
Nepali-speaking Lhotshampa, and he has accused the
US along with the international community of "working to
defend the Bhutanese king”.

Rhetoric aside, we agree with that stance, in part. There
is strength in numbers and there is the possibility of
dispersal of the issue as refugees are resettled. Thimphu
would surely benefit from third-country resettlement, which
smacks as an unfair release of the guilty party. Atthe same
time, 16 years worth of unity has done little to comfert the
106,000 Lhotshampa, who continue to wait in declining
conditions on borrowed land with little future. Now could
be the time to graciously accept the situation as a critical
humanitarian one, rather than simpiy as a political one.
As foreign governments - most notably the US — draw up
policies regarding the Lhotshampa, they must take care
to clarify to Thimphu that it would be absolutely
unacceptable for the royal government 1o see the partial
or complete emptying out of the camps in Jhapa
and Morang districts as a green-light to fill them back up,
with the depopulation targeting the remaining Lhotshampa
in Bhutan, thought to number a little more than those in
the camps.

Fven though we feel the injustice that would be caused
by resettlement letting Thimphu oft the hook in ferms of
having to face a complete repatriation, even more
important is the need to salvage the humanitarian
situation. With Nepal as the aggrieved state unable to force

The “politicalisation’ of the
Maobaadi

here was a time when the rebellion of the Communist

Party of Nepal (Maoist) used to be compared to the
predecessor insurgency of the Sendero Luminso (Shining
Path) in Peru, and its leader Pushpa Kamal Dahal
(Chairman ‘Prachanda’} to Abimael Guzman (Presidente
‘Gonzaio’). But times have changed.

Guzman's ‘outing’ was when he was captured in aLima
safehouse in 1992 and publicly paraded about in a cage
by then-President Alberto Fujimori. On 13 October this
year, he was again sentenced to life in prison, following a
year-long retrial. In the case of Dahal. on the other hand.
on 16 June this year the home minister went to fetch him
in a helicepter from a village redoubt in central Nepal, and
brought him to Prime Minister Girija Prasad Koirala’s
residence in a flag-mounted vehicle. In a crowded and
hastily organised conference under a naked light bulb, in
the presence of the entire political leadership of Nepal,
Dahal held forth for nearly an hour. It was an
extemporaneous tour de force, a far cry from the rantings
of Gonzalo from his Lima cage.
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India to bring its influence to bear on Thimphu, it is better
to consider the resettlement offer now that it has been
made credibly.

The tenacity of the US con the Lhotshampa issue
deserves a salute, not only for deciding on this current
step but for a decade of taking real interest in the situation
of the Lhotshampa at a time when India in particular has
been decidedly lukewarm. Himal continues to stand by
previous editorials in these pages, which have argued
that the ideal way for this issue tc have played out would
have had the Kathmandu government successfully
tri-laterilising the issue by bringing in New Delhi. But if
matters go a different route, particularly with the Nepali
government currently grappling with its own massive
infernal issues, India is not let off of the hook. Policymakers
must now move to assure that similar depopulation actions
are not iriggered against other Nepali-speaking
communities in India's Northeast by the fact that
resettlement seems to come so ‘easy’ for them.

Rizal and othars are now anxiously awaiting the 16th
round of bilateral talks between Kathmandu and Thimphu,
tentatively slated for 21 and 22 November, saying that
Washington DC, Kathmandu and UNHCR should hold off
making any decision on resettlement until after the summit
concludes. And indeed, with the sudden movement on
the refugee issue in international circles, the Bhutani
government may surprise everyone  and
see the issue in a new light. But given the track record of
the previous 15 meetings, it is best not to butld hopes on
that one. .

The 12-year rebellion in Peru started in 1980 and
ultimately cost nearly 70,000 lives; the decade-long conflict
in Nepal began in 1996 and notched up a litlle over 13,000
deaths. It was not until the Shining Path decided tc stop
kiling campasinos in the aftip/ano and to take the war
into Lima that the Peruvian state became particularly
concerned. In the Nepali instance, the Maoists decided
to pull back just before their spirai inte anti-political
mayhem began.

The turning point could be said tc be the Maadi blast of
5 June 2005, in which a bomb blew up a crowded bus in
the Maadi Valiey of Chitwan District, killing 35 villagers.
Nepal's active media and civil society were suddenly able
to turn the mirror on the Maoists, and a process of
introspection seems to have begun in an arganisation that
still retained a political core amidst the mititarised cadre.
The Maobaad:i response turned out to be quite the opposite
from the bloodletting that continued in Peru even after the
massacre of 69 peasants in the Andean village of
Lucanamarca in 1983.

Actually, the Nepali Maoists seem to have decided o
alter the course of their revolution as far back as 2003, in
order not to go the way of every other Maoist movement.
To begin with, the Maobaadi movement had become big
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enough to credibly reach for national positioning; at the
same time, continuing on with armed conflict would undo
all that had been gained. The decision to go for “open
competitive politics” was the result of an insurgency that
had not lost its political core to mindless violence, though
getting very close to it. one which realised that both internal
and external factors would disailow the takeover of
Kathmandu Valley by an armed insurgent force.

Internally, even though thoughtless scholarship had it
that the Maoists controlied up to 80 percent of the national
territory, the rebel leadership itself knew that their fighters
and militta were merely filing a governmental vacuum.
The fact is the rebels were unable to set up a compact
zone or a base area; the best they could de over a decade-
long war was to attack district headquarters at night, never
able to keep them during the following day. Externally, the
international community would never ‘allow’ a Maoist
takeover of Kathmandu, and the Maoists were quick to
reaglise the Indian determination on the matier,

it was when the Maoists essentially gave up their
People’'s War without actually saying 50 — claiming to be
experimenting with communism in the 21st century, and
learning from the mistakes of Stalin and Mao to b oot -
that the paiitical parties moved to engage with them. This
is what led to the supercharged Pecple’'s Movement of
April 2006, which brought the Maoists above-ground and
into Kathmandu. By participating in the People’'s Movement
without the gun, the Maoists gained a modicum of
respectability, something that their military adventures of
a decade had failed to deliver.

Dsraanting tha war maciong

Now the challenge begins. There is no doubt that the CPN
{Maoist) leadership is genuine in its desire 1o abandon
wartare and join open politics, That resolve is the saving
grace of the present situation in Nepal, and is also what
makes the country a unique place for experimentation
with peacemaking. The challenge, though, is how
efficiently and convincingly the leadership can bring the
fighters, militia and cadre into the flow.

How will a military machine be converted into a political
party? The difficulty lies in the fact that the Maoist rank-
and-file have been drilleg with revolutionary fervour and
talk of takeover of the state by force of arms. They have

lost comrades in battle, and been blocked off from other
avenues of individual progress for having been handed
the gun. In addition, there will be a large group. gathered
during the rapid Maoist expansion in the late 1880s and
early 2000s, whose political commitment is suspect, and
who are obviously enjoying armed nower and the
livelihood gained from il.

The political transformation of the Macists will require
something more than ‘arms management’. This
euphemism is used by alt partizs in Nepal. and means
disarmament of the Maoists. while ensuring that the Nepal
Army is kept within barracks. The military structures and
thinking that have defined rebel behaviour will now be the
most crucial to transform if the Maoists are to evolve into a
peaceful political force. This transformaticn seems o be
happening at a pace thal could be faster, and indicates a
danger for the ‘politicalisation of the CPN (Maoist),

There is an increasingly evident separation between
what the Maoist leadership says and what their cadre do.
While the level of armed violence is down drasticaily for a
country that a year ago was seeing an average of seven
deaths per day due to army and rebel action, the fact is
that the threat cf the Maoist gun is currently stifl very much
in effect. There is continuing harassment of the population
on the back of this armed threat, in the form of country-
wide extortion, abductions. activities of ‘people’s cours’,
and takeover of numerous state functions, including
policing and collecting customs duties. The political
parties. at the ground level, find it difficult to enter areas
where Maoist diktat still runs deep.

indeed. ground-level animasities in general remain very
high. and Maoist activists are more often than not carrying
out localised vendettas A reservoir of resentment is
building agamst the Maoists among locals for having for
so long had to follow Macist decrees backed by threats
of violence. This lack of coordination between Dahal's
stalesmanship at the top and Maoisl coercion on the
ground creates obstacles for the ‘politicalisation’ of the
CPN (Maoist).

The Maoist cadre now seem to be engaged in a last-
minute show of force and fundraising, at a time when the
state does not exist in large parts of the country. This lack
of governmental presence is due to the fact the Seven-
Party Alliance government (SPA) is a confused entity,
currently applying alt of ils available energy to ihe peace
process while neglecting to govern and administer. The
inability to energise and deploy the Nepal Pclice, in
particular, has put the public at the mercy of the Maoist
ground-level cadre i villages, towns and now cities, which
has also fuelled copycat rebel groups and bandit units
alike. The Maoist leadership must understand the need
for an effective police force, for when the peasantry may
rise up against their local commissars and activists,
especially in areas where there has been a harsh and
heavy hand over the yeais.

it is obviously time for the Macist leadership to rope in
their wayward movement, and bring it in line with the plans
to join open politics ~ to jettison the militaristic ways for the
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ilitarising the island

new report has found

that Sri Lanka is
Southasia’s most
militarised country. No
surprise there, you might
say. The Bombay-based
Ztrategic Foresight Group
(SFG), in a report titled
“Cost of Conflict in Sri
Lanka”, said that the
country has 8000 military
nersornel per million
-+zens. This is twice the
number for Pakistan —
commonly believed to be
the region's most heavily

militarised society — which
has just 4000 military men
per million. Other regional
countries boast significantly
lower numbers: 2700 for
Nepat {which saw dramatic
mcrease in military
combatants in the last few
years), 1300 for India and
1000 for Bangladesh.

And Sri Lanka did not
come out on top only in
terms of security personnel
ratios. For military
expenditure compared to
GDP, Colombo is again

FARIBT AN

Appeal for Kalat

or the first time in 130 years, a grand jirga of Baloch
F sardars took place in late September. The group of
prominent elders condemned the 26 August killing of
Nawab Akbar Bugti by the Pakistan Air Force, calling for
an investigation into the death by an international
medical board. The sardars urged Baloch unity so that
Bugti's “martyrdom” would net "go in vain”, as well as
the formation of a clear plan that would make them
“owners of their resources”. The group also vehemently
derided a previous governmeni-sponsored ‘jirga’, which
had announced the end of the sardar system in the area.

The jirga aiso looked intc some other areas, which s
bound to increase headache for Islamabad. Meeting in
the Shahi Darbar (royai palace) in the former state of
Kalat - the entire event was chaired by the Khan of
Kalat, Mir Suleman Dawood - the jirga’s members
emphasised a problem that they say has been
persistent for more than a half-century. According to a
tripartite Partition-era agreement between the state of
Kalat, the colonial government and the new Pakistani
government, Kalat was given a measure of
independence, but was soon forced to join Pakistan.
Claiming that the agreement had heen violated ever
since, the jirga agreed to ask the International Court of
Justice at the Hague to intervene.
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ranked first, at 4.1 percent, a
figure that does not take into
account money spent by the
LTTE. This compares to 3.5
percent for Pakistan, 2.5
percent each for India

and Nepal, and 1.5 percent
for Bangladesh.

Colombo’s current
military budget — which was
as high as 6.3 percent in
2000 - was significantly
higher even than other war-
torn countries. including
Burma. Colombia and

ETTHEY

Sudan. More worryingly,
the SFG study was
conducted off of figures
collected from 2004-05,
well before the current
upsurge in violence.
According to reports in
early QOctober, Colombo is
now planning to increase
its defence budget by

45 percent for next

year — to nearly USD 1.4
billion. Military purchases
are likewise projected

10 triple.

Justice stayed

M

ohammed Afzal Guru, the prime accused in the
attack on the Indian Parliament in 2001, was

originally scheduled to be hanged on 20 QOctober. Days
before that date. Afzal's death sentence was stayed. As
human-rights activists and legal scholars review the
case, what is revealed is a conspicuous lack of justice at

several levels.

Afzal's confession to aiding the conspirators was
given under duress in potice custody, allegedly without
having been offered a lawyer. Afzal also underwent two
trials without the legal counsel of his choice, before
courts decided against him. For the state 1o kill over a
crime when the accused is proven guilty is an issue that
divides plenty of people. But the systemic flaws
underscored by Afzal's case should not divide anyone.

