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“Never let hard lessons harden your
heart; the hard lessons of life are meant
to make you better, not bitter
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Internet and new rules
The new guidelines introduced by the Centre for
regulating Internet functioning are animprovement
on what existed in that form since 2011. Several
safeguards are brought forward in the Information
Technology (intermediary guidelines and digital
media ethics code) Rules 2021 to ensure that
people’s fundamental rights are protected.
Obviously, such regulations are also going to
stonewall the freewheeling style of social media. It
remains to be seen how things will change for the
better. Freedom without regulations is unacceptable
even in ademocratic set-up. It was to the luck of
the social media that it could hold forth with alot of
freedom - unlike the established media that often
faced muscle-flexing fromthe government So much
s0, social media became the principal source for
the people to have access to hidden information,
be it hidden by the government or by individuals or
other entities. Complaints however arethat several
ofthe stipulations are unconstitutional and would
stand in the way of free expression. Digital news
and OTT video content providers are apparently
the main target of government regulations also for
the reason that these have large viewership almost
matching with that oftelevision among the urban
populace. Those like WhatsApp, Telegram, Twitter
and Signal have emerged as the principal source of
individual-level information-sharingin recentyears.
A registration system, under the ministry of
Information and Broadcasting, which has been
broughtinto force for online news mediawas long
overdue. Yet, how these will impact the free flow of
information even with good intention is a big
guestion. Obviously, several such news and video
sites have gone overboard. Rights ofwomen have
been trampled in gay abandon, many were shamed
and some even ended their lives. As long as
regulations are done with a fair mind-set, the public
will encourage and appreciate such controls. At the
sametime, if the governmentuses such regulations
to muzzle dissent, the scenario would change. Itis
also worth awatch how courts will take aview of
the new changes. A guideline demand o fpublishers
ofnews and current affairs including aggregators
like Google is to publish a monthly compliance
reportlisting the grievances they received and what
they have done to correct wrongs. Abo, if asocial
media content is found to be offensive by the
governmentor court, the entity thatuploaded itwill
have to pull it down within 36 hours; andwithin 24
hoursifitis sexually offensive content There cannot
be any reservations on such regulations; nor on the
one relating to national security.

TO THE EDITOR

Money, not
dynasty the
problem

Editor,

Apropos the letter,
"Why promote dynastic
politics?" (ST Feb 18,2021)
by Marcellious Kharsati, |
have seriously pondered
on whether the contention
of the author is correct or
whether he has a strange
fixity of ideas? | tried very
hard to convince myself
about it and have come to
the conclusion that it is
more a perception rather
than reality. Let's forget the
national scene where out of
lakhs of political families
only a microscopic few
have occupied political
space owing to family
connections. | would
appreciate if anybody
better informed can correct
me here.

But allow me to confine
myself to our own state.
Since 1972, as far as | can
recollect, there won't be
more than a dozen families
that have seen sons and
daughters (and in a couple
of cases widows) of former
politicians, retired or
expired, succeeding their
father or husband.

Here is my list: Late P.G.
Marbaniang's son RG
Lyngdoh and daughter
Ampareen Lyngdoh; Late
G G Swell's son Late Sanbor
Swell Lyngdoh; Late E.K.

Mawlong's son George
Lyngdoh; Late P.A.
Sangma's two sons Conrad
& James Sangma and
daughter Agatha Sangma;
Mukul Sangma's daughter
Miani Shira and wife
Dikanchi Shira; Late Don
Kupar Roy's son Balajied
Kupar Synrem, Late T.H.
Rangad's widow Jopsimon

Phanbuh; Late Korbar
Singh's widow Roshan
Warjri; Late

P.N.Chaudhuri's two sons
Ardhendu and Manas
Chaudhuri; Late Humphrey
Hadem's son Late Edmond
Speakerson Lyngdoh. That
makes a total of mere ten
families who have held their
dynastic flag flying in
politics since 1972.
Evidently, | can't see there
has been a plethora of
succession politics in
Meghalaya, as the letter
writer seems to have us

believe.

On the other hand,
many of the political
stalwarts like Capt W.A.
Sangma, B.B.Lyngdoh,
P.R.Kyndiah, D.D.Pugh et al
have not thrown up

successors to their political
"fiefdom." That may be due
to varied factors, ranging
from lack of ambition and/
or ability to absence of
progeny. However, it is also
true that sympathy has
played a significant role in
the electoral successes of
these "dynasts." It is
significant that many of the
above named successions

|_akadong Ttirmerie:
The golden powder

The story of Lakadong
turmeric is a story of a
singular and unceasing
blessing of nature to the
people of Jantia hills.
Lakadong is a gift to the
state for the Unique plant is
endemic to the area. The
plant has now become not
only the pride of the district
from where it originated but
it is also the pride of the
state. Now the name of
Lakadong turmeric has
spread far and wide but has
the state done enough to
make the best use of this
unique gift that nature had
bestowed on the state? Has
the government done
enough to protect this
unique plant that was gifted
to the land? What has the
government done to
promote the plant?

This scribe’s story with
Lakadong turmeric has so
far been unsatisfactory. It
has been many years since
this writer had started
following the story of
Lakadong turmeric but
unfortunately not much
progress has been made
either with regards to
research or development of
this unique crop or its
commercial use. Many of
the readers of this
newspaper would know
that there are two types of
indigenous turmeric that
people in Jantia grow, one
is Lakadong and the other
is Lakachen. Lakachen is
not as popular as Lakadong
as it is considered inferior
because it has low curcumin
content.

There is another
important question that
begs the answer and that is
whether any of these
varieties of turmeric or the
Lakadong variety for that
matter have been patented
or registered under
Geographical Indication?
The government has so far
not come up with a specific
sign or symbol specifically
for Lakadong which may be
used to claim that Lakadong
that Jantia hills district is the
specific place of origin of
this particular turmeric. The
Gl indication protects the
crop from being used by a
third party and for the State
or its people retain
ownership of the crop. One
of the conditions for Gl
registration is that any
product needs to have
sufficient proof that its
origin is linked to a
particular geographical
area. But the question is
whether Lakadong turmeric
has been registered. If not
why hasn’t it been
registered? The answer like

have been preceded by
tragedy of MLA's death in
harness. In my view, the
voters primarily tend to
choose a  successor
because of their old
connections and a sense of
comfort, if not trust with the
family Obviously,
personality, acumen and
flair of the candidate also
make a big difference
between success and
failure.

I also need to repudiate
the other contention that
money makes it possible to
ensure dynastic politics.
That's far from true. The
stark reality is that every
candidate in the fray has to
spend money. Those
having better chance of
success spend more. Yes, |
agree with the writer that
money is the name of the
game. First you invest" and
then you "reap!" Isn't this
Meghalaya's making and
unmaking?

I also wonder why the
writer has singled out the
Congress Party for the lack
of second rung leadership.
Which party has produced
leaders? Leaders (read
elected representatives) are
either made by fortune or
personal ability. Isn't
Meghalaya suffering for
throwing up some elected
representatives who are
simply not up to it?
Compare the quality of our
leaders of the first
Assembly who were as
good as any in the country.

By H H Mohrmen

the famous singer and poet
laureate says, ‘is blowing in
the wind.’

While one is unsure if the
State Government has got
Gl registration for
Lakadong, yet recently this
scribe came to know from
the farmers that there are
two varieties of Lakadong
turmeric. The indigenous
variety of Lakadong the
rhizome of which of which
the farmers traditionally
preserve and the variety
supplied by the
Government. When asked
how farmers know the
difference between the
crops the answer is that the
very looks of the two
varieties is different. Now
the government has this
additional issue to deal with.
With regard to Gl
registration of Lakadong,
the last time around the
challenges that the officials
encountered was that there
are two villages with the
name Lakadong in the
erstwhile Jantia hills. One in
the East Jantia Hills where
there is no history of
turmeric cultivation and the
other in West Jantia hills
District where a large
section of the farmers are
engaged in the activity.

It is heartening to know
that the government is
embarking on a venture to
promote Lakadong turmeric
by starting Mission
Lakadong. The main goal of
the mission as of now is to
increase production by
increasing the area cover
under Lakadong plantation.
The effort .to increase its
production in the district is
laudable, but is this
enough? The government
had done a study on the
value chain of the crop but
what are the interventions
it has made so far apart from
increase in production?
How was the rhizome
selected and stored before
being planted? But the most
important question is how
it was dried and then
ground into powder before
it is sold in the market?

Till today turmeric is dried
in the open mostly in
frontage of the house which

is susceptible to
contamination from the
surrounding areas. And

even if the pulp is ground
into powder using machines,
the facilities need to be
improved. The point is there
is no proper quality control
from the time the crop was
harvested to the time it was
ground into powder. If the

The same cannot be said for
the many that have
followed subsequently.
Meghalaya is not doomed
because of "dynastic
politics"; it is the
diminishing ability of our
elected leaders to run the
administration efficiently
and lawfully which is taking
the state down the
precipice.
Yours etc.,
Pynshngain Jyrwa,
Viaemail.

Argumentson

merit only

Editor,

At the outset, | take
strong exception to the
contents of the letter written
by one Mason Lyngdoh
titled, "Each voice must be
heard” (ST Feb 26, 2021).
Personally, 1 have no mood
to dignify his ad hominem
attacks against me with any
answer. Therefore, let me
jump straight into the other
aspects of his letter which
require urgent rebuttals.

If Mason Lyngdoh or
any other person for that
matter has any valid
evidence to present on
specific merits of a suit
under litigation, why not
make their voices heard at
the appropriate legal forum
by getting themselves
impleaded in the case?
Writing strong worded
letters to newspaper on the
merits of a case under

government really desires to
promote this golden powder,
it needs to intervene at the
different points in the
production of Lakadong
turmeric.

The other pertinent
question is whether the
Government has conducted
any other study like for
example the types of soil that
is good for Lakadong or
other studies in connection
with this important crop.
Questions like how is the
crop planted; how it is dried
and how the dried rhizomes
are ground into powder?
Hopefully the government
has documented  the
traditional practices of
growing Lakadong that
have been passed down
from one generation to
another. In fact these
indigenous practices will be
of immense help to the
government if and when it
applies for G1 registration of
the crop.

It is also sad to know that
in spite of Lakadong gaining
a special place in the list of
crops in the state, yet there
is no facility for testing yet
in the entire West Jantia hills
district to test the curcumin
content of Lakadong
produced from the area. In
the absence of such facility,
now the trade of turmeric by
common farmers is based
only on trust. The
Government needs to do an
awful lot more if it really
wants to strike gold for its
people from the golden
powder. It needs to make the
best use of the crop, which
it has not been able to do till
date.

Not only turmeric but the
other tuber crop popular in
the state is ginger. In Jantia
hills there are two varieties
of ginger. The popular
ginger available in
abundance in the market
and the indigenous ginger
which is smaller in size but
much more pungent than the
one available in the market.
Locals call the ginger
endemic to the area ‘u syin
khian’ and it is commonly
used by traditional medicine
practitioners because it is
believed to have medicinal
properties. The government
is yet to study the
commercial potential of this
variety of ginger too.

Tribute to AKN

This is an unusual closing
to a weekly column because
for the first time the column
ends with a tribute to what
this scribe considers to be a
very important person. It is

litigation is easy, but
presenting the same before
the competent court is an
entirely different matter.
Furthermore, comparing my
previous letter relating to the
MCS Mains exam with the
letter titled, "Solution to the
ongoing MCS case" (ST Feb
20,2021) does not make any
logical sense and Mason
Lyngdoh should revisit the
points on which my letter
was worded. My concern in
the said letter was solely on
the delay of the MCS Mains
exam results, and not on any
other legal point. That has
now been resolved and | am
thankful to the MPSC for
that. | must add here that in
every examination, even
academic examinations for
that matter, there will always
be people or unsuccessful
candidates who will never
accept the winners and such
people will try to find
technical faults to pull the
successful lot down. So, it's
either their way or the
highway. Nonetheless, that
does not deter us from
putting our faith in the legal
system for complete justice.

As regards to the issue
raised by the author on the
so called "Reservation
within Reservation", | direct
the attention of Mason
Lyngdoh to our State
Reservation Policy vide No.
PER. 222/71/138 dated
January 12, 1972 which has
clearly reserved certain
percentages of seats for

a tribute to AK Nongkynrih
who has influenced many
lives (particularly young
people) in the state. A
chance meeting with
Kyrham was in Kolkata in
the early nineties (at the
Meghalaya House, Russell
Street), when he was on his
way to Singapor and Hong
Kong with a group of
young Don Bosco past
pupils. Later he visited this
scribe in Jowai and from
then on the bond
strengthened as the two of
us shared a common goal of
using our time and energy
to work for the welfare of the
underprivileged section of
the population.

Along with many others
we were part of the journey
of North East Slow Food

and Agrobiodiversity
Society (NESFAS). He was
vice chairman of the

organisation till he breathed
his last. In factit was from
NESFAS Chairman, Phrang
Roy that I came to know
about his illness and the
condition of his poor

' health. He is one scholar
who during his younger
days had visited and stayed
in many villages in Jantia
hills.