No maltler what is believed of Afzal's motives — and
there are many opposing views — it is clear that he was
compelled to support the State Task Force of Jammu &
Kashmir for years, and tortured into informing on others.
In this regard, Afzal's treatment is paradigmatic in a
place where many have information on the militant
movement, regardless of whether they are directly
involved. It is no wonder that his case has come to
represent the lack of justice for an entire people, as well
as the pitfalis of a system that includes the death penalty

as a punitive option.

India is one of five Southasian countries that continue
to allow the death penalty, the other three being
Pakistan, Bangladesh, Afghanistan and China. The other
five regional countries have either passed de facto bans
on the practice, or outlawed it entirely. The first to see fit
to do so was the Maldives in 1952, while the most recent

was Bhutan in 2004.

Meanwhile, in Pakistan, Mirza Tahir Hussain, a British

* national who has been in prison for the past 18 years on
! charges of killing a taxi driver, has received another

presidential stay of execution. Hussain has been given

 several such stays since December 2005. Around 250

others in Pakistan are currently awaiting execution. I
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- Corrupt company

COURTESY SUNDFEP ROSS

RRATAA

No cash? Mo problem - I take credit cards!

W ith people comes
corruption? That
seems {o be the
indication of
Transparency
International’s latest study
on bribery. According to
TI's Bribe Payers Index,
released in early October,
the world’'s two most
populous countries, India
and China, are also
home to the companies
most ready to pay

bribes to do business in
other countries.

The study looked at the
world's 30 largest
exporters, which logether
make up about 80
percent of global exports.
Also making the top
five were Russia, Turkey
and Taiwan.

While some observers

have suggested that the
Sino-Indian proclivity to
grease the trade wheels
is linked to these
countries’ recent
dramatic rates of
industrialisation and
development, it is more
likely that this is simply.
an ‘export’ of a vigorous
nationat industry in both
cases. Meanwhile, Tl also
has another category of

- countries: those most

likely to pay bribes only in
developing countries. TI
singled out France and
ltaly on that score, with
the US tied with Belgium
about a third of the way
down. Unmentioned in
the tally, however, is
who's doing the receiving
of all this under-the-
table money.

INDIA 7 PARIST Al

Kashmir ‘not pressing’

ithough some will cry foul, for the first time in 13

years Kashmir was not included on the United
Nations Secretary-General's list of ‘festering’ global
problems, in his annual report released in New York
in late September. The Himalayan state was first
included as a pressing dispute by then-Secretary-
General Boutros Boutros-Ghali in 1993, over India’s
strenuous objections. Since that time, the confiict has
been included in the report every year, oftentimes
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Tourism minister
caught dreaming
recent miscommunication between Islamabad’s
ministries should have some cheeks glowing red
with embarrassment - or frustration. Appearing at the
Wagah border on 27 September, on the occasion of
World Tourism day, Pakistani Tourism Minister Nilofar
Bakhtiar announced that Pakistan would begin offenng
visas-on-arrival to citizens from 24 countries. including
India. The minister further elaborated that Pervez
Musharraf himself had drafted the new legislatior.

The following day. however, the Tourism Ministry
released a hasty clarification: Islamabad would indeed be
offering visas-on-arrival 1o citizens of more than 20
countries. but not ta the eastern neighbour. Saying that
Bakhtiar had been “misquoted” by the state-run
Associated Press of Pakistan, the ministry said that the
duration of visa validity would simply be extended as far
as Indian visitors were concerned.

T TS
it

Elders stipends restored

In the midst of heightened

tensions between Kabul
and Islamabad, Hamid
Karzai's government has
decided to reinstate a long-
halted programme of
paying stipends 1o fribal
etders in Pakistan's semi-
autonomous tribal regions,
harkening back to a time
when loyalties were up for
grabs. The monthly
stipends, which reportedly
vary from PKR 1000-40,000
(USD 17-660) depending
on an elder's influence,
were stopped in 1992 after
the falt of communist
president Mohammad
Najibullah’s government,
with the takeover of a
relatively Pakistan-friendly

Mujahideen government.

In North and South
Waziristan, Kabul is now
paying around 2000 elders
on a monthly basis. Not only
have the amounts of the
stipends increased, but so
have their number. In
Khyber Agency alone, for
instance. the number of
stipends has increased from
100 to 250 since 1992.

The sudden restart of the
old crossborder programme
has Istamabad on edge.
One Pakistani newspaper
guoted an anonymous
analyst as suggesting that
Kabul may eventually want
10 use the stipends to
fund “sabotage activities”
within Pakistan.

being categorised among the worst conflicts in

the world.

In recent years New Dethi has reportedly stepped up
attempts to have the reference to the Vale removed, a
campatgn that met with success this year in the
immediate run-up to the 61st General Assembly in New
York. Indeed, only Pakistan formally objected to the
move to de-list the issue, The omission does not take
Kashmir off of the Security Council’s cfficial agenda,
however, where it has remained listed since 1948,

Observers say that New Delhi's success this
year reflects the rising position of India within the

UN system.
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This responsibility includes the duty to protect the
sovereignty and territorial integrity of the country, which
also involves a military response to terrorism, Peiris
added. Such an agenda closely toes the Sri Lankan
=ilitary offensive line of the last several months, and
= 3~ nreaches the essence and spirit of the CFA. That
agreement states in its preamble:; "The [Sri Lankan
government] and the LTTE recognise the importance
of bringing an end to the hostilities ... [which] is also
seen by the parlies as a means of establishing a
positive atmosphere.”

Peiris further reiterated President Rajapakse’s stance
-~ returning to the negofliating table after rendering the
~ z=rs militarily weak. This two-pronged approach
seems like a middle path in comparison to Chandrika
Kumaratunga's war-for-peace strategy and Ranil
Wickremasinghe’s negotiations-only tactic. Unlike
those two leaders, however, President Rajapakse has
garnered the political support he needs to see his
plan through.

With a seemingly weak LTTE, the
government and the Tamil Tigers have
agreed to head back to the negotiating
table afler an impasse that has lasted
since the rebel group first walked out of
~egotiations (started in 2002) in April
2003, But the question is, have the rebels
actually lost strength in the interim? Will
the Colombo government be speaking
‘rom a height at the new talks, slated for
23-29 October in Switzerland? Or will the
LTTE use the period of negotiations to
recoup and rejuvenate their military might,
as it has done during previous interims of
negotiated catm?

In any case, further military face-offs can be
anticipated in light of the present developments.
Although the renewed call for talks by both parties is
largely unconditional, there are minor hiccups. The
government has retained its right to retaliate if the LTTE
launches any attack — an option that it is maintaining
«ith an iron fist. Relaliations that the army began
towards the end of July have become bloodier. In one of
the latest defensive strategies, the Sri Lankan forces
claim to have taken the lives of 400 LTTE cadres in a
five-hour-long battle in the Jaffna peninsula in the
second week of October.

On the other hand, the LTTE claim that their attacks
are in response to the government forces’ attempts to
infiltrate their territory. In one such defensive response
on 16 October, the LTTE carried out a suicide attack in
Trincomalee District that proved to be the most fatal
such attack in the history of the Sri Lanka conflict. The
toll is said to be over a hundred, which included

Karuna

ASIAN TRIBUNE

civilians and navy sailors waiting to head to their
combat destinations, as well as another 150 wounded.
The incident was similar to the LTTE's very first suicide
attack in 1987, which also involved detonating an
explosive-laden truck. This increasingly restive situation
can be explained by the fact the Tigers have never
before headed to negoftiations from a militarily weak
position. Perhaps the rebel group is trying to gain
ground ahead of the upcoming talks.

Obstacle rourse

There are other obstacles looming before the
government and the LTTE, as well as the negotiators
and international community. The emergence of a
‘southern consensus’ is a welcome turn of events,
particularly in a situation where a fractured and
dangerously competitive agenda on the part of
Colombo's political parties has been proving fatal to the
peace process.

That consensus, however, is far from
complete. G L Peiris might be content with
the silence the Sinhala-chauvinist
Janatha Vimukthi Peramuna (JVP) has
observed so far on the understanding that
has been reached between the LUNP and
the SLFP, but it will not be long before that
silence is broken. This hush can also be
attributed to the fact that the Common
National Agenda may not be entirely
outside the JVP’s interest, since the
government has reiterated its military
stance against terrorism, which is in line
with the party's no-compromise strategy
towards the LTTE. Meanwhile, neither protest nor
consent has yet been heard from the Buddhist-
dominated Jathika Hela Urumaya (JHU). Perhaps the
southern consensus will witness a shake-up with the
signing of an agreement between the UNP and SLFP
on 15 October. The support of these hardliners is crucial
for Norway, which is more often than not seen as
favouring the LTTE. The international community must
now push for further mutuality in advancing the cause
for a common understanding in the south.

Obstacles may not cnly arise from the south. The
Colombo government and the LTTE may be the
primary protagonists in the island's conflict, but the
brunt of the viclence and bloodshed is not contained
between these armed sides. Civilians have lost homes,
livelihoods and lives. Even foreign NGOs have been
made scapegoats in this bloody war. In May, a foreign
aid worker was killed and several civilians injured when
grenades were lobbed into an area where several
INGOs were providing tsunami relief in Muttur, in
Trincomalee District; the NGOs have since withdrawn

Sri Lanka has for decades debated a common agenda hetween the main political parties
3t the south; hut now that it has been formulated, bloodier battlas seem in store.
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ANALYSIS

Project Afghanistan
and the thinking enemy

Five years of hackward progress on securing the country now has NATD forces
raking ever security in Afghanistan. With few of the lessens of the past having sunk
in, it appears uniikely that the country will breathe sasier in the coming year.

BY AUNOHITA MOJUMDAR

since the ouster of the Taliban in 2001. This year

has seen pitched battles between the anti-
government insurgents and the newly deployed NATO
forces. As the country approaches the first anniversary of
its first democratically elected Parliament based on full
adult franchise, it seems as if the hopes of the
international community and the Afghan citizens could
be belied.

Suicide bombings are now a regular feature in the
country, with nearly 80 thus far this year alone. Kabul
increasingly resembles a city under siege, with more
hunkers, roadblocks and barbed-wire fences than at any
-me since 2001. Both the development arm of the
mternational community and the military forces are now
agreed that Afghanistan has entered a ‘critical’ year.

This is a far cry from the end of 2001, when the US-
ted Coalition Forces claimed they were mopping up the
remnants of the Taliban, and the US Defence Secretary
said there were not enough good targets for the US to
bomb. The turnaround in the security situation seems to
have taken most of the international community by
surprise, and the determination and desperation of the
Taliban are often being ciled equally as ‘new’ factors in
the equation. During her visit to Afghanistan this year,
US Secretary of State Condoleezza Rice repeatedly
exclaimed that the international forces were facing a
‘thinking enemy’, and needed to change strategy — as if
that had been an unexpected factor, and the entire
military strategy of the last five years had simply been
based on the assumption that the enemy could not or
would not ‘think’.

Yet even with the changes in strategy now being
employed to combat the Taliban, there is little evidence
that the international community and its military
strategists have really learned from the experience of
the last five years. The slow but steady deterioration of
the security situation has not been in spite of the military
strategies implemented, but largely because of them —
strategies that have been short-sighted, and focused on
piecemeal solutions. This is an approach that continues
to inform military operations even now, with

S ecurity in Afghanistan has hit the lowest point
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compartmentatised policies, exhibiting littie
understanding of the interlinkages of reasons causing
the instability.

Huntisg down, moving on

In September, newspapers, radios and TV stations
could not get enough of Afghanistan. The fifth
anniversary of the attacks of 11 September 2001 was an
occasion on which to review ‘Project Afghanistan’,
chalking up the pluses and minuses. While the
significance of that date cannot and should not be
forgatten, it is unfortunate that Afghanistan and its future
continue to be viewed through that lens. The rationale
for revisiting Afghanistan on the occasion of 9/11 is not
just some quirk of chronelogy or news cycle. It continues
to be the most important date for viewing Afghanistan
because Afghanistan itself has never really been central
to what has taken place in the country since then.
Rather, it has been a staging ground for the agendas of
other countries, ranging from the benign to the self-
absorbed interests of major powers.

When the US-led coalition led the atlack on
Afghanistan on 7 October 2001, there was little atternpt
to gloss over the fact that it was to be a war of retribution.
In pursuit of that end, more than one compromise has
been made over the past five years — shortcuts and
half measures that have led to the inevitable
consequences of an unstable and unsustainable path of
post-conflict reconstruction.

In the immediate aftermath of the US-led bombing
there was no attempt to either reach a peace agreement
or accommodate different political interests in the new
democratic framework. The more patient process of
arriving at a wider political consensus, which could have
helped stabilise the country, was considered to be
unadvisable as it might have led to a broader political
leadership that would be maore ‘messy’ to manage. Far
better, the logic seemed 1o go, to install a government
with a compliant leadership, one that would predictably
follow the agenda of the power players of the
international community.

Though the late 2001 Bonn Agreement was
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And Afghanistan bums%

presented as the roadmap for the process of
reconstruction and stabilisation, the UN-mandated
International Security Assistance Force {ISAF)} ultimately
stayed confined to Kabul. It was only in September of
this year that NATO expansion was completed to cover
the rest of the country. Whatever the reasons for the
apparent inability of NATO to expand its operations
during the long hiatus, it certainly left the US-led
Coalition Forces free to carry out their missions in the
‘war against terror’. The approach to dealing with the
issue of security and stabilisation of Afghanistan was
ultimately compartmentalised, with the US forces
targeting only the Taliban and al-Qaeda.

Rather than a holistic appreach that would include
removing the warlords and commanders, and installing
legitimate state security forces, these same potentates
and illegitimate armed groups were used to carry out
operations against the targets. The US forces took the
help of anyone they felt had some muscle power in an
area - often warlords with track records in human-rights
abuses that left little to distinguish them from the
demonised Taliban. The idea seemed to be fo get the
targets in the US radarscope first, and deal with other
issues later. Never mind that these same warlords
terrorised the populalion, and had been responsible for
much of the violence, murders and rapes in their areas
over the last two decades.

The methods used to carry out operations in
populated areas were also rough and ready. By entering
homes and carrying out searches in the very
conservalive areas of the south, the international forces
alienated most of the populace. Having seen through
operations in an area, troops would move on, making
no effort to secure the areas where they had combed.
This approach of hunting down and moving on left the

8/11 continues to be the most important
date for viewing Afghanisian because
Afghanistan itself has never really been
central to what has taken place in the
country stnce then,
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local population angry, alienated and with no means
to defend itself against the return of anti-government
insurgents. It also left the local commanders in a
strengthened position, their use of force having been
legitimised by their close cohabitation with the
international forces.

With reports of alienation, the military forces then
hit upon the idea of mixing up civilian and military
duties. Though the intention may have been a good
one - to win the hearts and minds of the people - the
approach was as thoughtless and short-term as any
other. The PRTs {provincial reconstruction teams)
were supposed to be the civilian face of the military
carrying out development projects. Rather than
securing an area and making it possible for
development agencies to carry out their tasks, the
military itself spent vast amounts of money on
construction of infrastructure. This led to a blurring of
lines between the soldier and the civilian, making it
easier for the anti-government forces to turn all
internationals or those working for international
agencies into legitimate targets.

Dysfunctional ceoperation

Any process of working with the moderate Taliban
was haphazard and sporadic. There were victorious
announcemenis of Taliban leaders joining the
government from time to time, but no clarity on the
criterion for engagement, let alone defining
parameters of a cohesive peace process.

The efforts on regionat cooperation were equaily
dismal. The US initiated a process of border
cooperation, a trilateral initiative involving the US and
the governments of Pakistan and Afghanistan.
Despite claims of working closely with the Islamabad
government, an ally in the ‘war on terror’, there was
little to indicate that the US government was seriously
analysing the causes of terrorism from across the
border. Rather than look at the reasons behind the
rise of armed groups, including the denial of
democracy, most of the international community
chose to support, either vocally or sitently, the military
autocrat in Pervez Musharraf in the hope that one
man would deliver the goods.

The result of five years of diplomatic efforts was
evident during the visit of President Musharraf to
Afghanistan in September. The Pakistani government
signed an agreement with the tribal elders of North
Waziristan on the issue of crossborder terrorism a day
before President Musharraf's wisit. But the Afghan
government was not consulted on an agreement that
would have a direct bearing on its security, and the
Pakistani president did not even exhibit the courtesy
of informing Hamid Karzai prior to his arrival in Kabui.

Despite the rhetorical support for democracy, the
international preference for authoritarian methods as
far as Afghanistan is concerned has been evident
again and again. If a military dictator was the
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nreferred mode in Pakistan, in Afghanistan no effort
was spared to ensure that the presidency of Hamid
Karzai would be strengthened at the cost of other state
~stitutions. Political parties were not allowed to coniest
n the parliamentary elections, hardly surprising since
President Karzai himself has no domestic political base
or party (See Himal Sept-Oct 2006, "Afghans go for
Parliament”). The resuli, of course, has been a
Parliament that has great problems of authority.

Democratic processes have not been allowed to
take root, and powers have been concentrated in the
hands of one man. In recent weeks President Karzai
nimself has been criticised for failing to deliver on a
~umber of fronts, as if the fault lay with him personally
rather than the {ack of strong institutions.

Even as the security situation deteriorates, enough is
~51 being done to reassign responsibility acceding to
z«perience. The US-led Coalition Forces are still
carrying out their combat operations as part of the ‘war
on terror’, and are charged with carrying out anti-
terrorist operations. The NATO-led ISAF forces,
~aanwhile, declare that they are mandated to support
:ne Afghan government, which is facing insurgency.
While ‘terrorism’ is linked to an international dynamic
aimed at destabilising large pars of the world,
insurgency’ includes those whose aim is to specifically
destabilise the Kabul government. As for the issue of
the narcotics trade, this is left to the responsibility of the

Afghan national army and the police.

The compartmentalised approach continues despite
the apparent understanding of the interlinkages
between the three crucial arenas — terrorism, the
ongoing insurgency, and the drug trade. Though there
is recognition that the anti-government insurgency is
also fuelled by terrorism, and vice-versa, there is a
feeling that the ‘global’ war can be fought by the
Coalition Forces, and the national war by NATC.
Though drug money fuels both terrorism and the
insurgency, and drug barons have a direct stake in
destabilising the state, neither NATO nor the Coalition
Farces are willing to undertake direct operations on
this front.

Unfortunately for Afghanistan, there seems to be little
to suggest that there will be any real change in the
current approaches of the international actors, If the
situation does unravel completely there will always be a
scapegoat person or issue found to take the blame for
the international failure — be it Hamid Karzai, Pakistan,
the lack of good governance or inadequate aid. If all
else fails, the anti-government forces can always be
hamed for behaving in ways in which they were not
supposed to have done - for thinking and evolving their
strategies in ways with which the international forces
are apparently unable to deal. The ultimate excuse, as
already hinted at by Condoleezza Rice, is that the
insurgents ‘think’.

InthekKathmanduValley...

the Summitis the preferred hotel for visitors who want to getaway from the

packaged environment and the noise of downtown Kathmandu. This is

Summit Hotel

!

Somewhert specid

Summit Hotel, Kopundel Heights,
F.0. Box 1406, Kathmandu, Nepal.
Tel; 55 21810. Fax: 5523737
Email: summit@wlink.com.np
Website: www.summit-nepal.com

alike, enjoy the ambience and our friendly service. Cur Friday

where a wide range of travelers come to rest and recuperate. A popular
bar and spacious gardens make the Summit a favoured base for many who come

to Kathmandu to work. The diplormat, the scholar and the deveiopment expert

evening barbecue is the talk of the Valley. The
Summit Apartments cater to all the needs of long-term visitors. If you
want a break even from all of this, then a waik to the café which we run,

at the Museum in Patan Durbar Square, is recommended.
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prosperity has come the capacity to afford festive food
every day, as well as the tendency to display one’s
prosperity through the food one consumoes or offers to
~uests. The ultra-elite may have learned to make a
status statement through salads, nouvelle cuisine and
“~wecalorie diets, but those who are first-generation

~-rants into the middle class have not. Data suggest
that about half of [ndia’s burgeoning middle class falis
into the second category.

Understandablv, diseases associated with
prosperity and civilisation are spreading like
spidemics. Indians in the first world already have thrice
the rate of cardiovascular ailments, compared to the
natives’. Many now flaunt their scars of cardiac
Iwpass as symbaols of arrival inte high society. Nobody
seems to mind, and the multiplying private clinics and
hospitals are happy. As | have said clsewhere, many
inour part of the world would rather die of the diseases
of the rich than those of the poor. Whe wants to exit
:he world shitting and vomiting from cholera, when
vou can exit more grandly in a five-star hospital atter
coughing out a million rupees or so?

Chird, evervone knows that there is no singular
sntity called Southasian food that is comparable to,
-z French or Ttalian food ~ though French and [talian
cuisines are not monolithic either. No one expects an
artificial entity like Southasia to have an identifiable
stvle of food. Why only Southasia? It is doubtful if in
two of its largest constituents, India and Pakistan, there
is anything like an identifiable national cuisine.
Certainly in India, Indian food, like [ndian society, is a
callection of highly diverse cuisines and cultures of
food, sometimes in dialogue, sometimes not. In a
globalising world, it is no longer possible to deploy
the curry or the tandoor as markers of Indian tood.
indeed, in India, recognising the different regional
<tvles and making them marketable is becoming a major
concern of the hospitality industry.

Yet at the same time, some regional preparations
are becoming redefined as crypto-national, by
shedding some of their traditional associations. The
process seems to reflect some of the same needs that
have produced in other countrics fast-food chains and
clear hierarchies of cuisines, in terms of their social

status and appropriateness in formal occasions. Parts
of South Indian cuisine have now become valued
aspects of pan-Indian food, both as fast food and as
substitutes for conventional breakfast cereals.
lLikewise, a distinctive mix of Punjabi and Mughal
food has become the fallback menu of most new [ndian
restaurants, both in and outside India. Are we
witnessing the fragmentary emergence of national
cuisine(s) in India? Or is this only an artefact of
widening tastes and cultural exposures in the Indian
middle class?

While there may not be, strictly speaking, national
food cultures in much of Southasia as yet, some of the
food cultures in the region are caught in a different
game. They are being increasingly seen as part of a
lifestvle that is being re-imported trom the Southasian
diaspora in the First World as part of the “authentically’
Indian, Pakistani or Bangladeshi. This new concept
of authenticity tends to underscore, and sometimes
even freeze, the fluid boundaries of cuisines in
their countries of origin. This tluidity has been
maintained by the units through which culinary
traditions have been transmitted over generations in
this part of the world - through families, castes and
other small local communities. Of these, the family
has been the most important.

I'here can be no generic concept ot authentic
Southasian - or for that matter Gujarati, Bengali,
Punjabi or Tamii - cooking. There can only be authentic
family traditions and sometimes local traditions. When
you nostalgically look back at vour mother’s cooking
as the last word in a cooking style, it is not
merely an attempt to return to the uterine
warmth of a lost world, or an expression of 15
vour exasperation with vour spouse 3
or domestic help. It is also
an admission that any
of

N H

generic  concept
authenticity does not
ring true to vou,
despite the advice
of knowledgeable
food critics and
expert chefs,

Mountain meal memories

Hard work yielded so little in the Garhwal hills, but the taste was there to stay.
' PUSHPESH PANT

he winters used to be leng and hard at
Mukteshwar, a small hill station at around 8000
feet in the Garhwal hills, where 1 was born and
grew up more than half a century ago. Hoarding
foodstuffs - both basic and fancied - would start quite
carly in QOctober. Barees and mangodis (lentil-paste
dumplings, spiced and blended with grated cucumber
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or shredded greens) were mass-produced at home,
vegetables were dried in the sun, potatoes and other
‘starchies’ were buried underground to be dug out
during the snowbound menths.

My mother sure knew how to transform adversity
into delightful variety. Winter was when we proudly
reclaimed and proclaimed our pefuri heritage. Making
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a virtue of sheer necessity, our meals showcased the
central Himalayan culinary repertoire. Watery aloo ka
thecleia, muli ki baaunt, gaderi ke guike with janrbu ko
clhotenk, Biratiya janli served with generous doltaps of
gaay ki ghee - all these ensured that the familiar
delicacies prepared in times of greater plenty were not
missed. We the children were regaled with tolktales
and snatches of songs, some of which would describe
the ingredicnts of dishes that, to be frank, were
something of an acquired taste.