Of all the meetings we
had, the visit to his office at
the North Eastern Hill
University was the most
memorable one. He was
informed that the team of
visitors from abroad under
the banner of the Unitarian
Universalist Partner Church
Committee would pay him a
visit and he graciously
welcomed the team with
open arms. When he was
introduced to one particular
gentleman, he could not
help but ask the professor
again to ensure if he is what
he had in his mind. Bah
Kyrham rose from his chair
and shook hands again
saying, “lI never expected
that a person of your
eminence would visit my
office."” Dr Richard Ford of
Clark University who had

worked in 25 African
countries was the first
person to adopt the

concept of Rapid Rural
Appraisal which in fact was
the beginning of the
participatory rural appraisal
(PRA). Dr Ford spent four
decades working in Africa
and it is from Africa that
PRA spread to other
developing countries. That
was a beautiful moment and
I consider it to be the
meeting of minds. Bam kwai
ha duar U Blei Bah Kyrham!

Email: hhmorhmen67
@gmail.com

Khasi-Jairitia, Garo and
other STs/SCs respec-
tively. Therefore, 1 do not
understand what he means
when he says that MPSC
cannot give reservation
away freely or that certain
people cannot claim
reservation as a matter of
right. As far as | am aware,
reservation as far as
applicable to the MCS
recruitment has only been
allotted to those commu-
nities mentioned in the
State Reservation Policy as
per the mandated percen-
tages. | also urge him to
read the latest SC decision
delivered in State of
Punjab vs Davinder Singh
(August 27, 2020), a
judgment rendered by a
five-judge bench of the
Supreme Court of India on
validity of quota, within
quota.

I leave it at that and
would not like to comment
any further as again, |
remind everyone that the
matter is still under
litigation. | am no Judge to
adjudicate on the issue
and neither is Mason
Lyngdoh who has already
prematurely termed our
State Reservation Policy as
"illegal", without any prior
knowledge of law or even
the facts and circum-
stances of the case at
hand.

Yours etc.,
Jeremiah S
Viaemail

(SIX)

Wolves of
Meghalaya

By Deepa Majumdar

This article is dedicated
to the memory of Raju
Mondal, and to his co-
workers who survived. | live
thousands of miles away in
another country. But
Aminul Islam’s grief-
stricken face will remain
etched in my mind for a long
time. How he and his
surviving friends will heal
mentally from the cowardly
attack  (described by
Shillong Times as “blood-
curdling”) they suffered on
Feb 24 night, on the
premises of St. Xavier’s
College, Umoid, is beyond
me. How they brought the
body of twenty-year old
Raju Mondal, who died as a
result of this attack, back to
his family, especially to his
mother, is again, beyond me.
What did they do to deserve
this dastardly act of
violence? Will the attackers
face the stiff punishments
they deserve? Will their own
families hand them over to
the police, like they should?

| always  thought
America’s drone attacks
were the most cowardly form
of violence ever. Yet, the
violence of ISIS matched
that of America in strange
ways. Although an unholy
David-Goliath in their
disproportion, they mat-
ched one another in their
hatred, with I1SIS’ crude old
world techniques of killing
mocking America’s technol-
ogically advanced weapons.
Both matched one another
also in their barbaric
cowardice. Despite the tech-
nical gulf in their weapons,
both used armed assailants
to attack innocent unarmed
victims.

But the Umoid attack,

“outsiders” or on identity
politics as such? Shouldn’t
Khasi civil society reflect on
what causes their young men
to become so hate-filled? If
it is identity politics that
causes this kind of hatred
then it is surely imperative
to introspect and throw
aside those narcissistic
aspects of the Khasi identity
that cause hatred towards
non-Khasis? When George
Floyd died, America saw the
Black Lives Matter (BLM)
protest movements erupt
nationwide and spread
overseas. Will Meghalaya or
Assam, leave alone India,
see any protests for Raju
Mondal, who died needl-
essly, and for his injured
friends who survived with
physical and' mental wou-
nds? Or, are their lives not
worthy, since they are
impoverished “outsiders”?
To the rest of India, caught
up in the hypocrisy of
modernity, Meghalaya may
be a quaint place to. visit as
tourists. They may not even
know of.the history of
violence against non-tribals
in Meghalaya. Or, they may
fall for Meghalaya’s sob
stories of fears of extinction,
without  heeding the
violence committed by
tribals against innocent non-
tribals to prevent extinction!
Moreover, the sense of
Indian brotherhood may not
be strong enough as yet, to
rouse protests of the scale
and order of the George
Floyd demonstrations.

But surely Assam should
divert all its communal anger
in a more righteous direction
to protest loudly and clearly
this horrific tragedy and to
demand recompense? Surely

It is almosta law ofthsiumymtjfa&n
violence always boomerangs bteklri
perpetrators. |1 have read of Amerkm
soldiers returning with broken bod&i
and minds because of the acts $ .
violence thev were forced to commit*

while on par with ISIS and
drone attacks in its
barbarism and cowardice,
takes my breath away. More
cowardly than cowardice
itself, these armed assailants
numbered more than three
times the number of
innocent unarmed workers
they attacked. What is most
disgusting is the fact they
attacked their victims while
they were sleeping. What
can be more cowardly and
evil? Yes they attacked with
sticks and knives, which are
old fashioned weapons
compared to drones. But the
deeds they committed were
no less evil. Besides racism
what else could have
motivated these killers?
Their victims were innocent
workers  with  proper
documentation, whose only
“fault” was the poverty that
brought them to Meg-
halaya. That this barbaric
attack took place on the
premises of the Jesuits is all
the more disconcerting,
because it shows that
nothing is sacrosanct to the
lawless (not religion, proper
documentation, or rules and
regulations). It proves how
emboldened the assailants
felt, perhaps because they
knew that law and order in
Meghalaya is toothless.
The peace rallies that
have already taken place to
protest this tragedy, are
commendable. But surely
more is needed. | understand
the need to separate church
and state, this being an
ancient wisdom in the
western world. But given the
barbaric nature of this pre-
meditated crime, shouldn’t
religious leaders of Shillong
call for a day of penance for
this dastardly attack, with
prayer vigils for the speedy
recovery of the survivors,
and for the soul of Raju
Mondal, as well as prayers
for the souls of their
attackers, whose minds
must be in a state of living
hell right now? Shouldn’t
there be a day of reflection
on the broader issue of
Khasi violence against

Delhi should protest this sort
of barbaric racism and probe

into the failed state Megh-
alaya is turning into? Above

all, surely Meghalaya should

be filled with unco-

mpromising protests against
this act of barbarism, alon-

gside setting aside days of
atonement? To protest this

crime for feaf that the Jesuits

will now leave Meghalaya is

too self-serving to qualify as*
true atonement. Where is the

sincere hand wringing and

penance in a state filled

mostly with followers of the

gentle Christ? Although

money can hardly comp-

ensate for loss of life, surely
Raju Mondal’s impoverished

family should receive

reparations for his loss of
life? Surely, the six workers

who  survived, should

receive monetary compe-

nsation for the traumas they

suffered and the jobs they

lost?

It is almost a law of the
universe that violence
always boomerangs back to
perpetrators. | have read of
American soldiers returning
with broken bodies, and
minds because of the acts of
violence they were forced to
commit. | remember reading
of one such soldier washing
his hands again and again.
When asked why he did so,
he replied he was trying to
wash off the blood of his
victims from his hands. Yet,
this kind of remorse happens
only to those souls that are
still capable of shame. Once
the threshold of shame is
crossed, the only solution is
appropriate (proportionate)
redemptive punishment. The
armed men who attacked
Islam and his friends were
not soldiers forced into
impossible situations of
violence. They are cold-
blooded murderers, who are
too far gone, well beyond
the threshold of shame, to
experience remorse. They
deserve the stiffest
punishment, short of the
death penalty, which is and
always will be morally
wrong.

E m a i | :
dmajumda @gmail.com
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Violence is the last refuge of
the incompetent. -

Isaac Asimov
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Attrition in Meghalaya Congress
THE Congress Party in Meghalaya seems to be los-
ing its members faster than they can count. Across
the state Congress Party members are resigning and
joining the National Peoples’ Party (NPP). There’s
something that attracts people to the NPP. Itlooks
attractive as every party in power tendsto do. Being
inthe Congress now is being in the doghouse. Those
inbusiness (andwhich politician isn’t) findthe going
tough. Contractworks are all cornered by those close
to the MDA Government. So what’s the point in
hanging on to atrainthathas neither speed notgravy?
Itmakes sense to be onthe winning side. Andjudg-
ing by the manner inwhich the Congress leadership
atthe national level is dithering with senior leaders
having to come to the rescue ofRahul Gandhi and
defend his verbal indiscretions, itdoesn’t look asifa
revival ofthe Party is in the offing. At the national
level Congressmen andwomen have to deal with the
BJP and its muscular and authoritarian nationalism
butthey find thatthe leadership is not up to that chal-
lenge. At the state level too, the Congress has not
been ableto decide on aleaderwho people canrally
round. There is not even an official spokesperson.
Every Congress MLA seems to speak for himself*
herself. Clearlythere is aleadershipvoid andthe Party
cannotbe revived inthis vacuum.

The Congress Party in Meghalaya is also ham-
strung by the feet that atthe national level thereis no
intentto infuse democracy in the Party by holding
elections to the highest body - the All India Con-
gress Committee and to do away with the practice
ofnominating leaders. Togive creditwhere due, the
Congress Party in Meghalayahas dischargeditsrole
asacredible Opposition and raised important issues
inthe House fromtimeto time. They havewithintheir
fold some dynamic, young, politically savvy andin-

urable loss ifthe attritionis nothalted. Unfortunately,
it appears that the leadership is not up to this chal-
lenge. And politics beingwhatit is, preparations for
2023 are already under way.

Political aspirants are gauging whether itis politi-
cally viable to continue to remain in the Congress or
whether itis better to be on the winning side. Politi-
cians cannotbe accused o fpolitical opportunism. To
be inthe Government is also to be able to serve the
constituents better. Look at the constituencies rep-
resented by Congress MLAs today and the devel-
opmentvacuum to understandwhy being inthe rul-
ing party is important Also the burning questionis
whether the Congress Party is salvageable.

TO THE EDITOR

Raise entry age
for college

teachers

Editor,

Through your esteemed
daily, I would like to draw
the attention of the Educa-
tion Minister of Meghalaya,
the officials in the Educa-
tion Department and in the
Directorate of Higher and
Technical Education of the
need to raise the age of en-
try for the post of Assistant
Professor in government as
well as in deficit colleges. At
present the age limit pre-
scribed by the state govern-
ment for various teaching
posts is identical whether at
the primary school level or
college level though these
levels require different quali-
fications ranging from Class
XII with two year Diploma
on Elementary Education
(D.EIL.Ed) for primary school
teachers to Doctorate/Mas-
ter’s degree with NET for
college teachers.

A student can acquire
qualifications required for
primary school at the age of
20 years while he/she can
acquire the qualifications
for Assistant Professor in
colleges at the minimum age
of 23 years. If a candidate is
a doctorate, the minimum
age for completion of Ph.D.
is about 29 years. A Ph.D.
degree has become impera-
tive for teachers at the col-
lege level both for their in-
dividual career advance-
ment and for enhancement
ofthe quality of higher edu-

cation especially with the
adoption of the National
Education Policy 2020. A
college served by many non
Ph.D. faculties suffers a
handicap for assessment
and accreditation by the
National Assessment and
Accreditation Council
(NAAC) and such an insti-
tution suffers in terms of
capability in carrying out
research work on whatever
little that can be done and
required at the college level.

As per the present re-
quirement of the Indian
Council of Social Science
Research (ICSSR), New
Delhi a teacher convening a
seminar is required to pos-
sess Ph.D. degree to avail
funding from the Council. In
view of these realities, it
would not be wrong to con-
sider it illogical to put the
minimum age for entry for
the post of Assistant Pro-
fessor at 18 years and the
maximum age at 32 with a
relaxation of another 5 years
for SC/ST using the same
criteria as primary school
teachers. It is, therefore,
prudent to enhance the mini-
mum age for the post of As-
sistant Professor to 23 years
and the upper age limit to 37
years with a relaxation of
another 5 years for SC/ST
candidates. It may be noted
that the upper age limit for
the post of Assistant Pro-
fessor in states of Manipur
and Assam is 38 years (5
years relaxable for SC/ST
candidates) and in
Arunachal Pradesh it is 37
years (5 years relaxable for
SC/ST). In Nagaland the

then the hatred?

When Ardent
Basaiawmoit sought time
from HYC, Sohiong circle to
prove its allegation of his
involvement as CEM of
KHADC to incorporate
non-Khasi (‘Tang Jait’)
into the Khasi society he
named a couple of Khasi
surnames which were re-
sults of the ‘tang jait’ stat-
ing that the practice is not a
new phenomenon. | compile
a list of two of the Khasi
surnames in alphabetical
order with the initial ‘Khar’
namely, Dkhar Kharbhih,

Kharbani, Kharbithai,
Khardewsaw, Khardoh,
Kharheli, Kharjahrin,

Kharkamni, Kharkongor,
Kharliiu, Kharlyngdoh,
Kharmawlong,
Kharmawphlang, Khamarbi
Kharphuli, Kharsati,
Kharshandi, Kharshiing,
Kharsyntiew. This is not to
embarrass anyone nor to
humiliate anyone. This is to
state the truth and to reflect
on it. It is a reality that many
of us have ‘dkhar’ roots. If
you consider ‘dkhar’ roots
from the father’s side like
this individual then the
number only increases.