It is not easy to sustain nostalgia triggered by fading
childhood memories of meals in the mountains. We
counted ourselves among the fortunate. Most others
nearby lived hand-to-mouth all the year round. Food
in the hill villages has always been frugal. The terrain
is harsh, and it is difficult even after backbreaking
labour to make the earth vield her fruits generously.
Those beautiful terraces can be killing fields.

The hill folk have from time immemorial counted
their blessings gratefully. The poet Gumari, who three
generations ago was equally well known in Kumaon-
Garhwal and in Nepal, penned a poem in the early

19th century that listed the highly valued delicacies of

this region. The fruits mentioned are bananas, lemons,
pomegranates, sugarcane and oranges, accompanicd
by thick rich milk and granular ghee. Pride of place is
reserved for aromatic rice - boiled, baked or flattened,
or fashioned into dumplings - completed by crisply
fried leaves and tender stalks of arunr.

[t is useful to remember that this was an atfluent
poet’s ideal meal. The hill man’s everyday fare was
incomparably Spartan - bare sustenance to keep body
and soul together, belonging to a recalm where taste
did not matter. Alas, things have not changed much
over the past two hundred years.

Shraddhas and daal-bhaat

As we grew up it was made painfully clear that dietary
deprivations are assumed in palari villages.
Individuals and communities look forward to
celebrations when feasting 1elieves the tedium, and
the luxuries usually beyond reach can be savoured in
small quantities. The festivals of Tyaar, Dasain and
Chughutlva provided a few occasions, as did the
occasional debta-puji. in which ritual
sacrifices were made to propitiate
gods and exorcise disturbing spirits.
Marriages - byaa
~ kij - promised and
elivered mouth-
iwatering goodies,
as did shraddha
ceremonies, annual
funerary feasts.
The menu for
each of these events
was prescribed
bv custom, and

usually adhered to strictly. For a baraat banquet, lagad
- a puri made with whele-meal flour - was paired
with aln or pinait-godert ki sabzi, a tuber dish prepared
with aromatic jumebu (Himalayan chives) imported from
Tibet. This was supplemented with gaduove ka gajaika,
a mashed, sweet-and-sour ripe pumpkin. The chutney
most preferred was made with darhim (pomegranate),
and the calibre of the cook was tested by the quality of
his mustard-laced raita - a nose-tingling, eve-watering
delight that leaves the much-touted Japanese wasabi
smarting and gasping for breath.

Guests were happy to leave with full stomachs. No
one hothered about frills like dessert - kieer or fuidaw -
in the countryside. Only the arrivistes in towns like
Almora and Tehri - those immigrant Brahmins from
the plains, always cager to show oft their refinements
- took the trouble to burden the bell-metal thali with
add-ons like burha (deep-fried lentil dumplings), singal
{doughnut-shaped semolina contections) or suji
(halwa). During a visit to Kathmandu vyears later,
while being treated to an “ethnic’ meal at the Bhancha
Ghar restaurant, the glimpse ot a kansu thali opened
the floodgates of my memory, rekindling the glow of
dying embers in a long-lost hearth.

Shraddhas were different, The Brahmin being fed
was seen as a vehicle transporting the tasty sustenance
to the departed ancestors. The gullible jarman gladly
made available for his ravenous prerefint expensive and
rare preparations. Kheer would be made along with
raita; smorth hi clnituey (ginger chutnevy or durlim ko
chowk to accompany luscious puris, along with an
assortment of drv and curried vegetables. For the
truly orthodox, seedlia (ample dry rations) was gitted
so that the good man could treat himselt and his tamily
at home.

Careful readers must have noted that no mention
has so far been made of the staple daal-blaat. Food
cooked with water - rather than fried in ghee or oil, or
botted in milk - is considered impure by Hindu
tradition, Until a couple of generations ago, strict rules
even dictated who could cook rice for whom within
the family. Convention decreed that such fare was to
be kept out of the public domain. Bhaat cooked in the
morning was consumed inside the kitchen where only
the equally “pure’ (or those of higher birth) were
admitted. Brahmins emploved as cooks were the safest
bet. Daal more often than not was homegrown musoer.
Variation on this was rare, and when opted for meant
un-husked, whele or split saars. This lentil 1s believed
to be hard to digest, and took a long time to cook in
pre-pressure-cooker days, It was treated as a specially
item for festive teasts.

At shraddhas, it was the quality and purity of
ingredients that was valued above all else. Almost a
hundred years before the WT() and the emergence
of the ‘intellectual property’ regime, the unlettered
Himalayan villagers had perfected geographical
indicators for the ingredients most in demand - gaideri
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from Lebanj, jwmbun (chives) from Munshyari-
Dharchula, katiki man trom Kapkot, and se on. T'his
last was only matched by the priceless catch of the
death-defying, daredevil honey hunters of Nepal.

wiutf of e

These memorics of mine were rendered green again by
the late professor IS Baral, sometime chairman of
Nepal's national academyvy. He was not only an
eminent scholar but alse a tover of good food, as well
as a walking encvclopaedia of Nepali-Uttarakhandi
cultural interactions and shared inheritance. He is the
one who encouraged me to look beyond the exclusive
Brahmin kitchen, and to scek acquaintance with
plebeian pleasures such as bluitua (also called rinrga
Fiioota, slow-cocked offal) and bawit (minimalist mutton
curry with the thinnest of gravies, so as to extend it as
far as possible).

‘Bhutua’ translates as ‘a sharing’, and nothing
could be more apt. It was cooked with whatever was
cheap and at hand - in most cases this included some
oil, some onions, lots of red chillies and salt. The goat
was pit-roasted before cooking. This feast, a rustic
barbeque certainly not for the squeamish, was a
one-dish community meal at which nothing was
wasted. The trotters were used in a stew called gadie
ka sinirna, and the sird (severed head) preovided
prolonged consternation as it was either expertly or
ineptly split open.

But [ digress. Such surfeit of culinary riches came
one’s wav scldom at most. The regular repast of these
hills was ranif-suug. Riat of course is roti, the stuff of
life. The poor prepared it with coarse madua (ragi),
which is often described as sweet because even this
was sometimes scarce; the better-otf used only wheat.
Palang, a tvpe of spinach, was valued more than other
greens, and prepared as tapakiya, tinariya or kapha. The

The chaateries

A Karachi-wali pines for the goi-gappi-walla
of Delly, and can’t have epough of the fare
at Nathu's, Haldiram's and Saagar.

BY SAHAR ALl

s I sit down to write this it is the start of
Ramadan, and what better time of year to talk
about food. Across Southasia, Muslims are
denving themselves food and drink during daylight
hours, in order to experience the hunger that reminds
them to be gratetul to Allah for his benevolence, and to
be generous towards those less fortunate. But a majority
of non-Muslim observers, as well as many Musiim
rozedars (fasters), are convinced that Ramadan is not

so much about tasting as it is about feasting,
[
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first two werce recipes tor a dish ot small portions meant
for “barcly tasting’, while the last one had a porridge-
like consistency and was doled out in more generous
helpings. Sislnda {(nettles) was gathered and cooked
only by the abjectly poor. Preseriptions and prohibitions
reigned supreme when it came to vegetables as well,
and until the carly 19505 the clderly avoided exotic
imports to the hills such as peas, beans and tomatoes.

In the springtime month of Chait, with the winter
behind them, the sens and daughters ot the Himalava
were struck by another strain of sweet metancholy, This
was the season tor pining and despatching gifts of
food to daughters married far away. Bhituldi ('small gift’)
was mostlv a hamper ot sluil, halwa prepared with rice
tlour. The poor, more often than not, could not even
come up with this care package with casc. This is what
tends heart-rending poignancy to the rifurain
Himalayan ‘songs of separation’, which mirror the
brafinuiesa genre in the Ganga plains. In this era of email
and uscr-friendly STDR-cnabled PCOs, it is difficult to
inagine what a sweet morse] must have meant, even if
it arrived stale to the faraway daughter. Shai in
the hills of Uttarakhand is todav as rare as singers
of riturain.

I'he pace of life has accelerated, and much that was
considered exotic has become common. Who has the
leisure or patience to slowly cook rase ar Hatiani in a
cast-tron karfun, ov nuse ina pidal ki tieeds? Dali is no
[onger set in a wooden theki; as a matter of fact, these
objects are now manufactured in the plains to be sold
as souvenirs.

| hese observations and memories are not meant to
be a lament for what is perhaps irretrievably lost. But
is it not pertinent to ask how long the moeuntains can
retain their identity, when their children torget the taste
of their salt? What has been the trade-oft? Has plenty
really vanquished scarcity?

of North India

Hived in Dubai during the late 1990s, and my non-
Muslim friends there could not wait tor the Holy Month
to arrive. Once it Jdid, they all started clamouring for
invitations to /ftaar. the ritual break of the fast at sunset,
In the affices of the newspaper where | worked, the
fasters were few but the partakers of iftaar many - and
the latter were always the first to arrive at the canteen
for the modest servings of pakoras (gram flour
dumplings) and fruit, sometimes not even waiting for
the gzaan to signal the end of the fast.

It is Ramadan, then, a time for fasting and for food.
And for no other reason than that it 1s also a kind of
food, | would like to take this opportunity to talk about
chaat - that most delighttul of all North [Indian snacks.
I discovered chaat rather late in life. It is something
many Southasian women are intreduced to in college,
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thus beginning a love aftair that continues for the rest
of their lives, But while [ received my coliege education
in a tand that may be blessed with five rivers, it has no
idea whatsoever about chaat. In Lahore, what passes
tor chaat is the confused mix of aloo and cioley served
at the dozens of Krokias in the winding lanes of Bano
Bazaar and Anarkali. The setting is quaint but the food
downright unappetising for my ‘upper-class’ palate,
with operative letters being i and p, as in Uttar Pradesh.

Yes, it was tn Lahore that | first discovered chaat,
and discovered that | did not litke it. A second
revelation, however, came in Dubai. My tather, who
srew up eating chaat in the small town of Badavun in
western UP, lost touch with the taste of his vouth when
his family migrated to Pakistan in the 1950s, When he
was posted to Dubat four decades later, he took us
with him in the search for that tantalising taste in
[ndian restaurants across the tiny Arab emirate. We
tried dulir blllas that were not so blwhi, aioo fikkes that
were quite icky, and gof gippas that were not quite so
ihakkogs, Having already developed an aversion to
chaat, | became even more disenchanted with this most
unsavoury of savouries. | tried to convince my tather
that what he was looking for would be impossible to
find. It was the taste of vouth, and not ot chaat, that
he craved. And that, sadly, was long gooc.
But my father insisted on eating his wayv across
Dubai’s chaateries, and we decided
to indulge his obsession.
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[n November 1998, just betore I moved back to Pakistan,
I decided to take a trip to India. My first stop was Delhi
to visit my fricnd Raman Kwatra. | had one evening in
Delhi before | caught the overnight train to Gorakhpur
to visit my materpal uncle’s family in my mother’s
childhood home,

That evening in Delhi, after a hectic afternoon’s
shopping, Raman decided to treat me Lo his favourite
snack - yol gappas. We arrived at Nathu's in Bengali
Market, and as socen as | realised it was a chaat joint |
could not hide my sudden lack of enthusiasm. Atter
all, 1 had been envisiening scrumptious skewers of
tandoort pancer. It was only by reminding myselt that
Nathu’s would probably serve some sort ot paneer -
most likely pakoras - that | was able to put on a brave
face. But Raman had other ideas! e insisted that | try
the reea (seofi, or semolina)y gol gappas.

In most North Indian chaateries, the gol gappa
caunler is often situaled just vulside the restaurant
entrance, around which hungry customers gather with
disposable plates, The gof guppi-walu prepares cach gol
gappa by hand, and then serves it to vou individually.
This is a woenderfully persenalised wav of eating, but
to my unenthused palate | found the process rather
unhygienic. But Raman continued insisting. Not
wanting to offend my host, 1 finally relented.

| held my breath as | gulped the gol gappa - and
could not believe my tongue! Fven before | had
swallowed the mouthful - the delicious sweet-and-sour
tastes of the tamarind chutney, voghurt and mint
waler making passionate love to my taste buds - 1
motioned to Raman that he dare not think of eating a
single rava gol gappa, having noticed that there were
barely a half-dozen left.