Then why the hatred for
‘dkhars’ (non-Khasi)? The
unprovoked and totally un-
called for assault on eight
workers at the newly estab-
lished St Xavier’s College in
Umoid near Mawkyrwat,
South West Khasi Hills at
the dead of the night on
February 24, resulting in the
murder of one of them and
causing injuries to the oth-
ers symbolises this extreme
hate. It is an unnatural pho-
bia. It is intolerance in spite
of the fact that we our-
selves share a ‘common’
heritage with the victims.
The skilled labourers were
taken to construct a special-
ised portion of a building
after obtaining the work per-
mit from KHADC. The au-
thorities also met the Chief
Minister, >the ,Hoaie Minis-
iter arid the: Idadefc of pres-
sure groups in the process.
In spite of this elaborate ar-
rangement the criminals ex-
ecuted the barbaric and un-
civilised attack.

Some ofthose who have
been arrested bear the sur-
name ‘dkhar’. They have
been remanded to police
custody. Do they not real-
ise they too descended
from a ‘dkhar’? Can they
deny their ancestry? Hav-
ing been beneficiaries of
the “Tang Jait’why are they
so anti ‘dkhar’? What harm
will those eight out-state-la-
bourers do? They did not
sneak into our territory.
They did not infiltrate into
the state. They did not even
come on their own. They
were requested to perform

upper age limit for candi-
dates possessing Ph.D. de-
gree is 35 years (5 years re-
laxable for SC/ST candi-
dates).

Again, it is worth noting
that for the post of Medical
and Health Officer which
requires MBBS as an es-
sential qualification, the age
prescribed by the govern-
ment of Meghalaya is 23
years as the minimum age
and 41 years as the upper
age limitwith arelaxation of
5 years for SC/ST candi-
dates.

Yours etc.,
Batskhem Myrboh
Shillong-2

Umiam bridge

in danger!

Editor,

Rising traffic congestion
is an inescapable condition
in Shillong at present. Com-
muters are often frustrated
by the inability of policy
makers to do anything
about the problem, which
poses a significant public
policy challenge. Ever since
the deterioration of the
Dwar Ksuid bridge, heavy
goods vehicles are entering
or exiting the city at all hours
of the day, and night, al-
though the order reads only
from 9 pm to 6 am. Traffic
jams are common when the
snail pace heavy duty
trucks move or develop
snags and are parked on
the main thoroughfares.
What is more alarming is the
decision to allow heavily
loaded trucks to ply
through the Umiam bridge

By Albert Thyrniang

the task that would contrib-
ute to the cause of educa-
tion in the area that so ur-
gently requires attention.
After completion of the
work they are going to re-
turn home. They are not
going to settle in Umoid or
in South West Khasi Hills
or in the state. Then why
harm them? Why attack
them?

At least two of the five
suspects arrested are re-
ported to be members of the
KSU and another a former
member. Investigation will
(will it?) reveal if the Union
or a unit is involved in the
seemingly pre-planned and
orchestrated violent act.
However, the Union needs
to reflect whether granting
of membership is too
casual. Are many of its
members school drop-outs?
Or are there far too many
who have not undergone
normal intellectual pur-
suits? Have members not
excelled in intellectual dis-
cipline? No one is against
them. They have a place in
the society. But then how
can they represent the stu-
dent community? How can
they appreciate intellectual
excellence? How do they
value education? How do
they understand the nuance
of education? When you
have ‘unqualified” members
the end result is violence
because they are unable to
reason out. They only fol-
low the crowd without
thinking critically. They of-
ten become part of a mob
with frenzied sentiments.
How can members ofa body
that is supposed to promote
education perpetrate such a
crime on the novel institu-
tion? Ifthe allegation is true
then what example does the
student union give to the
student community?
Should they teach the
younjf'l& & £M :M rftke
the law into their own
hands? Are those involved
capable of thinking? Where
is logic and reason?

Zealous and vocal pres-
sure groups who claim to
exist and work for the iden-
tity and purity of the Khasi
tribe abound in the state.
One sees some leaders with
the ‘khar’ surnames. Is it a
case of defence mechanism?
A classmate of ours in the
90s had a very hostile atti-
tude toward all ‘dkhars’ but
it was found that his mother
was a non-Khasi. This
writer right here speaking to
your through this pen was
one of the kids who used to
volunteer to catch non-lo-
cal construction labourers
in the village in the late 80s

which | believe has crossed
itls lifespan. A 60 year old
bridge which in today’s term
is meant for small vehicles
to cross to Shillong and Ri
Bhoi area is now being tor-
tured and put under tremen-
dous pressure by these
highway kings. Traffic jams
are also a common sight on
this bridge with 35-40 light
and heavy vehicles stuck
on this bridge due to slow
traffic though there is a sign-
board that reads, 'only one
loaded vehicle is allowed to
cross the bridge at a time.'
Now let us be more prac-
tical. If a 7-year old Dwar
Ksuid bridge built with
modem technology and en-
gineering cannot bear the
brunt of these notorious
trucks, how on earth are we
expecting a more than 60
year old Umiam bridge
which technically has
crossed it's expiry date to
defend itself from the on-
slaught of these extra heavy
trucks? God forbid if this
bridge cracks and collapses
then the people living down-
stream and also people com-
muting through the bridge
are in grave danger and
Shillong will be put out of
gear and in total chaos, dark-
ness and crisis. Interest-
ingly both the District ad-
ministration of East Khasi
Hills and Ri Bhoi are less
concerned about this dan-
ger as it seems that this
bridge is located in ‘no man's
land.” It's only a question of
‘When’ rather than ‘If’ this
bridge can withstand the
torture. The government
has to immediately take

who dared to befriend Khasi
girls. Patriotism ‘ended’
when one day while filling
up a form | realised that my
dad was also a ‘khar’. | came
to my senses. It brought a
sense of reality deep down.
It brought a different per-
spective to life.

Being a descendent of a
‘khar’ or a ‘dkhar’ does not
mean we welcome every
‘outsider’ into our home or
our land. It does not mean
we allow them to settle in
our backyard. It does not
mean we let them buy land
and property in the state. It
does not mean we do away
with the Sixth Schedule. It
does not mean we don’t pre-
serve our culture, tradition
and culture. Itjust means we
are all human beings, after
all. It means a respect for fel-
low human beings. It means
a reverence for the sanctity
of human life. I don’t think
the perpetrators of the
Umoid incident have this
balanced perspective.

We boast of a community
that is founded on two phi-
losophies, “Tip briewtip Blei’
(literary, to know man and
God) and ‘Ka hok ka sot’
(honesty).The Umoid inci-
dent and many other cases
of violence in the past have
shattered this belief. It has
questioned this foundation.
While beating up people in
their sleep do the criminals
remember God and know
that innocent souls are hu-
man beings too? The horrific
act is not any act of honesty.
It is an attack against peo-
ple who earn their liveli-
hoods through honest
means. Armed with knives
and sticks and hiding them-
selves behind masks is not
an act of bravery. It is a cow-
ardly act. By no means are
they are ‘Khlur Ka Ri’.

We also take pride that
the ‘Tip briew tip Blei’ and
‘Ka hok kat'sat? tes found a
perfect destination in Chris-
tianity. The ‘Niam Tip briew
Tip Blei’ (Indigenous Khasi
faith) is believed to have
discovered its fulfilment in
Christianity. The two are
supposed to be a perfect
blend. The whole of South
West Khasi Hills is Christian.
The Umoid and Diwah area
too is Christian. None prob-
ably is a non-Christian. We
eulogise ourselves as Chris-
tians. We are not apologetic
about it. We have no qualms
in calling ourselves a ‘Chris-
tian’ state. Are we a ‘Chris-
tian’ state only in terms of
numbers (80%)? Or are we
Christians in terms ofvalues
and virtues? Is there a mis-
match between the ‘Tip
briew tip Blei’ and ‘Ka hok

note and act on this so that

the city and its citizens are

protected before it is too
late.

Yours etc.,

Manuel Carey Lymba

Shillong 08

Rights of

Persons with

Disabilities.

Editor,

Onthe September 3,2020
Persons with Disabilities
and Special Educators had
submitted a memorandum to
the Government of
Meghalaya through the
Chief Secretary Mr MS Rao.
This memorandum was
signed by Persons with Dis-
abilities, Teachers, Special
Educators, Senior Citizens,
Rangbah Dong and
Rangbah Shnong. This
memorandum was to high-
light the problems that peo-
ple in general face and
mostly persons with dis-
abilities with regards to mo-
bility and accessibility. The
memorandum was also to
make the Government aware
of the Rights to Persons
with Disabilities Act 2016,
which was passed by the
Indian Parliament. However,
we are really disappointed
that even after six months
the Government has done
nothing to address these
problems.

I have worked for over
ten years for persons with
disabilities and ifthere’s one
thing | have learnt is that

ka sot” with Christianity?
Where is the mismatch?
Umoid is not an isolated in-
cident that is anti-Christian
and anti-human?

The entire South West
Khasi Hills is backward.
Successive governments
have also neglected the
area. This writer has high-
lighted the pathetic road
conditions in the area sev-
eral times in this very page.
Tender has been called for
the Nongstoin-Wahkaji
road but no one has any
clue as to its take- off date.
The district may not even
get the demoted life-line
road. The youths should
focus on the development
of the district rather than
indulge in destructive ac-
tivities. The district has
good tourist attractions like
the Jakrem Hot Spring, the
untapped Phod Umbah
view, the Wah Rilang view
near Mawkyrwat, the
Ranikor beauty etc. The
shameful Umoid incident is
no advertisement for tour-
ism for the district and the
whole state in this age of
social media.

The entire South West
Khasi Hills has no college
worth its name. St. Xavier’s
College is supposed to fill
that big void and give a fil-
lip to education in the dis-
trict. Umoid will delay the
completion of the college
buildings. It has already
affected educational activi-
ties as classes are indefi-
,hitely suspended. The vil-
lainous act has put a span-
ner in the works of the in-
stitution that is thought to
keep on rolling in the area
that looks to be offthe gov-
ernment’s map.

Condemnations right
from the Chief Minister to
the Home Minister to the
Church to the local head-
men to the general public
have found echoes in the
state and outside the state.
It appears the police.are on
the job. The suspects muSf
be apprehended, charged
in the court of law and con-
victed. There is a broad
consensus among scien-
tists that all the different
species of human were de-
scended from ape-like crea-
tures that walked upright in
Africamore than six million
years ago, strongly sug-
gesting that there is only
one race - the human race.
As humans moved to dif-
ferent continents and loca-
tions physical conditions
changed their colours and
features. No doubt we ap-
preciate differences and
strive to preserve them. In
India and Meghalaya we
have constitutional provi-
sion to do so. Violence is
out of the way, completely.

they are not disabled; it is
their surroundings that
have disabled them. Most
persons with disabilities
have jobs and also need to
commute to work and back
home, which some years
back was possible but now
not only is this commute
challenging it is impossible
and dangerous. The pave-
ments and footpaths wher-
ever they exist are not only
in a deplorable condition
but are also all occupied by
vendors, hawkers, beggars
and recently even serve as
parking for two wheelers.

It is mind boggling as to
how an NGO or NGOs have
the authority to direct
these vendors and hawkers
and give them permission to
sitand sell their wares claim-
ing that it is their right to
earn a livelihood. Yes, no-
body can deny them that
right but they cannot have
their rights by taking away
somebody else’s right.

A classic example is
Laitumkhrah. It has many
schools and colleges within
its boundaries and also a
municipal market; yet the
footpaths are choc-a-bloc
with vendors, hawkers and
beggars. Even the Police
Point bus and taxi stand is
occupied by these people
so where does one walk or
get on and off public trans-
port? Or are we all just go-
ing to shut up and like it or
lump it?

Yours etc.,
Tina Nonghuloo,
Viaemail

(SIX)

Dkhar’ in nature, why A barbaric

solution

By Barnes Mawrie

The recent ghastly inci-
dent at St. Xavier’s College
campus in Um-oid,
Mawkyrwat on February 25,
where a group of local peo-
ple killed a non-local la-
bourer and injured seven
others, casts a slur on our
State in the eyes of the
world. The incident demon-
strates the lack of respect
for human life and a sense
of false insecurity displayed
by the local people or prob-
ably a display of jealousy.
It is evident that these out-
siders were seen as usurp-
ers of jobs meant for local
people. While the aspira-
tions ofthe local people that
jobs should be reserved pri-
marily forthem, is legitimate
but the method of imple-
menting it is rather barbaric
and not in keeping with a
civilized society. Those per-
sons concerned should
have approached the Col-
lege authorities and the con-
tractor and expressed their
reservations to them.
Thereby a peaceful solution
or acompromise would have

a m

been reached and no vio-
lence would have taken
place. To resort to violence
of this kind leading to loss
of life is outright condem-
nable. Perhaps it is good to
reflect on the root causes of
such incidents which take
place from time to time.

In my opinion there are
two important factors that
lead to such unfortunate
actions. First of all, most lo-
cal contractors prefer to
employ non local labourers
because they are hard work-
ing and they do a fine job.
On the other hand, local la-
bourers in general, are more
lethargic and their perform-
ance is not up to the mark. |
have personally seen our
Khasi labourers reaching

whatsoever although there
are some who are commend-
able. It is not because our
local labourers lack expertise
or ability to do a fine job, but
solely because they take
their responsibility too
lightly and not with a spirit
of professionalism. With this
sort of attitude towards
work, no contractor would
be inclined to recruit more
local labourers as they do a
haphazard job and that
would mean a bad reputation
for them. These two factors
are responsible for the influx
of non-local labourers into
the State. Had our local la-
bourers been efficient in
their work, no contractor
would have hesitated in re-
cruiting them.

What | would like to rec-
ommend to our people here
is, “stop influx of non-local
labourers not with threats
and violence, but with a
change of attitude towards
work.” Our local people
need to imbibe a spirit of
hard work and professional-
ism in whatever they do. Our

youth complain that they
have no jobs, but they
should realize that if they
display the right attitude to
work, there would be many
who will be willing to recruit
them. Our young generation
are so crazy about aping the
people of the western world
especially in dresses, hair
styles,, food habits, enter-
tainment and life styles.
These things are a wasteful
exercise for they do not help
them at all in life. Instead,
they should learn to imbibe
western values of hard work,
punctuality, discipline and a
sense of value of time. Why
are they not willing to learn
even from these non-local
labourers about the impor-
tance of hard work and per-

“Those persons concerned should
have approached the College
authorities and the contractor and
expressed their reservations to them.
Thereby a peaceful solution or a com-
promise would have been reached and
no violence would have taken place.

the work place as late as 10
am. Then they spend a lot
of time in smoking and tak-
ing tea and their lunch break
extends to more than an
hour. These days of smart
phones, these labourers
waste a lot of precious work-
ing time surfing their mobile
phones or playing games.
For this reason, a job that
could be done in one month
takes two to three months
to complete. This implies
that the contractor has to
spend more money on la-
bour and in this lose-lose
situation, he would soon
become bankrupt and
would have to close down
his business sooner or later.
Which entrepreneur would
dare to undertake such a
suicidal enterprise?
Secondly, it is evident
that non local labourers do
a better job when it comes
to every kind of work, ma-
sonry, tiles and marble lay-
ing and woodwork as well.
There is a lot of profession-
alism in what they do. Local
labourers tend to
underperform in any work

fectionism? | strongly con-
demn this act of barbarism
and | hope that such inci-
dents will not take place
again.

Just because of this inci-
dent, the College has to be
shut down indefinitely and
who then is at the losing
end? Our own students are
the ones who suffer. After
the educational loss caused
by the pandemic lockdown,
they now have to suffer an-
other loss. This misfortune
could have been avoided if
our people had had the right
mind to take the correct step
to solve the problem. Let me
end with a beautiful quote
by E. F. Schumacher who
says: “any intelligent fool
can make things bigger,
more complex and more vio-
lent. It takes a touch of gen-
ius and a lot of courage to
move in the opposite direc-
tion.” History has vindicated
that positive changes are
brought about by men and
women of peace and not by
barbarism. Email:
barnesmawrie@gmail.com
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Covid scene in India

LATEST government surveys peg the actual Covid
cases in India at around 300 million since many,
especially the young were asymptomatic. Reported
Covid cases stand at 11 million which makes India
the second highest in the world, with the US having
the highest number of reported cases. Covid deaths
in India stand at 157,248. Experts now say that the
relatively low hospitalisation and fatality ratesin In-
dia suggest that the coronavirus pandemic is ap-
proaching the next phase which is that it would be-
come localized and manageable. At the moment a
few states are reporting a spurtin infections but for
acountry of 1.35 billion people with limited health
facilities and where the practice of wearing masks
and social distancing is largely ignored, if the emerg-
ing trends prevail then Indiawill indeed have ares-
pite from the pandemic. This is crucial to the
economy which had been in the doldrums due to
the lockdown. Ifthis trend holds then Indiacan keep
its economy open without any national lockdown.

Recentinfections are being reported from five
states, mainly Maharashtra, Tamilnadu and Kerala.
Overall the fatality ratein Indiahas fallen from0.856
percentto 0.683 percent as of March 1. The over-
all Covid rate for Indiais 1.4 per centand 2.2 per

cent for the world.

Rajib Dasgupta, epidemiologist and professor
ofcommunity health, JNU said Indiawas witness-
ing aphase of multiple epidemics within the coun-
try where the entire population is not equally sus-
ceptible. He believes that at this phase in the pan-
demic, the emphasis has to be managed locally.
Hence building local capacitiesis imperative asthese
will be needed to tackle the disease. On the posi-
tive side, Dasgupta cites the example of Europe
where subsequent surges are better managed due
toimproved public healthcare and clinical care and
also better learning experiences which have brought
down the death rates. He says the aim at this junc-
ture should be to contain the virus in local clusters
instead of inter-state curbs on travelers.

However, the vigilance on Covid-related
protocols such as masking, handwashing, social dis-
tancing etc., cannotbe ignored. This is whatis prob-
lematic in Indiawhere people seem to have let their
guards down especially in public spaces. Meanwhile
officials ofthe Union Health Ministry have stated that
Indiawas nowhere close to attaining herd immunity
through natural infection orvaccination. Hence states
have to continue their surveillance. Indiahas so far
inoculated more than 12 million people butstill hasa
long way to go intermsofcoverage. Vigilance atthis
junctureis imperative. Letting our guards down now
could damage whatever has been achieved so far
andgive another shock to the economy.

TO THE EDITOR

India needs to
betterunderstand
Tibet

Editor,

I refer to your report cap-
tioned, “To Understand
China, First Understand Ti-
bet”, published on Monday,
March 1,2021 and attributed
to Lobsang Sangay,
Sikyong, CTA. The report is
trenchant and educative
and a timely reminder of the
strategic importance of Ti-
bet to India and Southeast
Asia as a whole. That Mr
Sangay was able to push
through the Tibetan Policy
and Support Act 2020
(TPSA 2020) is a landmark
achievement and a signifi-
cant milestone for Tibetans
worldwide in many areas,
but most importantly for the
Dalai Lama succession is-
sue and the environment.

The TPSA 2020 ensures,
once and for all, that the
succession of Tibetan Bud-
dhist leaders including the
succession of the Dalai
Lama rests solely in the
hands of Tibetan Buddhists
and forbids interference
from the occupying Chinese
government.

Mr Sangay is also spot
on when he says: “to un-
derstand China, first under-
stand Tibet.” This lack of
knowledge about Tibet, is
an Achilles Heel for Indian
policy makers. There is very
poor or non-existent under-
standing of Tibet among the
Indian ruling class, not to
speak of the chattering
classes. This extends to the
media at large too. All the
Indian think tanks and re-
search seem to be focused

only on Han China and the
CCP, totally ignoring the
largest area of what now
constitutes the map of
China-occupied Tibet. This
is a dangerous loophole that
stands out starkly against
the multiple and serious
clashes that the Indian and
Chinese armies have had on
the highly volatile India-Ti-
bet borders recently. There-
fore, it is the need of the
hour to rectify this as soon
as possible.

The Indian disinterest in
Tibet as a nation distinct
from Han China is a far cry
from those early days of the
Northeast Frontier Agency
(NEFA) in the 1940s and
even earlier. The British who
ruled India then seemed to
understand far better than
now the importance of
building a “Tibet Wing” or
a fifth column if you will.

They knew India needed
a strong cohort of officers
with a deep understanding
of Tibet, its culture, lan-
guage and people, to coun-
ter the Chinese threat of ter-
ritorial expansion AND
CULTURAL GENOCIDE.”
To achieve this, they made
the effort of recruiting Tibet
experts in the frontier admin-
istrative service and intelli-
gence services - officers like
my father and uncle.

They were both Tibet ex-
perts who began their ca-
reers very young fresh out
of college and junior college
as official Tibetan Interpret-
ers as they were fluent in
Tibetan and English and
proficient in Hindi, Nepali
and Bengali. But it was the
Tibetan aspect that was
most important. Based on
this expertise, among other

Women’s rights are
human rights

Twenty six years have
passed since Hillary
Rodham Clinton, the First
Lady of the United States
of America made usage of
these famous lines as she
gave her speech on Septem-
ber 5th 1995, at the United
Nations Fourth World Con-
ference on Women in
Beijing. Consequently, nu-
merous international and
regional instruments have
drawn attention to gender-
related dimensions of hu-
man rights issues, the most
important one being the UN
Convention on the Discrimi-
nation of All Forms of Dis-
crimination against Women
(CEDAW) adopted in 1979
.That ‘Women’s rights are
human rights’ has since
then been proclaimed with-
out doubt by the UN World
Conference held in Vienna
in 1993.

When one looks back to
history ,one finds that
women’s rights as human
rights have always been a
common phrase profusely
used by the feminist move-
ment that has a long history
of oppression. One of the
earliest was the remarkable
essay, A Vindication of the
Rights of Women, written
by the 18th century British
proto-feminist Mary
Wollstonecraft in 1792
,which still resonates the
type of human rights issues
of women today.She called
for a worldwide radical re-
form of national educational
systems which would em-
power women and make
them useful contributors to
the society at large.In her
own words “If women are
left out of the intellectual
arena,the progress of soci-
ety would stop.” Today we
see girls’ education having
a more promising future
worldwide, assuming that
with the newly launched
‘Beti bachao, Beti padhao’
campaign, gross enrolment
ratio for girls is improving.
However it says little about
the empowerment of young
girls their drop-out rates
and the overall statistics are
not very satisfying. What’s
more when one examines
the New Education Policy
through a gender lens de-
spite some progressive pro-
visions in the policy which
promises an overhaul of the
education system, such as
the Gender Inclusion Fund
towards equitable educa-
tion for girls etc., there are
growing concerns about
one aspect of the Policy

things, they rose up the ca-
reer ladder. Another uncle,
a Mandarin and Tibetan ex-
pert who was in the Indo-
Tibet Border Police (ITBP),
joined RAW.

These are just some ex-
amples of the great impor-
tance the British placed on
“Domain  Knowledge”,
something that seems to
have disappeared over the
decades with officers with
scant knowledge of or in-
terest in Tibet and its cul-
ture and people, or even the
border areas, being para-
chuted to these highly sen-
sitive and strategic areas to
administer them. Many see
them merely as “hardship
postings” that look good
on their CVs.

Today, with the excep-
tion of the Ladakh Scouts
and Ladakhi ITBP officers,
almost none of the others
know a word of Tibetan. In
contrast, China’s CCP has
many experts on Tibet and
even on India’s border ar-
eas. After all, the CCP are
the world’s experts in infil-
tration and stealth warfare.

| hope your report on Mr
Sangay’s advice will be
heeded by India’s leaders.
To ignore it is to imperil the
nation.

Yours etc.,

Shobha Tsering Bhalla
Singapore,

Viaemail

Congress Party
should have its
new President

Editor,
Recently there was a
news in The Shillong Times

Dr Rekha M Shangpliang

which talks about many
schools going to be priva-
tized soon and will no longer
be freely accessible to all.
This may have a serious
impact on girls from
marginalized communities.

The latest UNESCO re-
port says that there is an
estimated 132 million girls
out of school including 34.3
million of primary school
age, 30 million of lower -sec-
ondary school age and 67.4
million of upper-secondary
school age who have not
had the privilege to con-
tinue their schooling due to
a number of factors such as
poverty, cultural norms and
practices, poor infrastruc-
ture, violence and fragility
to name a few.The picture is
not as good in our own
NorthEast, where against
the national drop-out aver-
age of 6.35% in primary
level the percentage of
drop-out rate in Arunachal
Pradesh is the highest in the
country at 23.25% followed
by Nagaland at 20.95% and
Meghalaya at 17.69%.

But what does it mean to
educate girls? Girls’ educa-
tion goes beyond getting
girls into school. It is also
about ensuring that girls
learn and feel safe while at
school; have the opportu-
nity to complete all levels of
education acquiring the
knowledge and skills neces-
sary to navigate and adapt
to a changing world and
ability to build up healthy
families, make decisions
about their own lives and
contribute to their commu-
nities and the world at large.
Gender disparity in the
sphere of education is thus
a key issue of human rights
which needs to be seriously
addressed.

Maternal Health has also
been identified as another
basic human right of every
woman. Following the fifth
Millennium Development
Goal(MDG) strategy of ap-
plying a Human Rights -
based approach to the re-
duction of Maternal Deaths
across the world, it still re-
mains a big challenge to de-
veloping countries. Mater-
nal Health refers to the
health of women during
pregnancy, childbirth and
the post-natal period. Each
stage should be a positive
experience,ensuring women
and their babies reach their
full potential for health and

that the Congress Party
wants a new President in
Meghalaya. There was also
an offer to Mr. Charles
Pyngrope to head the Con-
gress Party in Meghalaya.
The party functionaries and
workers were of the view
that Charles Pyngrope
would be the best choice to
be the President of the Party
in place of out-going Presi-
dent Celestine Lyngdoh.
Charles Pyngrope has the
qualities as a man of action
and in words, who has
helped all irrespective of
party affiliations especially
the poor not only in his
Nongthymmai Constitu-
ency but in the whole State
of Meghalaya.