Since that day, if there is anvthing that matches my
love of Indian cinema, it is my devotion to Indian chaat.
Whenever [ travel to Delhi [ make daily pilgrimages to
Nathu's or 1 laldiram’s or Saagar, or any other chaatery
recommended by friends or family. I will even cat at a
ffiela if a more hvgienic chat joint is not in sight.

| have also been able to take my father along on some
of these trips, where sojourns to Nathu's and
Haldiram'’s are again a dailv ritual. Eves always larger
than our stomachs, we let loose on rava gol gappas,
alvo tikkis, mined chaat plates and fucheha fokris. While
he rediscovers the tastes of his voutly, [ make up tor my
chaat-deprived childhood.

Back home in Karachi, Ramadan is the time to
recreate the wonderful flavours of North Indian chaat.
Because | love to coak almost as much as | love to eat,
come Ramadan | make sure that we are well stocked
with tamarind chutney (which we call sontiiny, boiled
potatoes, voghurt, chieley, paopri, green gram and
other items that go into a plate of chaat as can be found
al Haldiram’s. Sadly, rava gol gappas arc bevond
my amatcur skills. But some things are better left
to experts,
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Veggie living, contemporary thinking

BY SUJEEV SHAKYA

# hen emails and SMS messages teave my
computer and cell phone during Dasain -
¥ the post-monsoonal Nepali carnivore
carnival - wishing evervone a sacrifice-free holiday,
much electronic venom is inevitably spat in return. In
Kathmandu just two decades back, to be a vegetarian
by choice was to belong to a species difficult to
understand. When 1 returned in 1989 after schooling
in Kalimpong and Caleutta, finding vegetarian food
at a Newar bliof, or feast, was as difficult as in the
steakhouses of Texas. Sweetmeats would be piled on
my plate as substitutes for all the dishes that were
cither prepared of meat or meat sauce, or cooked in
animal fat.

50, 1 started eating a few dishes in which the meat
was well altered, such as the ubiquitous momos or
tender barbeques. When asked whether | was a
vegelarian or a non-vegetarian, | would answer that |
was a ‘non-bane-ctarian’, which meant that | ate
anvthing that did not have the look of meat, and did
net come with spare parts such as bone, tat or thick -
and | mean Hrck - skin.

In Kalimpong, we had grown up as vegetarians
partly because, as Shakyas, we were perceived to be
practicing Buddhists. In my ancestral town of Patan
in the Kathmandu Vallev, however, one could not be
both a Shakya and a vegetarian. My desire to learn
and understand the vast range of Newari cuisine thus
led me to remain a ‘non-bone-etarian” until 1 learned
~nough to cook for myself, without necessarily having

ta taste,

Ihe questiens one is asked wilh regard to
vegetarianism in Nepal are not about religion, but
rather about how one substitutes for protein intake.
Vegetarianism  in Nepal is associated wilh
deficiencies in diet and, therefore, health. Many of my
cousin-sisters who had been adamant aboul not eating
meat gave in te family pressures and started to do so
during pregnancy. When my Gujarati wife - a Jain,
and thus a vegetarian as a matter of faith - proceeded
to bear and nurse a child without touching meat, some
of my relatives thought that we were in for serious
health troubles.

Even highly cducated, widely traveled Nepalis join
many Americans and Huropeans in asking about
protein supplementation. In contrast to a tlindu-
dominated India, where that religion has a strong
vegetarian asseciation, in the erstwhile Hindu
Kingdom it was until recenMy difficull to maintain a
Hindu identity by being vegetarian. The worship of
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Shekti in Nepal and Northeast India made animal
sacrifice - and therefore meat-cating - an integral part
of lite, particularly during ftestival times, The same
Shakti, reflected more as Awbe in North India, requires
one to be vegetarian during the 10-day Dushera festival.
[n South India, on the other hand, where vegetarianism
is usually directly related to faith, animal sacrifice has
been substituted with the breaking ot coconuts painted
with faces, This brings up the perhaps controversial
guestion as to Lhe correlation between animal sacrifice
and education.

Ly oreen
As the vears pass, finding vegetarian food 1s becoming
casier, and the variety of choices available outside the
home has also increased. In the carly 1990s, Iocating
vegetarian momos (thought by the editor of this
magazine to be a contradiction in terms) in Kathmandu
was as ditficult as finding veg samosas in Dhaka. Being
a vegetarian by choice is much casier than being a
vegetarian by religion. [ never did mind cooking meat,
or sitting in a steakhouse cating salads, Those who are
vegetarians for religious or cultural reasons, however,
often cannot do this, and it must be difficult to alwavs
have to carry one’s food.

The last decade has been a good one for vegetarians,
as health consciousness has been on the rise, as has
the fad for Buddhism. More and more global vouth
icons are vegetarian, so there are new modern
role models over and above the Shankeracharvas. New
technojogics, including devoted websites, have
also allowed veggies to track down hard-to-find
vegelarian joints.

I the parts of India and Nepal where the cheaper
beef is taboo, eating meat is indicative of
affluence. Carrving meat bought trom the
street-side  butcher’s  through  the
neighbourhood in transparent plastic
bags is definitely a show of one’s
spending power. The hicrarchy
begins at chicken and moves
upward through mutton to fish,

prawns and more exotic !
seafood. Pork has fimited
acceptability in manv
communities, theugh
upmarket Chhetri
families revel in
livbrid boar -
skin, fat,






colour. Mixing it dried chives that have been fried in a
ladleful of ghiu is another indispensable step.

I'he golbhedako achar has to achieve the right colour
and texture. Ginger and garlic contribute the
main flavours, along with salt, chillyv pepper and
Szechwan Pepper. [n the old days, the tomato went
through muslin cloth, but these days it can go through
the food processor.

Kaidli wloo may seem a simple dish to the diner who
Jdoes not cook, but its preparation takes care. To get the
right combination of tough and seasoned potato and
cauliflower that is soft but not disintegrating, the two
have to be cooked separately. Or, at the verv least, the
oo must be cooked betorehand, and the kandl added
to it It is best to add only ginger (no garlic, onion or
tomate) to the spices that go into this item, and a
generous amount of coriander leaves should be
sprinkled just before serving.

The aloo Linne bodi dish s quintessentially Nepali. 1t
takes a lot of tomatoes, which give it its great colour.
The bamboo shoot is fried separately, and then added
to the dish once evervthing else is cooked. Again, this
item takes no onions. A meal containing aloo tama
bodi needs to be planned ahead of time, as the black-
eved peas need to be svaked overnight. In cases of
cmergency, a pressure cooker will do the trick, of course,
bt the taste is not the same.

If a rice cooker is used, it is turned on halt an hour
before the meal is to be served. With the power
cuts these dayvs we have sometimes had to cook our
rice in the pressure cooker, and the taste has been
surprisingly good.

The “cultured” way to cat with your hand is to eat
with vour tingers, and preterably the tips of the fingers,
using the thumb to prompt in the food that the five
tingers have so caringly shaped into a perfect morsel.
It should take several moments te get the next bite ready,
and only chewing slowly allows a person to take
maximum pleasure from the food. Of course, some
people will eat with food all over their palms, and gulp
it down as if there were no next meal, but this is not the
sign of a good cater,

iy K

['he meal described above is complete in itselt, but some
people are not satistied unless there is meat. A common
non-vegetarian addition would be a dish of chicken or
mutton. The chicken tor this set should come with a
thick gravy, made with lots of tomate and some onion.
Ginger and garlic are also needed. The masala
{consisting of cumin, coriander and a host of other
spices) was traditionally made at home, allowing for
variation from household te household, but now
commercial preparationsgre preferred by most people.

Connoisseurs will grind their own spices to
specitication. These sorts also will not consider the
broiler chicken (the caged variety that is locally known
as syankdnne, or dikase kukhira - 'development chicken’

Himal Southasian } November 2006

- whose origins lic in the 1960s introduction of
‘improved’, mass-bred varieties), and would rather
go for frec-roaming fowl that have developed tight
muscles and pecked at a variety of different foods.
[However, free-range syaukhine chickens are getting
to be a luxury these davs, even as chicken has
dropped from being regarded as a delicacy to being
comumon fare.

The other and traditional carnivorous alternative
- in an upright Bahun houschold, at least - is of course
goat meat, or klmstko s, Mutton is usually prepared
in the same wav as chicken, but during Dasain - the
10-day festival that usually falls right after the
monsaon - mution gets a completely different
treatment. The kebab that is prepared over long hours
is definitelv something to write home about.

Lxperts separate different cuts of the Dasain goat
for difterent preparations. King kebab gets the best
cuts. As a household cooking for Dasain will usually
be dealing with 0-8 kilos of kebab, this meal gets a
very spedial treatment, The masala {garam masala,
prepared as per family custom) has been freshly
vround in the preceding week. Some ginger has been
sliced and some ground. Garlic is peeled and crushed.
Buttermilk or yogurt is added te the meat, and in some
cases even a squeeze of lime juice. Next comes mustard
oil, fresh from the traditional oil presser of Khokana
town, and a small teaspoon of ghiu finds itself atop a
huge pile of meat. Salt to taste, and some turmeric.
One onion (according to my mother) must be chopped
and thrown in, and the whole thing marinated - not
set to marinade, mind vou, but mixed by hand tor
20-30 minutes before it is allowed to sit for a while.
Sait must now be added it still needed, and of course
chilly pepper.

Once enough fuss has been made over the meat
and it is ready to be cooked, oil is heated in a deep
pan with a thick bottom - ecarlier this was done in
rounded pots called kosaindi, which would sit over a
wood-burning stove. Then several bay leaves are
thrown into the oil before putting in the meat. fistful
bv fistful, never by pouring, The meat is then cooked
over a slow heat for at least four hours. Well-cooked































was created, its aim was to restore
livelihoods, reduce disaster risk and
protect vulnerable groups. The UN's
preliminary assessment of the ERP’s
progress shows that the projects
planned thus far have indeed been
largely successful in addressing the
priorities of the people, and consistent
with the government’s reconstruction
plan to “build back better”. After the
ERRA review, the plan now consists
of initiatives in eight sectors totalling
USE 270 million, for which around 62
percent of the funding is on hand.

International support is making it
possibie for the initiation of nearly 80
percent of all activities in the education
sector, 71 percent of the governance
initiatives and 64 percent of the
livelihoods-funding requirement. One
third of all funds received, USD 55
million, has already been expended
by projects within the plan. Given such
figures, Pakistani authorities express
confidence that the rest of the funding
gap will soon be addressed.

Substantial obstacles remain,
however. The World Bank estimates
that the cost of reconstructing shelters
along prescribed criteria has
increased dramaticatly from the early
estimates. About 70 percent of
particularly vulnerable families live in
areas where winter conditions are
extremely harsh. More than a million
people also lost their jobs after the
earthquake. With Bank assistance, 85
percent of the more than 240,000
eligibte families are currently
receiving livelihood support in the
form of cash grants of PKR 3000 (USD
50) per month. This six-month
livelihood-support pregramme is
currently nearing completion,
however, and an extension is needed
until permanent arrangements can be
made to accommodate these
individuals and families.

To improve access in these remote
areas, a roads-reconstruction
programme has been approved by
ERRA. Of the USD 467 million
needed for the roads project, USDC 296
mitlion (including USD 100 million
from the World Bank) is currently
available through various doner
commitments. The Bank notes that
this leaves a financing gap of about
USD 170 million, with poor or
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unreconstructed infrastructure having
a drastic impact on the ability
of housing reconstruction to continue
on schedule.

The Bank estimates that 2.8 million
people lost their homes in
the earthquake, and over 570,000
more houses were damaged, of which
90 percent require complete
reconstruction. A year on, close to 75
percent of those in need are in the
process of receiving ERRA housing
grants worth around USD 467 million.
Under the plan, homeowners with
demolished houses will receive a total
of around USD 2500, while ihose with
damaged houses will receive a third
of that amount. Reconstruction
has begun on just a guarter of these
cases, however,

The groundwork has indeed been
laid. Meanwhile, 450,000 people have
signed the paperwork required to
reconstruct their homes, and over
80,000 supervisors and homeowners
have been trained in earthquake-safe
construction designs. Adherence to
designs approved by ERRA is being
required for all rebuilding activities.
But late or nonexistent disbursal of
funds, as well as damaged
infrastructure, has forced many to put
off any rebuilding plans until spring -
two winters after the quake.