Insofar as the Indian Na-
tional Congress (INC) in In-
dia is concerned, | wonder
why the Party has not
thought of leaders with ster-
ling qualities such as A.K.
Anthony, Anand Sharma,
Sachin Pilot, Kapil Sibal,
Shashi Tharoor, etc. to head
the Party. As we all know,
Sonia Gandbhi, the present
President is not capable of
leading the Party now. So
too Rahul Gandhi because
the people at large don’t
accept him as a leader.
Moreover, majority of Indi-
ans, especially the thinkers
are averse to dynastic rule.
Others with greater merit
should be given a chance to
take up the post of Presi-
dent. The Congress High
Command and the Congress
Working Committee should
think over this suggestion
and focus on the right man
to lead the Party. If the INC
gets the right person as
President the states too will

well-being. The World
Health Organization has
neatly summed up some of
the challenges that face
Maternal and Child Health
(MCH) such as malnutrition,
infection, anaemia, unregu-
lated fertility low birth
weight in babies etc. India
still accounts for one-fifth of
global maternal deaths an-
nually (WHO-2015). A high
maternal mortality rate along
with persistent inequality in
maternal healthcare service
utilization is today one of the
most serious concerns in
India.

It is indeed sad that even
after a decade of implemen-
tation of the National Rural
Health Mission (NRHM)
launched in 2005 which is
aimed at eradicating persist-
ent inequalities in maternal
healthcare by providing
good quality and affordable
services to all especially to
the economically weaker
sections of the community,
the health outcomes of both
mother and child are yet to
reach the targets set by in-
ternational conventions.
.Meghalaya is one of the
high-focus states amongst
18 others entitled to receive
financial support to women
from rural areas undergoing
hospital deliveries. How-
ever, the recent Covid-Pan-
demic situation unveiled a
number of discrepancies in
utilizing such services. A
news item that appeared in
the August 30th 2020 issue
of The Shillong Times states
that at least 61 pregnant
women and 877 newborns
have died in Meghalaya
from April to July 2020 for
want of admission to hospi-
tals and also due to lack of
medical attention because of
diversion of the health ma-
chinery to concentrate on
Covid cases. There is there-
fore an urgent need to ap-
ply a human rights - based
approach to reduce maternal
mortality and it is the duty
of health agencies and fore-
runners of health depart-
ments to ensure that trans-
parency and accountability
is maintained in such a cru-
cial issue as health.

As a particularly vulner-
able group, women have
become victims of various
forms of violence and dis-
crimination. There are in-
numerable forms of sexual
violence that are reported
every day in the news, not

choose a person with quali-
ties. Only then will the Con-
gress come back to power.
As a Party, the Congress has
always promoted secular-
ism, free speech and all
round development, espe-
cially of the tribal people.
As a Party the Congress
is not bad but it is the work-
ers and representatives
who made it bad due to their
corruption and non-delivery
for many years. Hence the
people discarded the party
due to their wrongdoings.
Meghalaya Assembly will
be electing its MLAs within
a period of two and half
years from now. Therefore
it is time for the Congress
Party to unanimously agree
on the person to lead the
Party. Charles Pyngrope is
the right person and has all
the qualities to be the Con-
gress President of
Meghalaya. He was the ex-
Speaker of Meghalaya As-
sembly and the people know
him very well. If the Party
elects him unanimously it
will once again return to
power in Meghalaya. Will
the Congress Party take this
suggestion and wake up?
Yours etc.
Isaias R. Dkhar
Shillong-6

KHADCa
fisherman’s
pond

Editor,

The KHADC is sup-
posed to take up a number
of critical subjects listed in
its mandate. These are sup-
posed to serve the larger
interests of the local com-

to speak of those that re-
main untold. In addition to
all this, new barriers have
emerged with the Covid -
19 pandemic.Across the
world women are facing in-
creased domestic violence,
unpaid care duties, unem-
ployment and poverty.
Women make up a majority
of front-line workers, but
there is inadequate repre-
sentation of women in na-
tional and global Covid-19
policy spaces.

Indeed, the famous
speech by Hillary Clinton
certainly strikes an alarm to
humanity that “It is time we
wake up ! “ In her own
words, “It is a violation of
human rights when babies
are denied food, or
drowned or suffocated or
their spines broken, simply
because they are bom girls.
It is violation of human
rights when women and
girls are sold in the slavery
of prostitution. It is a viola-
tion of human rights when
women are doused with
gasoline, set on fire and
burned to death because
their marriage dowries seem
too small. It is a violation
of human rights when
women are victims of rape.
It is a violation of human
rights when women are de-
nied the right to plan their
own families and enjoy
their reproductive rights. It
is a violation of human
rights when women in rural
areas are denied access to
sustainable livelihoods in
poor economies.”

Women’s Rights around
the world are an important
indicator to understand
global well-being. Impossi-
ble as it may sound, it is
indeed a challenge to
achieve a gender-just
world, but the task is laid
out for us to firmly make
concerted efforts at local
and national levels to bring
women to parity with men.
An attitudinal shift is also
essential to break the ice-
ceiling where the woman
can connect her home to
the broader society. As the
theme for this year’s Inter-
national Women’s Day
goes - Let us “Choose to
Challenge”-for with chal-
lenge comes a change to
break the barriers of gen-
der discrimination.

(The writer teaches So-
ciology at North-Eastern
Hill University, Shillong.
Email: socionehu@
gmail.com)

munities that voted the
MDCs. The role of the
Councils is to frame and en-
act laws related to culture
and tradition and the con-
servation of natural re-
sources and also to imple-
ment them. Unfortunately,
with the passage of time the
KHADC has become tooth-
less because of the leader-
ship vacuum. Now the is-
sue of fishes becoming
smaller and 'thinner' in the
KHADC run fish ponds as
reported in the news in
spite of spending close to
Rs 18 lakhs and receiving a
meagre income of Rs 9500
shows complete failure of
the scheme. Even after fur-
ther expansion of the pro-
gramme and enhancing the
financing to tune of Rs 25
lakh and putting in about 80
kilos of fingerlings, we still
don’t see any outcomes.
Either those manning the
fish ponds have sold the
good fish or the public rep-
resentatives have them-
selves eaten up all the
fattened ones and left the
shriveled ones to swim in
the ponds. The KHADC
has no technical expertise
in pisci-culture except for
an MDC who is a fish mer-
chant himself. So when
there is conflict of interests
the results will accrue to the
individual; not to the com-
munity.
Yours etc.,
Dominic Stadlin Wankhar
Shillong-3

Articles and letters
appearing on this page are
the views of the writers/
authors and not that of
The Shillong Times
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Are the new it rules the next
sedition law?

Government seeks to
expand its big control
ondigital media

By Siddharth Ganguly

On Thursday, February
25th, the government noti-
fied new rules under the In-
formation Technology (IT)
Act dubbed the ‘Intermedi-
ary Guidelines and Digital
Media Ethics Code’. These
rules introduced a number
of guidelines for social me-
dia and Over The Top
(OTT) platforms which
make such companies more
accountable to the govern-
ment and law enforcement
authorities.

The measures include
the appointment of a ‘Chief
Compliance Officer’ by the
Company to ensure rules
under the IT Act are being
followed, the appointment
of a ‘Nodal Contact Person’
to ensure constant coordi-
nation with law enforcement
agencies as well as monthly
reports detailing complaints
from users and the measures
taken to remove problematic
content, and so on.

All of these rules expand
the control of the authori-
ties over digital media in one
way or another. However,
there are two points de-
tailed in the so-called, ‘sali-
ent features’ of these rules
which stand out from the list
in their potential for misuse.

The first, aimed at social
media intermediaries that
deal primarily  with
messaging, requires them to,
“enable identification of the
first originator of the infor-
mation” to allow authorities
to apprehend individuals
and prosecute offences re-
lated to the “sovereignty
and integrity of India, the
security of the State,
friendly relations with for-
eign States, or public order”
and so on.

The second deals with
the responsibility of these
intermediaries in the “Re-
moval of Unlawful Informa-
tion”. The rule states that,
upon being notified by court
order, a government agency,
or an appointed officer, the
social media platform would
be required to remove any
information, “prohibited un-
der,any law in relation to the
interest of the sovereignty
and integrity of India, pub-
lic order, friendly relations
with foreign countries,” and
the like.

Making a social media
company responsible for
identifying where a ‘prob-
lematic’ message originated
from is particularly danger-
ous from the standpoint of
individual privacy. The
point pre-empts this criti-
cism and goes on to men-
tion, “Intermediary shall not
be required to disclose the
contents of any message.”
However, how a message
can be judged to be damag-
ing to the sovereignty and
integrity of India without
the contents of the message
itself being disclosed makes
the proposition appear
quite dubious.

What’s more, the spe-
cific phrases used in cat-
egorising content under
these rules; ‘sovereignty
and integrity of India’ and
‘public order’, bear an eerie
resemblance to two notori-
ous laws in the country; the
Sedition law as detailed un-
der Section 124-A of the In-
dian Penal Code (IPC) and
the Unlawful Activities (Pre-
vention) Act (UAPA).

Both the UAPA and the
Sedition law have been in-
creasingly employed to
book dissenting voices from
all over the country. In April
2020, Former JNU scholar
Umar Khalid, along with
several other protestors,
were booked under the
UAPA for their participation
in the movement against the
Citizenship Amendment
Act. In January of this year,
several of the country’s
most prominent journalists
were slapped with sedition
charges for their Tweets re-
lating to the farmer’s pro-
tests, and, most recently, 22-
year-old climate activist
Disha Ravi was arrested on
February 14th and charged
with sedition for her partici-
pation in the farmer’s pro-
test ‘toolkit’ case.

These repressive laws
have garnered criticism from
various, disparate sources
ranging from the opposition
to the judiciary.

In the Delhi High Court
Women Lawyers Forum’s
Virtual Canteen held earlier m
in February on the topic of,
‘Our Right to Dissent’, sen-
ior advocate Rebecca John
singled out the UAPA for its
impact on dissenting voices
that seek to hold the centre
accountable for its actions.

Chitranshul Sinha, lawyer
and author present at the
same event, said, “It’s high
time that (Section) 124 (of
the Indian Penal Code)
should be challenged yet
again. We need that space
to express our opinion.” In
his book, The Great Repres-
sion, Sinha goes into further
detail, describing the sedi-
tion law as a “colonial relic”
that should be read-only as
an emergency measure.

India’s use of the sedition .
law also garnered interna- «
tional criticism. The United j
Nations High Commissioner m
for Human Rights Michelle *
Bachalet on February 27th
criticised India for its readi-
ness to cast allegations of
sedition on journalists and
other dissenting voices.

Charges filed under the
sedition law as well as the
UAPA have been becoming
more and more common over
the past few years. As per
National Crimes Record Bu-
reau (NCRB) data, 2019 saw
93 cases of sedition filed.
This wasupfrom70in2018, °’
51in2017 and 35in 2016, rep-
resenting a 165% increase in o
-the three-year period.

Similarly, cases filed un-.«
der the UAPA in 2019 were -
1,226, increasing from 1,182 «
in2018 and 901 in 2017. This.’
upward trend is especially*,
worrying considering the.
law is branded as anti-terror
legislation and allows for au-
thorities to take extraordi-
nary action, such as deten-
tion without charge for a
period of 180 days.

A 2019 amendment to the.
Act also allows for police
custody of the accused to’
be extended by 30 days and
gives the Centre the power
to notify an accused indi-
vidual as a ‘terrorist’ even
without a trial. Such a law
being enforced routinely
represents a strong suppres-
sion of one of the central ten-
ets of democracy; dissent. m

What’s more, the rates of ]
conviction in cases where ei- ¢
ther sedition or the UAPA -
are invoked are conspicu-
ously low. As reported by
The Print, charge sheets
were only filed in 17% of se-
dition cases in 2019 and the
conviction rate stood at only
3.3%. Similarly, only 9% of
UAPA cases saw charge
sheets filed with a convic-
tion rate of 29.2%.

The cases filed under
these two laws do not hold
up in court; they are not
meant to convict anyone.
Rather, they seek to discour-
age the voices that speak
out against authority with .
the harassment and trauma
that come with arrest, deten-
tion, and having to defend
yourself in court.

Despite the widespread
criticism, cases continue to
be filed under these laws and
usually invoke the same key
phrases mentioned above to
justify their use; ‘public or-
der’ and ‘the integrity and
sovereignty of India’.

This accusation against
these specific terms was
most eloquently articulated
by former Supreme Court
Justice MadanLokur in an
article for The Wire. Draw-
ing a comparison to the re-
pressive regime under Indira
Gandhi between 1975 and
1977, he said, “We are gradu-
ally witnessing a somewhat
similar situation, the only
difference being that during
the Emergency days the al-
leged threat was to the in-
ternal security of the coun-
try and today the alleged
threat is to the sovereignty
and integrity of the coun-
try.” (IPA Service)
Courtesy: The Leaflet
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Jobs, parochialism
PAROCHIALISM is the anti-thesis of nationalism.
The state government in Haryana runjointly by the
BJP and the Jannayak Janata Party(JJP) has won
the governor’s nod to implement a law that will re-
serve 75 per centjobs in the private sector to local
candidates. Jobs up to a salary of Rs 50,000 come
within the ambit of the law. This looks strange.

It is well-understood that jobs are fewer than
the demand and every state has large armies ofedu-
cated unemployed youth. Private enterprise is not
every youth’s cup of tea and it requires patience
and perseverance to get things going. The past prac-
tice was to reserve jobs in the government sector
based on considerations like caste. Itwas done with
aview to giving a share of the governmental good-
ies to marginalized sections.

Reservations asa rule arefrowned upon as merit
is not the sole criteriatherein. Yet, even in both gov-
ernmentand private sector, meritis not necessarily
the only criteriato give jobs. Influence matters. An
ideal scenario of all appointments being done on
meritis amirage. Still, private institutions cannot
ignore merit as they are in hard competition with
other entities in the field and good performance by
every member of the workforce is a pre-requisite

to the success ofa firm.

The BJP ally in government, the JJP, had prom-
ised 75 per cent reservation for local youths, dis-
trict-wise. After the last polls threw up an unclear
verdictand the BJP did not get the majority, it tied
up with the JJPin government and made this a part
of the common minimum programme. The BJP still
claims to promote nationalism.

It is no secret that the massive growth of the
private sector in Haryana came about in the past
three decades due to its proximity with the national
capital. A major partof Haryanais informally apart
ofNew Delhi metropolis. Haryanaand Punjab have
their capital in Chandigarh, aUnion Territory. Job
opportunities are one too many for youths from
Haryanain the state, the UT as well as the national

capital too.

All these strengthenthe view thatHaryanashould
not be seen as being parochial. More so a govern-
ment led by the BJP. The Manoharlal Khattar gov-
ernmentin the state is in its second term. Itfailed to
win people’s confidence in the last polls, which
brought the JJP too upfront. Parochialism cannot
be a substitute to good governance. It’s only an
excuse for leadership failures on other fronts.

TO THE EDITOR

Question of
conflict of
interest

Editor,

On the March 1, 2021 a
workshop was organised by
the Government of
Meghalaya at the Conven-
tion Centre Shillong. The
theme of the workshop was
Urban Mobility for Shillong
city. Taking into considera-
tion the increasing difficulty
in commuting in our city;
the traffic snarls that seem
to multiply with each pass-
ing day and the road acci-
dents that seem to occur
with such frequency, the
subject under discussion
was of immense interest to
everyone concerned. No
wonder reports indicate
that the workshop was well
attended by people who re-
ally matter in Shillong soci-
ety. It was also to be noted
that presentations on pro-
posals for improving
Shillong mobility was made
by Dalberg, a reputed con-
sultancy firm and obviously
the firm must have been
paid by the Departments
that contracted its services.
The workshop was inaugu-
rated by the Dy CM,
Prestone Tynsong.

The next day, March 2,
Whatsapp posts began cir-
culating with insinuations
that perhaps all was not
what it appeared to be as far
as the relations between the
consultancy firm and the
Govt were concerned. On
digging into the matter, it
turns out that one Ms Priti

Rao is a senior adviser of
Dalberg, North East chapter,
Shillong. Dalberg consul-
tancy was engaged for the
job by two departments of
the state Government,
namely by the Meghalaya
Infrastructure Development
& Finance Corporation Ltd
(MIDFC) and Meghalaya
Integrated Transport Project
(MITC). An 1AS officer,
Vijay Kumar, is both the CEO
of MIDFC and Project Direc-
tor for MITP. Of interest to
note is Vijay Kumar is the
husband of Ms Priti Rao the
senior adviser to Dalberg. It
will be too much of a coinci-
dence to expect that the hus-
band did not know that his
wife’s consultancy firm had
been contracted by depart-
ments under him for this
multi-crore World Bank
Project.

But this exactly is what
the public of Shillong was
expected to believe. This
public is mainly composed
of gullible tribals who would
never connect the dots and
grasp the blatant conflict of
interest that the Workshop
exposed. The gullible Dy
CM was one such tribal who
became the sacrificial goat
and bovine like he inno-
cently gave his blessings to
this scam- infested work-
shop. The invited partici-
pants enthusiastically par-
ticipated in the workshop
programme little realising
that their participation was
totally averse to the ethics
and code of conduct sworn
by All India Service officers
on their induction to the
services. Needless to men-
tion the askance with which
the World Bank will view

Giving a rapist the chance to make a clean breast of it

Supreme Court offer Is
a case of gross Injustice

Question: What to make
of the Supreme Court when
it asked a rapist 'are you
ready to marry the girl you
raped, then possibly you
can walk free with the tro-
phy bride?'Of course, the
top court did not ask in so
many words, but that's
about the gist of the aston-
ishing offer. And, mind you,
the criminal on escape row,
if he couldn't believe his
ears, replied rather regret-
fully, 'Yes, your lordships,. |
would marry her except that
I am now regretfully a mar-
ried man!'

Hell, talk about an offer
going waste! The Mr. Jus-
tices who sat on that bench
couldn't have made a more
scintillating demand of a
confirmed rapist. And, to
think that so many other
rapists who went before
this one did not get the geta-
way offered on a platter to
this blasted f*@k#r from
Hell. Really, what were the
justices thinking of?

None of them even
thought of the girl, the un-
fortunate victim of the ram-
paging lust of a man in heat,
the hound of rapesville!
And this was no run of the
mill wayward criminal. This
fellow had rape in his mind
before he even got down to
stalking the minor he had
set his eyes and much more
on. He was raping, sexually
assaulting her, with every
glance he had of her.

And then he had his
hands on her. The list of
accusations against him is
amile long. This chap's per-
versity knew no bounds.
And it didn't bother him that
she was minor, a schoolgirl.
He just went about it, just
another day in office. The
trial court understood the
gravity and perversity of
the horrible crime; ditto the
high court.

But not thel-Supreme
Court! King Solomon would
have hung his head in
shame, and court jesters in
a thousand and one medi-
eval courts of kings and
sultans would have jested
and gestured lewdly. It's
not very often that such
low-hanging blunders of
justice are handed out by
seemingly sane, just and in-
telligent judges of men and
matters.

So, what's the fallout
gonna be? Simple. Rapists
will go about their business

this whole episode and one
should not be surprised if it
will result in withdrawal of
the sanctioned fund as it is
against World Bank code of
ethics. A serious conflict of
interest happened and a
scam has occurred. In con-
clusion it would be advis-
able for all sane and upright
persons to disassociate
themselves from this rip-off
of World Bank funds.
Yours etc.,
Banteinam Nongrum,
Viaemail

Income tax
reimbursement

Editor,

I was shocked beyond
belief to read the news item
appearing in Shillong Times
dated February 27, 2021 re-
garding the decision of the
Meghalaya Cabinet to reim-
burse 95 per cent income
tax paid by non-tribal offi-
cials of All India Services
(AIS) working in the state
and 25 percent of tribal offi-,
cials working outside the
state. This is sheer madness
and such decision can only
be taken by persons who
have lost all sense of san-
ity. While demands are
mounting from various
quarters of the State Gov-
ernment to clear their out-
standing dues and one
demonstration after another
is the order of the day and
Ministers and officials rush
to Delhi with begging bowl
at the drop of a hat, yet the
cabinet finds it fit and
amongst its priorities to ap-
pease a select group for god

By Sushil Kutty

in gay abandon now that
the Supreme Court has gone
and shone the light on the
escape route. Tie the knot
with the godforsaken and
the Supreme Court-for-
saken victim, at least offer
to tie. And then if the case
comes up in court, the judi-
cial officers know what to
say and do.

The precedent has been
set. Wonder if the justices
were having some fun or
was it really a serious offer

made to the "perp", as the
Americans would catego-
rise it. The perpetrator in this
case was twice-favoured.
Not only was he given the
chance to slip away with the
crime under his belt, the top
court also told the establish-
ment he cannot be arrested
till so and so date!

Hell, what was so special
about this guy that he mer-
ited such generosity, some-
thing that's so sorely lack-
ing in him, the generosity,
thatuis. By-all means this
igopher*ids '‘pruhably<the
meanest person in the realm.
The gall of him. He rapes a
minor and then goes and
marries another of marriage-
able age! If this pervert
doesn't get his just des-
serts, it's probably because
he already got it when he
consummated the marriage!

More than him, it's the

'Your Lordships’ who
should be held to scrutiny.
More important, what's

coming to our justice sys-
tem? Why are we being sub-
jected to weird judgements,

knows what reasons. And to
top it all, the spokesperson
says, “We are the first state
to do it.” He calls it an in-
centive! | ask, isn’t salary
incentive enough.

The AIS officers are
amongst the highest paid
officials of the country en-
joying the best salary and
perks and on top of that,
State Government is provid-
ing some of the best facili-
ties to these officers, forget
the free housing plots in
New Shillong. With the sal-
ary and perks they are get-
ting, these officers should
be putting in 12 hours a day
instead of the 7-8 hours put
in now and that too for 6
days of the week. No other
incentives are called for. In
fact if the AIS officers in
Meghalaya had been so
hard working and efficient,
Meghalaya wouldn’t be one
of the least performing
States which is reflected in
every report of Government
of India. In such a scenario
the decision of Meghalaya
Government to reimburse
their income tax is nothing
short of ludicrous. In fact,
in this time of worldwide
calamity and economic dis-
tress, the AIS officials
should have by themselves
come forward to contribute
to the corpus of the nation
to meet the exigency. In-
stead they have
maneuvered the gullible
members of the Meghalaya
Cabinet to reward them
more. While payment of in-
come tax is a mandatory re-
quirement of every earning
Indian and all Indians are
proud to pay tax for the de-
velopment of the nation, it

rulings that make no sense
and those which go against
the grain of justice? Earlier,
not too long ago, there was
the ruling that said if there's
no skin contact, it is not rape
or sexual molestation by a
long shot!

And, now, this one!
Women folk are busting
blouse buttons; they are so
pissed off at the gross in-
justice of it all. Women from
all walks of life, from actors
to politicians and students -

the fairer of the species are
demanding their pound. Not
in flesh, naturally. But in like
'begone." They are demand-
ing that CJI Sharad Arvind
Bobde get off his high horse
and begone! ASAP.

Is that fair? Well, after
what the top court had to
offer to the rapist, every-
thing and anything is fair.
And justice demands that a
wrong must be righted and
somebody always has to
pay for a wrong done. That
axe must Al on somebody
whoi rightly said h”d.thes
power in him to see to it that
justice won and not the
crime. A reading of
Dostovoskey's 'Crime and
Punishment' would no doubt
give a quote to go with the
ruling. Positive.

So, CJI Bobde should
mull over the absurd hap-
penings of the recent past.
In fact, there's, quite a big
constituency of people in
cities and towns and vil-
lages who think the judici-
ary is not what it was or
ought to be, especially after

seems the All AIS officers
of Meghalaya do not belong
to that category of Indians.
Alternatively, why
should Government of
Meghalaya not reimburse
the income tax paid by all
other category of employ-
ees working in the State
Government? All in all it
seems that this decision of
Meghalaya Cabinet is a
crude joke on the citizens of
this poor State.
Yours etc.,
B Dutta,
Shillong-1

Controversy on
MCS
examination

Editor,

The controversy sur-
rounding the MCS examina-
tion has raised serious ques-
tions about the functioning
of the Meghalaya Public
Service Commission. The
aggrieved candidates have
valid reasons to feel hard
done by how the preliminary
examination was conducted.
I applied for the MCS but |
chose not to appear for the
examination since | felt at
that time that my prepara-
tion for the general studies
paper was not up to the
mark. Had 1 known that the
marks of paper 2 would be
counted, | would have sat
the examination since | had
cleared the prelims of the
Civil Service Examination in
2011 when both the marks
of paper 1 and paper 2 were
counted. My prior experi-
ences would have put me in

2014. Bull! But that's how
the wind's blowing. The
farmers, for instance. The
rustic belief is the courts
are in an unholy alliance
with the Modi Government.

And then there are the
climate activists like Disha
Ravi and the anti-CAA
crowd, the Safoora Zargars,
who all believe the court-
system is loaded against
them. Actually, to an extent,
they are even right to look
down on the judiciary. True,
even today, the judiciary is
the one pillar that holds the
edifice and the superstruc-
ture up and intact, but some
of the rulings of the courts
are so confounding that it
breaks the public mojo!

So, over 3,500 con-
cerned citizens, representa-
tives of women’s move-
ments and feminists have
in an open letter to Chief
Justice of India S.A. Bobde
demanded that he step
down and issue an apology
for giving a rapist a way
out, asking him if he was
willing to marry her! The
rapist had stalked, tied up,
gagged and repeatedly
raped the minor school-go-
ing girl, threatened to
douse her in petrol and set
her on fire. The minor
school-going victim at-
tempted suicide.