Islamabad’s response

Pervez Musharraf has been optimistic
about the reconstruction and
rehabilitation process. On 5 Oclober
he claimed, “Pakistan is now being
referred to as a model for meeting
tragedy of such epic proportion.” He
has aiso hit out at Oxfam for predicting
that quake survivers would spend a
second winter in makeshift homes,
saying that only five percent of
affected peoples were still
living in tents. “These doomsday
predictors have said that 1.8 million
people would be in tents this winter,”
the president told ERRA’s first
annual conference. “it is unfortunate
how anyone can say this. We
challenge anyone to come and see
how many people are living in tents.”
But while ‘only’ five percent continue
living in tent camps, hundreds of
thousands more are estimated to
have returned to dilapidated houses

that have not been rebuitt and cannot
withstand the winter.

President Musharraf also
defended Pakistan against criticism
of its post-quake relief efforts: “They
said that nothing was being done to
save people, but nobody died due to
lack of medical attention. Then there
were predictions of famine, but
nobody died of hunger. They said that
people will freeze to death, but it did -
not happen.”

The president promised that
reconstruction would be completed
within five years, with 600,000 homes
built by the end of 2008 to
accommodate 3.5 million people.
That number was originally pegged
at 400,000, 'eading President
Musharraf to declare an urgent need
for an additional USD 800 million. The
president largely dismissed charges
of corruption, saying that any
dishonesty that may have happened
took place at lower levels, and
lauded the transparency of Pakistan's
funding disbursement.

Prime Minister Shaukat Aziz
concurs that the reconstruction and
rehabilitation waork is in full swing. He
said recently that the government has
distributed almost USD 743 million
among affected people, and that
Islamabad’'s main priority now is to
shift all those who have been living in
camps to permanent homes.
Towards that end, the prime minister
announced a donor conference to be
held in Islamabad in October and
November of this year. The last such
conference, backed by UN Secretary
General Kofi Annan on 19 November
2005, raised around USD 6.7 billion.
Much of that came from the World
Bank, Saudi Arabia, the US, the UAE
and several European countries.

Quake survivors, meanwhile, are
wondering where all of those riches
have gone. Despite the government’s
optimistic assertions, survivors have
been staging protests, including
ouiside the Pakistani Parliament,
accusing reconstruction officials of
corruption. Many placards waved at
these demonstrations are full of anger
~ Slop taking bribes and Spend the
winter with us - while others simply
beseech whoscever will listen, Buid
our homes before snawifall.
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2005,
industrial growth centres were
established in the districts of
Mahasamund, Surguja, Kawardha,
Dhamtari and Raigarh. The
previous vear, an industrial policy
was formulated with the expressed
objective of creating “an enabling
environment for ensuring
maximum value-addition to the
abundant, lecally available mineral
and other forest-bascd resources.”
The policy also sought to attract
direct investments, including those
to “the most backward tribe-
dominated areas”, and to woo
investors (including NRI and FDI}
with a host of incentives and
tariff concessions.

Current developments  in
Dantewara need to be seen against
this international backdrop,

institutions. By new

it soon became clear that the new state had been born in

2006, a BJP MLA in whose
constituency the Tata steel plant
was proposed to be built publicly
admitted that he had ne knowledge
of the plans for industrialisation in
the area.

Land for lata’s steel plant and
mining activities is proposed to be
acquired around Lohandiguda and
Bhansi; land for Essar’s
installations will be in Dhurli. In
both arcas, there is ticrce opposition
to the fand acquisition, and over the
past months  multiple
demonstrations have been held in
Lohandiguda, lagdalpur, antewara
and other proposed acquisition
sites. These arcas are largely
inhabited by tribals, and covered
under the 1996 Panchayats
(Extension to Scheduled Areas) Act,
or PESA. There is an implicit

six

and was part ot the declared effort
of the [Indian state o decentralise
governance and give greater space
to local self-administration, today
the decentralisation agenda seems
to be in cenflict with the
globalisation agenda. And judging
from the examples of Bastar and
Dantewara, it is clear which agenda
will have the nod of the state
establishment during such conflicts.

In 2001, the wvillagers of
Nagarnar, a prosperous agri-
cultural comm-unity close to
Jagdalpur, refused to give up their
lands tor a proposed public-sector
steel plant. District-level authorities
subscquently proceeded to falsify
the gram sabha registers, forcibly
handing over fand to the National
Mineral Deve-lopment Corporation,
When the village people protested,

the context of

globalisation, and that the political agenda behind the policy of power devolution
was in fact the opening up of third-world resource bases for first-waorld markets.

including massive new
multinational-owned construc-
tions, as well as the resistance of
the local people and the urgency of
the state government to re-establish
its control over the district. In late
2005, two MOUs were signed by the
state government with Fssar and
the Tata group, both of which
assert the commitment of the state
to industrial growth through the
agency of “industrial houses of
repute”, and affirm its commitment
to make available required land,
mining leases, power and water.
The agreement with Tata also
contains a confidentiality clause
that precludes disclosure of
infermation on the terms and
conditions of the MOU to any third
party, which is in violation of the
Right to Information Act. This
clause was the source of a major
fracas in the state legislature in
early 2006, when the government
refused to accede to a demand from
the Congress party opposition that
the MOU be made public. Indeed,
the proceedings have been so
secretive that, as late as February

a4

assumption in this Act that the
natural resources of a region belong
to the local citizens, and for any
exploitation of these resources the
village community (in the form
of the gram sabha) must give
its consent.

llere lies the source ot the
agitations in carly September. The
9 September gram sabha at 1Dhurli
had been preceded by two others,
on 30 August and 30 June. Four
persons were taken into police
custody in Dhurli preceding the
second of these; human-rights
groups campaigning for their
release were informed that therc
was considerable “factional”
tension in the village, and that the
arrests had been made in order to
ward off any untoward incident.
Upon their release, all four persons
- Hingaram Kunjam, Gundaram,
Vija Patel and Budhram - reported
that they had been intensively
“advised” not to oppose the Essar
land acquisition at the subsequent
gram sabha.

Although PESA intended to give
greater autonomy to tribal areas,

they iathi-charged and
arrested; the police released them
only on the condition that they
accept compensation cheques for
the land acquired. That plant is still
not functional today - the land
acquired stands unproductive, with
only a wall and a signboard
proclaiming the existence of the
Nagarnar Steel Plant.

I'he Indian state is compelled te
gain control over the large forest
tracts in Dantewara that have been
wrested by the Maoists over recent
decades for one reason: last
acquisition for caorporate control.
The reclaiming of the resource-rich
land, the militarisation of
Dantewara, the forced displacement
of communities, the attempt to find
the “final solution’ to the Maoist
problem, the need to discern
industry-friendly ‘friend’ from
oppositional "foe’ - all of these stem
from a common source. The Salwa
Judum,purportedly here to ‘rescue’
the people of Dantewara from
Naxalite vielence, isin reality
the military arm of the India
Shining brigade. .

woere
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With a new regional disaster-management centre now cpen, leaders need to
recognise that this important cooperative initiative cannot be hobbled by the usual
crosshorder prejudice, particularly in the sharning of daia.

. THARUKA DISSANAIKE

t the 13th SAARC Summit, in Dhaka in

November 2005, the heads-of-state of the

seven regional countries decided that the
time was ripe to incorporate into the end-of-session
declaration a reference to ‘disasters’. This was the
first time that such a reference was included.
Southasia had just been hit by two of the worst
natural disasters in modern history - the December
2004 Tsunami and the October 2005 Kashmir
carthquake - without counting the many “everyday’
disasters that seem to plague the region, The
final version of the Dhaka Declaration
subsequently urged individual governments to “put
into place a permanent regional response
mechanism dedicated to preparedness, emergency
respanse and rehabilitation.”

So the idea of a regional centre for disaster
management was conceived, the mandate of which
was to coordinate “activities in disaster
management such as carly warning, exchange of
information, training and sharing cxperiences in
emergency relief.” The teaders also went a step
turther, calling for a comprehensive framework on
carly warning and disaster management for the
entire region. Big words and bigger ambitions -
especially in a region where institutions multiply
like dragonflics in the summer, but ultimately have
little etfect on the everyday governance ot the
countries of Southasia. [n terms of preparedness and
risk reduction, however, the Dhaka Declaration
missed the long-term objective of disaster
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management. These two essential elements, after all,
would ensure that less people are exposed to
hazards, and that those who arc sutfer less damage
and displacement.

Fast-forward to Delhi, August 2006. At a South
Asia Policy Dialogue meeting in the Indian capital,
disaster-management cxperts again mulled over the
idea of rcgi()nal cn()pt‘ration, and agreed that a
coordinated early warning system would be a
positive step, as it would force the sharing of the
heavy burden of emergency response and expertise
between the region's countrics, The Delhi
Declaration binds governments to cansider the links
between disasters, development and the sttuation of
people living in vulnerable regions. It urges
governments to preparc and protect people from
natural hazards, rather than simply preparing tor
smooth emergency relief. According to a decision
taken at the Delhi meet, the SAARC Disaster
Management Centre {DMC) will come into being in
QOctober in New Duethi, parented by India’s National
Institute of Disaster Management.

e chatlenge ahead will be to save the DMC and
the Delhi Declaration from becoming just another
inoperative SAARC programme. Previous SAARC
summits and meetings have, after all, already
established a Metcorological Research Centre, a
Coastal Zone Management Centre and other such
fairly ineffective institutions. Both of these named
centres could now plav a critical role in regional
disaster management and weather-related
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information-sharing. Up to this point, their
effectiveness has been com promised by the persistent
ills that plague such regional offspring - lack ot
funding, lack of profile, lack of coordination and the
like. Whether the new institution will have the
foresight and maturity to carry out the priority
activities of the Delhi Declaration will depend on the
political will of the member countries and their
respective ministries.

sabotaged development

An increasing body of evidence points to intrinsic
links between recurrent natural hazards, poor
cnvironmental management, and development
programmes that fail to succeed at poverty-reduction.
[n short, if disasters arc ignored, there is a good
chance that development initiatives will be stunted by
the human and economic costs extracted by natural
hazards. Communities that have to live with recurrent
disasters - drought, earthquakes, floods, cvclones -
will find it hard to crawl eut of the poverty trap when
their livelihoods are under regular threat.

Development projects can often make communities
maore prone to disasters, bv altering, river flows and
drainagy
At the same time, when natural hazards result in
disaster, countries often find that much of their
national income is suddenly drained on rehabilitation
and relief for victims,

Understanding this context is all the more
important for Southasia. With a quarter of the world’s
population, the region 1s home to nearly half the
world’s poor. Disasters here come in all forms.

patterns, and through massive deforestation.

Persistent drought and, alternatively, monscon
flooding is a constant threat in India, Pakistan and
Bangladesh. Cyclones wreak havoc upon coastal
areas of India and Bangladesh. Earthquakes and
landslides arc evervday realities for communities
living in Nepal and parts of India and Pakistan. The
major impact of such disasters is upon the poor,
whether they live in flood plains, coastal belts, arid
lands or meuntain slopes. Often their livelihood is
based on subsistence farming or fishing, which is
invariably destroyed in the disaster.

“Gauthasia has been a region of mega-disasters,”
said indian Home Minister Shivraj Patil at the
inauguration of the South Asia Policy Dialogue, as
explanation for why the region’s countries are
suddenly keen on disaster-management policy
changes. In the past, SAARC countries have diftered
widely in the ways they have approached these
jssues, and mostly there has been a flurry of activity in
the wake of disasters. Bangladesh, with its long
history of natural disasters, in 2003 became the first
country to establish a separate ministry for disaster
management, and to incorporate disaster risk-
reduction into its national environmental programmes
and Millennium Development Goals-related pledges.
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India has now enacted comprelmnsivo legislation,
and set up decentralised institutional structures at
state and local levels to deal with disaster
management. A good example of such a working
structure is the manner in which the Tamil Nadu
state government handled the pnst—Tsunami
reconstruction in its coastal arcas, setting its own
policies and pmcedurv% for crisis management. After
the massive carthquake that destroyed many
communities in Kashmir last October, [slamabad is
also looking at putting in place legal and
institutional systems for better disaster managenent.
In the aftermath of the 3004 Tsunami, several
pmportant actions were taken in Sri Lanka dealing
with disaster management. Parliament passed a
disaster management act, a ministry and a national
centre were created, and a Roadmap for Disaster Risk
Reduction and Management was adopted.