“From the towering
heights of the post of CJl
of the Supreme Court, it
sends the message to other
courts, judges, police and
all other law enforcing
agencies that justice is not
a constitutional right of
women in India. This will
only lead to the further si-
lencing of girls and women.
To the rapists, it sends the
message that marriage is a
licence to rape; and that by
obtaining such a licence,
the rapist can post facto
decriminalise or-legalise -his-

i/aot,” read th©-letter, f . K

So, there it is, the tit for
tat. The CJI is getting the
same getaway offer that he
generously gave to the rap-
ist, a face-saving formula.
The CJI is being told that
given the chance to make
amends, will he submit his
papers and quit the post,
resign? It mimics the offer
made to the rapist, and if
that offer was just and fair,
according to natural jus-
tice, this one too should be.
Cannot be otherwise. (IPA
Service)

good stead and there was a
good chance of me clearing
the examination.

The Hon’ble High Court
has given a decision in fa-
vour of the Commission.
What if | decided to go to
Court as an aggrieved can-
didate who chose not to
appear for the examination
since in the notification it
was clearly mentioned that
only the marks of paper 1
would be counted and what
if the High court gave a rul-
ing in my favour? There are
more reasons for me to feel
aggrieved since when the
last notification for the ex-
amination came out | was
still in college and | could
not apply. Whatever the
reasons might be that
prompted the Commission
to violate the examination
rules it set in the notifica-
tion, it does raise serious
doubts about the transpar-
ency of the Commission
especially when it comes to
the Meghalaya Civil Serv-
ice Examination. The exami-
nation has always been
shrouded in controversy.
It's high time that the State
Government fixes every-
thing that is wrong with the
Commission. It also needs
to redress the lacunae that
is hindering the smooth
functioning of the Commis-
sion. Our state will turn 50
next year and transforming
the Commission will show
the youth that our leaders
are serious about taking the
State forward.

Yours etc.,
Gary Marbaniang,
Viaemail

(SIX)

Children’s future

COVID-19
Impact

By Dr S Saraswathi

Child Rights Manifesto
has suddenly appeared
when elections for Legisla-
tive Assembly in four States
and one Union Territory are
due to take place in April.
Prepared and released by a
group of civil society or-
ganisations working in the
field of child welfare and
addressed to parties con-
testing Tamil Nadu Assem-
bly election, its demands
and the contents are rel-
evant for children across
the country. It mentions a
number of persisting prob-
lems known and repeated on
several occasions like fe-
male infanticide, declining
sex ratio, malnutrition,
school drop-out, child mar-
riage, child labour, and so
on.

But, the manifesto has
not dealt with the universal
problems of children living
under epidemic threat-cum-
control measures that are in
force. Universal because
they are faced and debated
in many countries. The im-
pact of COVID-19 pandemic
and of the various manda-
tory measures imposed for
fighting it will doubtless af-
fect the future of children
unless remedial measures
are simultaneously taken.

When the entire world
has had been gripped by a
panic mood caused by the
pandemic, nobody can be
blamed for over-application
or under-estimation of the
effects of the instruments
used to stem the tide of the
disease. The effects are be-
coming visible forcing us to
think of ways of mitigating
social-economic-psycho-
logical consequences of the
global war against COVID-
19.  Both short-term and
long-term consequences
will be felt by children and
adolescents that may make
life-different-for ths'next
generation.' Remember - the
pandemic war is being
fought in the field of normal
daily life from which no in-
dividual, not even a new-
born infant, can escape.

According to the Chil-
dren’s Rights Division of
the Human Rights Watch,
around 1.5 billion students
are affected by school clo-
sure, child labour, hunger,
recruitment to army, child
abuse, child marriage, etc.,
which are all increasing un-
der direct and indirect im-
pact. In places already in
need of special child-cen-
tred policies, these maladies
have escalated. School clo-
sure is the main reason for
spread of social problems.

Ofcourse, COVID-19 has
no power to physically de-
stroy schools and colleges
like natural disasters such
as earthquake and flood or
emergencies like war and
armed conflicts. But, it can
and has been effectively
spoiling school education
and all educational activi-
ties. It has posed a big chal-
lenge to teachers and stu-
dents engaged in the task
of learning and to educa-
tional managers to conduct
institutions without physi-
cal presence of givers and
takers of education.

School closure means
that most children lose so-
cial contacts necessary for
learning. Digital learning is
a challenge for both chil-
dren and parents. Digital
teaching is a challenge for
teachers and becomes a ma-
jor stress factor for all.
Lockdown restrictions ef-
fectively cut the space for
children of all social-eco-
nomic groups. There is a
growing concern in many
States in India about chil-
dren in deprived groups
who suffer more and most
likely to lose interest in
schooling. It will be diffi-
cult to re-awaken their inter-
est in school education.

For a country with a
huge population of first
generation students in
schools, for educational ad-
ministration trying different
means to reach 100% enrol-
ment of school-age popula-
tion, for the governments
under pressure to offer sev-
eral incentives to arrest
drop-out, COVID-19 is the

worst enemy confronted so
far in their mission. The dis-
ease is literally killing edu-
cation - particularly school
education. The lower the
grade, the greater is the ad-
verse impact. Cases of kids
forgetting whatever they
have learnt and beginning
once again with alphabets
and numerals are common.

In short, education today
is confronted with a new
danger of “exclusion” re-
sulting from COVID-19 re-
strictions. It implies growth
of new inequalities. These
are aggravated by poverty
and lack of opportunities.
The pandemic fight has ex-
posed the intensity of struc-
tural imbalances between
rural and urban areas, male
and female, and rich and
poor in the digital world.

To be specific, on-line
education unleashed today
does not reach all students
in equal measure. Many
States and many govern-
ments do not have the re-
sources and infrastructure
needed to provide on-line
education to all students.
Digital divide has to be
bridged at the earliest before
irreparable damage is done.
All governments have to
frame policies and pro-
grammes for a realistic on-
line education.

The report of the NSSO
(2017-18), reveals that only
8% of households with chil-
dren in the age-group 5-24
years have both computer
and internet facilities.
Households with access th
computer vary between
4.6% in Bihar to 23.5% jh
Kerala and 35% in Delhi. Ih
Delhi, Haryana, HP, Kerala,
Punjab, and Uttarakhand,
more than 40% households
have access to internet. As
a contrast, less than 20%
households have this facil-
eityi in Odisha, Af\ Assaiji,
Bihar, >Chhattisgarh,
Jharkhand, MP, and West
Bengal.

In Madhya Pradesh,
hardly 30% had access to oil-
line education when it was
introduced. In tribal belts,
reaching the students in
many blocks was extremely
difficult. No wonder, on-line
education encourages drop-
out in such areas. In many
States like Bihat,
Chhattisgarh, anji
Jharkhand, schools and col-
leges were totally unpre-
pared to provide on-line
education and had to start
making special preparations
and will naturally lag behind
in inter-State comparison.

There is also the risk of
exposure to inappropriate
on-line content and on-line
predators. Needless to men-
tion the plight of children of
migrant workers, street chil-
dren, children in refugee
camps, and displaced chil-
dren whose access to ad-
equate standard of living is
already poor.

Cancelling examinations
and granting promotions
without testing are neces-
sary to keep students and
teachers within the educa-
tional system, but not for
promoting genuine educa-
tion. Governments have to
understand this without be-
ing swayed by emotional
considerations and desire to
remain popular.

The UN Commission on
Human Rights Commission
has noted that the pandemic
can have grave physical,
emotional, and psychologi-
cal effects on children, es-
pecially in countries which
have enforced mandatory
stay-at-home and limited
travel permits, and for chil-
dren in situations of vulner-
ability. Across the world,
children are affected by
physical distancing, quaran-
tines, isolation, mask-wear-
ing and other prescriptions
and undergo severe anxiety,
boredom, and uncertainty.

Several immediate social-
economic impact on children
directly and child protection
risks that are emerging daily
due to measures taken to
prevent and contain the vi-
rus have been experienced.
— INFA ( The writer is
former Director, ICSSR,
New Delhi)
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Saga of cities

INDIAN cities are what cities should not be. There
have been fewer initiatives at the governmental level
ever since Independence to have planned urban
growth. Having a ministry for housing and urban
development itself meant little. Cities were mostly
left to themselves in matters of housing and private
entities played havoc with development Unplanned
growth created chaotic conditions. The phenom-
enal growth of vehicle population further messed
upcity life. Inthis context, aranking listreleased by
the Union Housing and Urban Development Minis-
try this week looks odd and laughable.

Bengaluru tops in the ease-of-living among the
49 cities with amillion-plus population. Anyonewho
lives in or has visited Bengaluru would vouch for
the fact thatwhen it comes to transportation, itis a
living hell. Most of its residential areas are unhy-
gienic and see unplanned growth. Itis often that
reaching a 5-km distance would take more thantwo
hours. The city was slow in bringing in the Metro
Rail network. A mega city like Mumbai was still
slower. Both cities struggled due to lack of political
will to change things for the better. Even New Delhi,
one ofthe few planned cities, could not make move-
ment from place to place easy by road though the
Delhi Metro largely helped. Kolkata and Chennai
have tackled traffic problems in their own ways,
and yet the scenarios are not satisfactoiy.

The reason for the chaotic state of Indian cities
is that governments failed to set things right. Gov-
ernments would step in only after situations turn
worse and beyond repair. The negligence and pre-
varicationofthepolitical leadershiparelegioa Prime
Minister NarendraModi started his innings seven
years ago being mindful of the sad state of urban
India. He started the Smart City project for urban
renewal and retrofitting with a fund component of
Rs 1,000crore each for 100 select cities. The com-
bined completion of these projects is of the order
ofJust IXpercent. No significantchangeha&come
abouteven tothese cities, alsaaStheallocated funds
meanttoo little. Itwasjust adrop in an ocean, also
considering the leaks via political and bureaucratic
corruption. The ranking has put Shimla and
Bhubaneswar on top ofthe less-than-million popu-
lation cities in terms ofease of living. Shimlawas
thewinter capital for the British Raj and it maintains
its aura and dignity. Central Bhubaneswar is a
plannedcity but lacks life and urge fewgrowth. No
big Indian city today can be said to be worthliving;

suchis the chaos around.

TO THE EDITOR

Election drama
unfolding: we
are no fools

Editor,

All governments irre-
spective of their parties al-
ways repair roads before
elections. They've been re-
pairing roads at every elec-
tion that by now the thick-
ness of the road should
have been as high as a hill-
ock. But the truth is the first
rain is always made of steel
and it leaves potholes and
damages the roads so much
that within a month of mon-
soons, vehicles have to
move like tortoises over
potholes and stony ways.
If a heavy shower comes
then one have to search if
there was once a pucca
road. What sort of materi-
als are used by contractors
to repair roads? Why can't
ministers inspect the roads
when they are being re-
paired and punish people
responsible for making
roads as thin as POTATO
chips? It's 2021 and we've
been voting for decades to
go back to the stone age?
We aren't moving forward.
Has anyone noticed how
we're growing old and noth-
ing has changed?

Except for the highways,
all roads leading to major
towns and villages in Garo
Hills are in a dilapidated
condition. So far no holistic
developmental work has
taken place during these 3/
4 decades. Tura for me looks
like the dumbest city with
no good roads, no pave-
ments, no flyovers no street

lights, no drainage system,
no traffic lights, and no
proper waste management
system. There has been no
upgradation of the health
care system and only one
Government hospital is ca-
tering to thousands of pa-
tients. Basic amenities like
water and electricity are now
a problem of every house-
hold. We have to arrange
these for ourselves.

Now what is the use of
having leaders who don’t
care for the people?? Let
them repair any road before
elections; we are really not
amused.

Yours etc.,
LA Sangma,
Viaemail

Load-shedding
shock

Editor,

It’s the 21st century. | be-
lieve darkness should not
overwhelm us. The govern-
ment must put earnest ef-
forts to address this power
crisis in the state. Nothing
could more disgraceful than
the fact that we have been
experiencing load-shedding
every year in Meghalaya. |
think we ourselves are to
blame for this. We have not
at all learned from the hard-
ships and the deep “eco-
nomic slowdown” resulting
from power poverty for over
a decade. It only goes to ex-
pose our poverty of respon-
sibility. We totally lack far-
sightedness and therefore
darkness always stares us
right in our face. Unlike oth-
ers, the entire student com-
munity is suffering.

Women: Get your
voices out!

By Patricia Mukhim

International Women’s
Day is approaching and as
usual pious eulogies will fall
from the skies about the role
that women can and should
play or have played and
what is being done to pro-
mote their causes. We have
heard this and more bunkum
for the past several years in
our State; in the country
and the world. But while
great strides have been
made globally to create
spaces for empowering
women, in India we see a
patriarchal, muscular state
trying to put women in their
place by levelling charges
of sedition et al merely be-
cause they support a cause
they believe in. Disha Ravi
and others like her are pay-
ing the price for speaking
out or tweeting on issues
they feel strongly about.
And this is what’s expected
from young, educated, ar-
ticulate women who own an
issue and fight for it with all
the resources at their com-
mand. An empowered
woman does not have to be
told what to do. She knows
there are several issues af-
flicting not just women but
society as a whole. She
takes ownership of the is-
sue and gets out to become
visible and to create solidar-
ity around the cause. She
does not cower before ‘in-
solent might.” But it takes a
very long time for women
to reach that inflexion point.
And having reached there
they cannot go back no
matter how agonising and
painful the journey ahead
is.