Despite these positive moves elsewhere in the
neighbourlmmi, however, reactive policies still
dominate in Nepal, where the state remains
5luggish on disaster management initiatives,
installing systems for preparedness. Bhutan and
the Maldives, meanwhile, lag still farther
behind, and are considered the most neglected
countries regarding disaster policy and relevant
information-gathering.

Unless and unti] disaster planning is incorporated
into the general development plans and poverty-
reduction strategies in all of these countries, there is
little hope to emerge from the recurrent cvele of
disaster-driven poverty. But even where policics are
relatively strong and commitment is apparent -
Bangladesh, for instance - there is a mismatch in
imp]ementati(m. The problem with putting policy ta
practice Kes in the nature of governance in
Southasian countries - top-down approaches
and lacks of transparency, accountability and

and on

popular participation.
Ciamate of anoerianty

Climate change today is a reality. In fow places is this
as apparent as in Southasia, where the
transfarmation of climate has averturned the familiar
patterns of weather into unpredictable and erratic
seasens, Farmers who used to swear by monsoon
seasons teday shake their heads in bewilderment as
their crops fail due to cither too much rain or outright
drought. In 2005, a large part of North India suftered
unusually low winter temperatures, killing more than
L00. A mere six months later, a heat wave killed
almost 330 in the same region. 500 were killed in
wind storms in Afghanistan, and ancther 900 in
[ndia and Pakistan due to unusually heavy snowfall,
avalanches and rain in the Kashmir region. The
change in global temperature and climate has not
been concretely linked to an increase in disaster
incidence, but scientists the world over agree that the
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ferocity and frequency of disasters such as cyclones,
hurricanes and carthquakes have increased.

While disasters may not respect political
baundaries, there is much that Southasian
governments can do to create regional information-
sharing for hetter disaster-readiness. Individual
countries, especially the economically weaker ones,
can gain significantly with better regional
cooperation. Take, for instance, rainfall data related
to the flows of the Brahmaputra, Ganga and Meghna
rivers, which often cause dire flooding in
Bangladesh. Studies have shown that rainfall data
from the upper catchments of India and Bhutan can
help to measure river flows downstream, ailowing
experts to predict floods at least a month in advance.
But to date, such simple information as rainfall data
is not accessible between regional institutions.

There have been positive examples of cooperation,
as well. Sri Lanka has been able to borrow heavily
from the reconstruction experience of both Gujarat
after the 2001 earthquake, and Famil Nadu's
disaster-resistant housing designs following the
I'sunami. But sharing information alone is not
adequate, if the inherent lessons are not absorbed and
learned. Even after the experience of the Tsunami, Sri
l.anka was caught unaware when recent contlict in
the northern and castern parts of the country again
pushed tens of thousands from their homes. One

relief workoer was recently heard commenting, “We
have vet to fearn to cven set up proper camps tor
displaced peeple.”

The SAARC Disaster Management Centre now has
the opportunity of bridging some of these
gaps - building connections between countries that
today carry out little in the name of regional
coaperation, and jealously guard their own turf. The
Delhi Declaration sets out clear priority areas tor
regional action, which can readilv form the core of the
centre’s work. Early warning mechanisms woeuld be a
crucial starting point, beginning with the sharing of
weather and river-flow information throughout the
Subcontinent. Another of the new centre’s functions
will be to guide countries towards incorporating
disaster preparedness into their development
planning, as India has promised to do in their 1 1 th
five-vear plan, cu rrently under formulation.

With the intentions, priorities and initial
infrastructure now in place, the challenge fer the
centre - and its participating governments - will be in
rising above the foggy politics that often cloud the
vision of Southasian leaders, particularly in terms of
crossborder cooperation. With the powertul rhetoric
of the inauguration in mind, a path now needs to be
set for a productive regional programme, one
that will benefit both the region’s powertul and
weaker countries.
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JOHN SAMUEL

he idea of the American
drearn - that vague but
iridescent image of the US as
a cuitural meiting pot of opportunity
and freedom — has long been an
enviable and profitable one. Over the
past two centuries, the American
boom was largely driven by this
image, which drew ambitious and
talented people from across the
glebe, including Southasia. What
allowed the US to emerge as the
global soft-powerhouse, at the
forefrant of ideas, markets,
education, science, technology and
communication, however, is
currently at risk of fading away.

The rise of neoconservative
politics and an overwheiming
dependence on unilateral military
might has steadily undermined the
American dream and its concomitant
multiculturalism, not to mention the
country’s economy and international
goodwill. US foreign palicy is quickly
lasing its ability to create consensus
or peace, and is increasingly defined
by its capacity to create
confrontation, violence and war. If
the US were to lose its global ‘brain
gain” appeal, it would lead to
unexpected economic
consequences. Given that the US
remains one of the most significant
global trading pariners — including
for india and China - the

ramifications of such a
downturn wouid
W, have worldwide

§ and long-term

& implications.
The US
Congressional
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may indicate the shape of things tc
come. This is particularly so at a time
when, as the 2008 presidential
campaign is alieady gearing up, the
ruling Republican parly 1s
experiencing drastically low
popularity numbers. This may be
due to stalled foreign policy or

the incontrovertible domestic
ecanomic slowdown.

In an efforl to shore up support,
George W Bush recently boasted that
“the economy is powerlul, productive
and prosperous”. The reality,
however, is far from soothing. With an
estimated growth of 3.5 percent this
year, unemployment at just 4.6
percent and fat profits all around, the
economy certainly seems robust. But
the US trade deficit, both in absolute
size and as a percentage of GDP, is
unprecedentad. It reached USD 800
billion in 2005 — almost seven
percent of GDP - and has
accumutated USD 4.5 trillion since
1990, Scrap metal and waste paper
are now two of the US’s biggest
export items. Former Federal
Reserve chairman Paul Valcker
puts the chances of a major financial
crisis in the US within four years
at 75 percent.

M HE O Bty

At the moment, the US remains the
largest buyer in the global economy.
But it is currently consuming about
USD 800 billion more than it is
producing, and households spend
around USD 500 billion more than
they earn. The country also suffers
from negative savings and a low rate
of investment; indeed, a substantial
amount of the savings and
investments of the global economy
has now shifted to Asia. As a resuit,
the US on a daily basis borrows
around USD 3 billion from the rest of

the world, largely by selling US
treasury bonds, It is this buying and
borrowing that is keeping the
country’s economy apparently
robust, but it is a process that is far
from sustainable.

There is also a targe chunk of US
dollars remaining outside the US.
While Japan currently has around
USD 1 trillion in American currency,
China and Saudi Arabia are not far
behind. To manage its increasing
debt, there is the nossibility that the
US will be forced to trigger a
devaluation of the dollar, along with
raising interest rates in the US. Each
of these could have a drastic impact
on the global economy.

None of this means that
Americans themselves have been
insulated from the growing problems.
The war in Irag and the larger ‘war on
terror’ have sapped funding for
social-sector expenditure, including
for education and health care. When
Hurricane Katrina ripped through
New Orleans in August 2005, the
myth of the American dream was
exposed for all to see. The rising tide
of economic growth had obvicusly
failed to lift the boats of the poor, An
estimated 37 million of the country’s
300 million people are poor in the
US. many of them peopie of colour;
at 12.7 percent, that poverty rate is
the highest in the developed world.

Inequality, too, is on the rise. The
US's Gini index, a measure of
income inequality, is the highest in
the developed worid. An American
chief executive now earns 300 times
the average wage, tenfold more than
in 1970. Other indicatars of econamic
vulnerability include the propaortion of
peopte warking, and the stagnation
of middie-class income levels.
Additional oil price hikes could easily
exacerbate the economy’s condition,

The current state of affairs has
not been lost on the American
psyche. A recent survey found that
more than 60 percent of US
citizens are sceptical of free trade.
Another survey found that nine
out of ten worry about their jobs
going overseas. The American
dream has indeed arrived at
the crossroads.
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the organised massacre of Sikhs
with the collusion of the Congress
party, ushered the region into an era
dotted all too frequently with
pogroms and genocidal assaults —
many of which enjoyed the active
connivance of the state.

Of what took place in 1984,
Supreme Court lawyer H S Phoolka
wrote in 2004: "4000 innocent
citizens belonging to the Sikh
community were massacred in
Delhi, and another 3000 were
massacred in other pars of india.
The government recorded a figure
of 2733 deaths for Delhi alone ...
Even afler the horrendous task of
pursuing the cases for 20 jong
years, only nine murder cases have
resulted in conviction, which is not
even one percent of the official
figure of killings.” None among the
senior politicians or senior police
cofficers of the time were included in
the list of accused.

The scale of the 1989 riots in
Bhagalpur District in Bihar dwarfed
any previous riol in that state.
Indeed, a 1990 report prepared by
the People’s Union for Democratic
Rights called the violence “the
largest Hindu-Muslim riot since
1947". The first rourid of rioting went
intermittentlty from the third week of
Octeober until early December. More
than three months later, in March
1990, rioting again erupted in the
town. During the course of the riots,
over 2000 people lost their lives, a
majority of whom were Muslim;
11,500 houses were also torched,
and nearly 50,000 people
displaced. In Chanderi village,
women and children under the
protection of the local police were
staughtered by a mob. Despite the
ferocity of the Bhagalpur riots, the
subsequent delivery of justice was
no different from that in many other
cases, Of the 864 cases filed by the
police in Bhagalpur, 535 were
closed, and most of the accused
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were acquitted for lack of evidence.

The run-up to the Babri Masjid
demolition in 1992 witnessed
rioting throughout India, which only
increased in the demolition’s
aflermath. Although thousands of
people died in the tumult, there
have been almost no significant
convictions to date. Even though
the Liberhans Commission,
appointed by the then-Congress
government of P V Narasimha Rao
10 iook into the causes of the
demolition and riots, has yet to
submit a repori, there is reason to
believe that little will change after it
does so. Its fale will undoubtedly
be similar to the report of the
Srikrishna Cormmission, which
investigated the 1892-93 Bombay
riots, and whose recommendations
are by now largely forgotten,

Reports by various human-
rights groups, and the various
recommendations and strictures
passed by the Supreme Court and
the National Human Rights
Commission, have castigated
Hindutva organisations for their
roles in the Gujarat genocide of
2002. The names of scores of
activists of the Vishwa Hindu
Parishad and the Bajrang Dal,
inciuding members of the ruling
BJP. found mention in the
numerous First Information
Reports filed by victims. But
subversion of investigations and
justice for the surviving victims is
continuing with impunity. Chief
Minister Narendra Modi, who
allegedly spearheaded this
organised attack on minorities, is
stifl holding the reins of power (See
Himal Oct 2006, "Gujarat as
another country”).

Teesta Setalvad and Javed
Anand, leading anti-communal
activists and editors of the
Bombay-based Communalism
Combat, wrote in an editorial in
late 2004:

For the perpetrators of a pogrom
or genocidal killing, impunity from
prosecution and punishment
appears to be guaranteed in
advance. Armed with this
impunity, the mass murderers
have mastered technigues of
subversion of investigation. And
the destruction of evidence is now
‘in-built’ into the very modes of
killing adopted. This was clearly
visible in Gujarat, where a
chemical powder was extensively
used while burning people so that
no trace of the victims remained
and which made it all the more
difficult to count the dead.

In a newspaper article entitled
“1984 in the Life of a Nation”, also
printed in late 2004. Supreme Courl
lawyer !ndira Jaisingh noted:

Our legal system has failed to
answer the question: What is the
constitutional and personal
responsibility of the head of state
for mass killings ... Apart from
holding all those who committed
the acts of killing liable, we also
have to hold liable people in
positions of power, who not only
failed to prevent the killings,

but encouraged by hate

speech, justified it as an
understandable response.

Revisiting communal carnage
always brings up a dilemma. Some
advocate moving ahead and
forgetting the terrible past,
questioning the good that would
come from disturbing delicate inter-
communal peace by dredging up
past murders, pogroms or
genocides. It is crucial to realise,
however, ihat lasting peace can
never be achieved without justice.
We have no alternative but to keep
talking about these issues, and to
keep searching for ways of
achieving that goal.
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The third way

Throughout human history, the twins of
capitalism and imperialism have prospered by
exploiting the excluded. Romans had their serfs.
Spanish, Portuguese, Turkish, Italians, French,
Cermans, Dutch and English had their overseas
possessions, Russians and Chinese had internal
colonies to plunder. The Soviet Union was kept
afloat by the produce of Fastern Europe and the
energy reserves of Central Asia. Since the Great
War, Americans have had the world to do with
as they pleasc. Japan, the Johnny-come-lately of
the affluent world, and the aspiring upstarts of
Singapore and Korea, are riding on the back of
the American Empire. Their independent
economic strength has vet to be tested. But no
matter how big the empire, its carrying capacity
will be imited. Even if it wanted to, the US cannot
let India become the next Japan.

The alternatives proposed for capitalism -
Marxism, lLeninism, Maoism - are hardly
alternatives. None of the various torms of
communism question the fundamental premise
of capitalism that supply and demand are
interdependent. Capitalists believe that the
market determines the relationship betwecen
supply and demand. Communists arc
convinced that the state is a better moderator of
price fluctuation induced by the supply-demand
gap. Any of these two theses would have worked
had there been a 11atuf5Llin1it to human want.
As Gandhi repeatedly said, the earth has
enough for everyoene’s need, but not enough for
anyene’s greed.

Communism has conclusively failed. Despite
Fidel Castro and Brother Number One locking
pensively towards Hugo Chavez, the spread of
state-centric soctalism does not appear to be
imminent. Even though socialism is much more
humane than capitalism or communism, it did
not work because it raised the aspirations of
populations higher than what could justitiably
have been met. Meanwhile, the collapse of
capitalism may not be as spectacular, but the
Third Way promised by Tonv Blair has proved
to be a non-starter.

Capitalism with a humane face is as
oxymoronic as vegetarian hunting-animatls; at
best, some of them are exceptions. No rule can
be derived from it for replication. But this does
not mean that human civilisation is destined to
die out. There is a third way - the way of Gandhi.
The poor, the outcaste, the untouchable, the
child, the infirm, the disabled and all other
traditionally marginalised groups are meant to
live at the mercy of the mainstream in capitalism
and communism alike. Only in the Swaraj of
Gandhi can they live a dignified life like everyone
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else. But the mainstream will not let its
privileges lapse so easily. So the Southasian
society awaits the coming anarchy.

Since the free-market model is city-centric,
rural India has begun to invade its urban
centres. Those who get to live in slums are
relativelv lucky - a large number of immigrants
to the town spend their Tives on the pavement.
To nail rural folks in their villages, the Indian
Institute of Public Administration has come up
with the idea of Providing Lrban Amenitics in
Rural Areas (PURA), an ambitious scheme to
transform well-off villagers into free-spending
consumers. This plan tails to recognise that it
js the lack of opportunities, rather than that of
amentties, which drives villagers to lives of
indignity in cities.

But the mantra of the market is cfficiency,
excellence and ecenomy. [t has no place for
semi-literate labour forced out of farms due to
the urban bias of government policies. India is
said to enjoy a competitive advantage over even
China in terms of labour; the International
LLabour Organisation predicts that by 2020,
India will have 116 million workers in the age
bracket of 20-to-24. to China's 94 million. But
some of the most robotised industrial facilities
are being built in one of the most populoeus
regions of the world. [he spinning wheel is not
a marvel of techneology, but it engages more
people, requires less capital and doves not
demand a degree frem the Indian Institute of
Science to make, run or repair.

The third fault-line could prove to be the
maost fatal. The market demands uniformity -
one law, unitorm banking and insurance,
similar transportation, convertible currencics,
consensual media and one fanguage. 1t has no
place for cultural diversity - call them
community-specific family laws or interest-free
banking cdditics if you want, but they arc real
- and marketers use all their might to create
uniform, predictable and unsuspecting
consumers. Resistance to the process is human
and natural. One ceuld say that a million
mutinies of the 21st century began with the box
cutters that destroyed the twin towers. If the
market does not respect different cultures,
it cannot get respect from those who have
nothing but their cultures to cling to in times
of adversity.

The 10 percent’ class of Southasia will have
to go back to unadulterated Gandhi to learn
the ways of coping with the woes of 10 percent
economic growth. There is no cther way to
understand the silent rage of women whose
sons keep ‘disappearing’ in the maclstrom
created by markets. ;
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that if there were a rope-skipping event at the Olympics, we'd win the gold, hands down.
They wouldn't even get anyone else to compete!

But even in the Olympics, you have to go from your own country, don't you? So what
would we have done...?

It's an old habit with us, skipping rope. The thing is, we're not either of us very fond of just
sitting around. | don't know about ber. but my family used to yell at me ali the time: “Why
don't you stay in one place! Are you a boy? Running around alt the time!” | ask you, do boys
skip rope? Ever? Their feet are always on the ground. And they stand there with their fists on
their hips like they're some sort of double-handled /ofa, they’re so proud of it!

So | would get beaten up. Four brothers of my own and then uncles’ and aunts’ sons
besides. | used to really get it. “Act like a girl! Respect your brothers!”

| don't know what went on with my friend. She has a father, his brother, aunt's husband, a
grandfather and one mother. And they all seem really nice from far away. God knows what's
on the inside with everybody. My brothers are also really polite and nice with cutsiders. But
her elders are really affectionate with her. They hug her even. Mine do too, but less. | mean,
| have young men for brothers, they've got their hanour, their image, they can't go around
hugging me all the time! But with her, sometimes, when she was little, they used 1o keep her
in their lap for hours. Sometimes one, sometimes another. They love her a lot. But she
never smiles when she sees them.

But what am | talking about? | don’t know her from childhood! We mel in college. We
used to scale walls in college. The market across the road had this wonderful homemade
ice cream. And the man who made it made only a litlle, so it was gone really fast. in the
middle of the school day, we’'d scale the wall and go get so much ice cream that we'd
almaost explode. Only then would we come back. Other girls thought we went out to see
boys! What would we want boys for!

Listen, saying a thing straight up is a little hard. | mean, it's scary. You're not my own, you |
know? | mean, you're like my own, and eat more or less the same things. Actually. if you }
don't mind, can | say something? Delhi's kebabs are really just so-s0. If you want kebabs, P
come to Lahore! They're so good, so good, you'd think you were in heaven!

My friend really likes kebabs. She really wants 1o taste Lahori kebabs just once. But when
will she ever come to Pakistan? Even for me, this is the first time here.

But what do | keep going on about! All my life I've been skipping rope, and ['ve made
such a friend that | don't even realise: this is the first time I've skipped such a long rope,
you see! Border sized. It's the first time I've come. When she called me and they gave me
a visa. e
But then... where did we meet, before this? [yells off-stage/ Hey! Do you remember? Did
we just meet today?

No, no, | just remembered... The Sri Lankans invited all the Southasian rope-skipping
women for a contest. | mean, after all, what ropes don't they skip in Sri Lanka these days?
Decimated the place. | mean, you have to scale the walls al some point. But it's strange that
| didn't remember this before. But the world is an awfully strange place anyway.

So they invited us there. Obviously, | won.

[Of-stage voice] It wasn'’t you, bitch, it was me!

[Yelling off-stage] Shut up, you liar! It was me! Anyway, we talked a lot over there. They
gave us the same room there, so we made friends quicker.

But tell me honestly. People say that couples are made in heaven. But | say, there are
very few couples on earth that look like God was around when they were made. | think that ‘
friendships are made by God. Because even if she were in Timbuktu, we’d have met. and
been friends.

She’s the one who called me here, She was saying, Come, meet everyone. They re nice
people. Like me. And what could | say? If I've made friends with one, then... But listen, |
gave Agarkar a long nose, then | said that army thing. God knows what you're thinking of
me. Before you start throwing tomatoes, | should just say what | came to say:

This is the first time I've stepped over such a long rope. I've done it now out of love. And, |
just came to say salaam.

Dost /s a one-woman play written for and performed by actress Poori Arasu. It has been
acclaimed by audiences throughout India.
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Departure of a
climax species

t used to be that the sound of helicopters in Nepali

skies was cause for dread, for two reasons. First, it

could mean there was an insurgency attack
somewhere, and the helicopters were ferrving the dead
and wounded. The thud of MI-17 helicopters after dark
caused added anxiety for beleaguered civilians in
remote district headquarters, Second, in the latter davs
af the Maoist insurgency in Nepal, a 'Roval” Nepal
Armyv unable to take om swift-fonted insurgents on the
ground had decided on a strange tactic:
lobbing mortar shells from helicopters
onto populated hillsides, They scared the
rebels alright, but also evervbody else in
the line of mortar fire.

With a ceasefire in place since April
and the Magist leaders to be found in
Kathmandu seminar halls (and suddenly
taking to foretgm junkets), the guns are
now silent in Nepal - although their
threat remains. The Maoists still hold the
gun in their hands, hoping to gain
maximum mileage d uring the ongoing
negotiations. Meanwhile, the military
helicopters are mostly grounded, as are
the chartered private rotarv wings that in the past have
landed stuffed with the bodies of dead policemen.

But helicapters still cause death in Nepal. On 23
September, an MI-18 crashed headlong into a clouded
hillside in castern Nepal, instantly wiping out a whole
category of wildlife and conservation expertise,
including, as one report had it, “oputstanding planners,
biologists, botanists, geographers, ecologists,
sociologists and conservation managers”. In this group
was I larka Gurung, a longtime, multidisciplinary pillar
of Nepali geographical scholarship. Then there was
Gopal Rai, Minister of State for Forests and Soil
Conservation, as well as his wife. Narayan Poudel was
director-general of the Department of National Parks
and Wildlife Conservation; Mingma Norbu Sherpa
hailed from the Khumbu heartland of Nepal, and was
directer of the World Wildlife Fund’s Eastern Himalavas
Programme; Chandra Gurung, from Sikles village in
central Nepal, gave life to the innovative Annapurna
Conservation Arca Project; Tirtha Man Maskey was a
forester who gave life back to the gharial crocodile by
developing innovative breeding in captivity...

The list goes on and o This was a dedicated group of
Nepali and international conservationists, on their w ay
back to Kathmandu after Minister Rai, on behalf of the
government, had officially transferred managernent of
the Kanchenjunga Conservation Area to focal
communities. At the ceremony prior te boarding the
helicapter, Mingma Norbu Sherpa had said that it was
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Harka Gurunc_j, who died

“a historic day for one of the world’s most spectacular
natural treasures”.

[f there was one discipline where modern-dav Nepal
had developed same top-notch expertise, it was in the
arena of wildlife conservation and habitat protection,
particularly where it came to involving communities in
habitat protection. Nepal's successtul community-
forestry programme of the last two decades has sudden
turned the studv of Himalavan ecology on its head.
Across Nepal, forests are on the rebound, and the

‘Himalavan degradation theory’, which sought to blame
the midhill peasantry for land eroston and even floods in
the plains, has been relegated to the dustbin.

Manv of the experts who assisted in puncturing that
theory on behalf of the people of the central Himalava
per]shod in the MI-18 crash, amidst the high ravines of
the Kanchenjunga region, They had grasped the reality
that in populated regions, forests had to be
protected and wildlife conserved first and
foremost for the sake of the local
inhabitants. [L.ocal communities in turn
benefited through better access to forest
produce, cultural stability amidst
dislocating modernisation, and
enhanced tourism. In the process, nature
gotconserved.

Nepal, having the highest population
density for any region of the world, but
endowed with natural beauty and natural
resources, was the ideal laboratory for
secking an evolution away from the
colonial era practice of promoting wildlife reserves to
the exclusion of the people. Indeed, those in the
helicopter were a climax species of sorts: of
conservationists who understood both natural science
and people science. Ata time when Nepal has entered a
confusing transitional phase on the road to peace after 11
years of violent insurgency and state reaction, there have
been almost no mitiatives worth the name from the
interim seven-party government.

The exception was the planning and inauguration of
the Kanchenjunga Conservation Area, which stands
alenc as an effort of the government, though prodded on
by the World Wildlife Fund. It would not have mattered
quite so much if a dozen peopie from any other
discipline had perished in a helicopter crash in Nepal -
be the_\ cconomists, educationists, administrators,
politicians, civil-society actors, NGO administrators,
urban planners, architects, journalists, or business
proprietors and executives. But these conservationists of
Nepal were international-level stars, of a calibre that the
country has vet to generate in other disciplines.

Thatis why the loss is felt so deeply.
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