Let’s come closer home
to Meghalaya. The other
day | was at a place called
Mustoh very close to
Sheila. A group of women
who do some of the most
exquisite embroidery work
that’s indigenous to the
place, came together to os-
tensibly share  their
though”. The'women,,were
altvquite -frail looking and
had an unhealthy pallor. |
enquired if they suffered
from any endemic ailments
such as malaria. They said
they suffered more from
dysentery and diarrhoea. |
asked if they boiled their
water. They said they did.
A couple of male friends
were present with me that
day and I realised that our
women are not used to bar-
ing their thoughts espe-
cially about their health
concerns before men.
When it came to speaking

However, it is good that
the government is now tak-
ing both criticism and sug-
gestions on board. Of
course, it’s a worthwhile
decision on the part of the
power minister,James
Sangma to approach the
center, ("After load-shed-
ding shock, James to call on
Delhi".. ST, dated Feb 3,
2021)/1hope, the Centre will
take the matter seriously. In
view of the non-productive
bulky MeECL, the govern-
ment of Meghalaya, with
the help of Delhi, must now
come up with an ambitious
plan and policy to restruc-
ture the power sector in the
state. The digital age that
we are blessed with cannot
run on candles and lan-
terns. Even phone calls are
not going through during
the long spell of load-shed-
ding. Hope this fact is
enough to give a “shock”
to our authorities con-
cerned.

Yours etc.,
Salil Gewali,
Shillong

Public taken
for a royal ride

Editor,

The Shillong Times of
March 3, 2021 carried the
story relating to the demand
of the HYC for keeping the
Smart Meter scheme under
the Meghalaya Power Dis-
tribution Sector Improve-
ment Project in abeyance.
At first glance one thought
it was simply just another
stunt of this pressure group
but on reading the news re-
port it turned out that the

about the embroidery
though, they were more in-
teractive. But that does not
solve our problems.

Later that day | was at
another meeting where
some village elders of Shelia
were present. | asked them
why every meeting had
only men speaking and at-
tending. “Where are the
women?” | asked them.
Their response was classic.
They said women were all
tending to their homes or
looking after their shops in
the market. | asked if they
didn’t have a

women’s organisation to
speak out on the concerns
of women before a listening
group. The elders said, “We
‘allow’ our women also to
take part in meetings but
what can we do if they don’t
come?” And that is pre-
cisely the problem with the
matrilineal society in
Meghalayal Women are
good for the home but not
for the public space.
Women cannot be trusted
to speak sense at the best
of times because they have
never
in public foruml- Speaking,
is not easy. But it is also the
first step towards empow-
erment; towards claiming
one’s rights and creating a
space for oneself in the high
tables reserved for men; as
if men have natural leader-
ship attributes and own all
the wisdom in the world.
Just imagine how enlight-
ened governance would be
if the voices of women were
integrated into policy mak-
ing.

The present MDA cabi-
net is poorer because there

HYC this instance has really
hit pay dirt and has un-
earthed a diabolic plot of the
MDA Govt to further plun-
der the public. The story is
all about the power depart-
ment’s/MeECL decision to
install 2,07,015 smart meters
in and around Shillong city
through the ADB loan of Rs.
232 crores. Through an ap-
proved tender the cost
would come to an approxi-
mate Rs 10,000 per meter.
What is shocking is that in
the rest of India the cost for
similar meters is only Rs.
3000 each, meaning that the
consumers in Meghalaya
are expected to pay an extra
Rs 7000/- per meter as com-
pared to what other citizens
of this country are paying.
This means an additional
unexplained payment of Rs
144 crores from the consum-
ers’ pockets. No explanation
as to why this extra cost for
Meghalaya and we are
therefore left to draw our
own conclusions.

Let us not forget that
ADB has already sanc-
tioned a loan of more than
Rs 232 crores for the project.
The cost for implementing
the project will be met from
this loan, meaning that we
the people will again be
taxed towards repayment of
this loan to ADB. Now there
is no indication whatsoever
that the extra Rs 144 crores
is aimed at loan repayment.
So where will this 144 crores
g0?.At Rs 3000 per meter the
supplier would already have
taken into account his profit
margin. So the extra Rs 7000
per meter is simply to facili-
tate a kickback to bosses of
the Power department in the
state. There is no other ex-

iS no women’s perspective
to policy-making in the gov-
ernment. No wonder you
perceive a certain masculin-
ity in the development
agenda. It’s all about roads,
bridges and infrastructure.
These are the ‘hard’ ele-
ments of development. The
softer aspects such as
health, education, human
development seem to be
missing. There are too many
foundation stones for roads
anyway. The fact that teach-
ers are unpaid and have to
hold placards to demand
their rights.

speaks poorly of the Gov-
ernment. Most of those
teachers happen to be
women. | wonder how they
keep body and soul together
considering that Meghalaya
is infamous for its indecently
high numbers of women-
headed households - per-
haps the highest in the
country.

Meghalaya is also very
poor in terms of data avail-
ability. One does not get
quick data especially on ma-
ternal and infant mortality or

» of women’s health indicators

and mustlrely oh the Na-
tional Family Health Survey
(NFHS) data. If this is the at-
tention paid to women’s
health and her vulnerabilities
such as cancers of the
breast, endometrial (uterus),
cervix, ovaries etc., which
are women-specific then
women’s empowerment is a
word we have not even im-
bibed, much less integrated
and mainstreamed into our
policy-making.

And yes, coming to
Meghalaya and its much

planation. It is learnt that
the NPP is setting up candi-
dates for the West Bengal
Assembly polls. This will
require massive funding. It
is obvious now that this
funding is designed to come
out of our pockets but with-
out our consent and permis-
sion. We will be robbed to
facilitate infantile NPP’s po-
litical ambitions in West
Bengal.

We are sick and tired of
the scams that this MDA
Government is generating
with each passing day. The
illegal coal mining and trans-
port scam is ongoing. There
are rumours of a Covid 19
scam yet to be uncovered.
Now this multi- crore power
scam uncovered thanks to
the HYC. Everything this
Government touches stinks
of corruption and under-
hand deals and the stench
emanates from the very top.
Top NPP honchos try to
brazen it out and to listen to
the NPP President trying to
defend his party is like lis-
tening to the childish prat-
tling of a juvenile delin-
quent. The HYC needs pub-
lic support on this particu-
lar issue of smart meters.
The public must rise up to
put a halt to this daylight
looting that through the
Power sector. This is corrup-
tion of the highest order! We
need to raise hell! We need
to raise public conscious-
ness! We need to go to
court! We need a CBI in-
quiry into this sordid mess!
We need to stop this scam
in its tracks!

Yours etc.,
DS Khongjee,
Viaemail

touted matrilineal society,
as one who lives it, | can
say with certainty that the
age old adage that women
who speak up and engage
with the world around them
are equivalent to hens that
crow and hence a bad
omen, still holds true. The
quintessential Khasi matri-
arch must fit a certain
mould in order to be re-
spected. She has to be a
domesticated woman with-
out strong opinions or bet-
ter still no opinion on any
issue and if she does have
an opinion then it must
only be aired within the four
walls or among friends.
Thankfully, social media
has opened up vistas for
women that they never had
in the past. Now we see
young and not so young
women airing their views on
a range of issues. That’s
called empowerment. But
they are still so few. The
large majority of Khasi
women are silenced by
poverty and poor self es-
teem. The only time they
will find voice is when they
speak to each other in a
non-threatening space.
True there are NGOs that
have trained women lead-
ers to speak up with poise
and calm but we still have a
long way to go.

The best training that
NGOs can give women is
to simply allow them to
speak on any issue. They
can be trained to use their
analytical minds to focus
on an issue and find out
everything they can about
it so that they build their
confidence. Let’s remember
that words have power.
When we form words we
have already felt them deep
inside our hearts. Words are
emotions verbalized. If we
don’t speak up we are
crushing our spirits. Even
if a woman cannot read; she
can speak words of-wis*.
dom because the very fact
that she nurtures and cares
for her family is an educa-
tion in itself.

On International Wom-
en’s Day let us all women -
across all ages claim the
right to speak our minds
wherever we may bp called
to. Let’s use our pens and
computers to speak up and
speak out what we believe
in without any fear of re-
prisal or criticism because
we only live once. So let’s
live free!

Solve the
traffic mess!

Editor,

Shillong as we all know
is bursting at the seams and
the number of vehicles has
exploded. In fact vehicles
are increasing at almost the
same pace as our popula-
tion while the roads have
remained the same. This is
causing traffic congestion
comparable to that of
Mumbai or Kolkata. Cars
stuck for hours together, is
now normal. Ajourney of 15
minutes now takes an hour
to traverse. The annoying
traffic congestion is affect-
ing people from all walks of
life. Students reach their
classes late while daily
wage earners bear the brunt.
Though there is a proposal
of a 4- lane road towards
Upper Shillong, it seems like
the project will take another
decade or so. Now this is
something the common
man should not put up with.

The Government needs
to tackle this matter at the
earliest and in the best way
possible. The proposed ca-
ble car seems like another
joke from the Government
and will probably take 5
years or more to be com-
pleted. We the public need
an assurance that the traf-
fic problem will be solved
at the earliest. This is the
only way that people will
trust the current Govern-
ment.

Yours etc.,
Reakor Shisha Kharkrang
Shillong- 9

Digital media guidelines pose a clear
threat to freedom of expression

Modi governmentis
spreading its control to
stifleanyvoice ofdissent

By Krishna Jha

When the cup of poison
was offered to Socrates, he
was given the options too
and those were either death
or exile. His reply was crit-
ics should be always kept
alive with their freedom to
speak, because it is for them
that the system keeps
evolving. Without that free-
dom, he had only one op-
tion, and that was not to
live, he said and took the
cup.

The preamble of our
Constitution promises us a
country that is democratic,
with a secular character and
socialist aims. We have the
right to elect the regime that
will shape the country, but
there are always possibili-
ties of our losing the right
to shape its character. We
do take part in
nation-build-
ing, but the
goals are var-
ied for each
one.

And hence definition for
each one too varies. It is
also a fact that whenever
democracy is in crisis, intol-
erance against any criticism

ices to adhere to a cumber-
some three-tier structure of
regulation, with a govern-
ment committee at its apex.

There is another serious
concern that the purview of
the IT Act, 2000, that has
been expanded to bring dig-
ital news media under its
regulatory ambit, has done
so for which legislation is yet
to come.

The three tier regulatory
mechanism also has its own
pitfalls. It is supposed to
take up the complaints that
are against digital platforms,
with the help of code of eth-
ics. It is in reality stretched
over to norms of journalistic
conduct, the programme
code of the cable TV net-
works (regulation) Act.

So far as code of ethics is
concerned if this regulatory

mechanism is brought
against any one, it could
be vicious. According to
rules, “Any person hav-
ing grievance regard-
ing the content pub-

lished by a publisher in rela-
tion to the code of ethics,
could put his complaint on
grievance mechanism estab-
lished by the publisher."

grows* S&diigerj->"MJ wi« rmi THiisi<£edigital platform oaoi j

One such example is The
Information Technology
(Guidelines for Intermediar-
ies and Digital Media Eth-
ics Code) Rules, 2021,
brought in recently with
three tier rule structure and
a government committee to
lead it. These rules would
be applicable to digital news
publishers and video
streaming services in regu-
lating them. In essence, it
will encroach within the lim-

itself be* used for thfe pur-r
pose.

In fact digital platform has
been kept open for all to take
up any issue. The new rules
mechanism make it clear that
any proceeding can be initi-
ated only after submitting it
to the digital platform’s
grievance officer. If it does
not satisfy,the complainant,
it can be taken further to a
“self-regulating” body of
publishers. The next stage

1With a government authority breathing
down our backs, freedom would be
only cosmetic, without spontaneity. It
is also afact that whenever democracy is
in crisis, intolerance against any
criticism grows stronger. *

its of privacy, it will destroy
the multiplicity that we have
been proud of and then it is
one of those last things that
could happen to our free-
dom of expression.

With a government au-
thority breathing down our
backs, freedom would be
only cosmetic, without
spontaneity. As the coun-
try today stands at the
threshold of scientific tech-
nological revolution, the
digital media has acquired a
character of its bwn, with its
fast delivery, of both news
and views, with options of
free speech and uninter-
rupted exchange of ideas.
Reining them in is never
done in our country. Faith
in the maturity of media in
maintaining objectivity and
thereby self regulating in
catering of information, and
also giving space to them
for any alternative stand
has been in our tradition
since independence.

The new rules are pre-
sented as “soft touch over-
sight mechanism” and its
character is ‘progressive’
apd ‘liberal’, wrote the gov-
ernment press. It also
claimed the rules seek to
“address people’s varied
concerns while removing
any misapprehension about
“curbing creativity and free-
dom of speech and expres-
sion”. In contrast to these
tall claims, these rules force
the digital news publishers
and video streaming serv-

could be the highest level,
the government’s Oversight
Mechanism, according to
which an inter-departmental
committee will be set up to
address the grievance. Thus
the responsibility in the be-
ginning itself is on the dig-
ital publishers which opens
up to interventions from
many sides, facilitating the
misuse too.

Social media is also not
spared by the new rules that
increases the compliance
burden here too. Then the
major ones among them will
have to appoint chief com-
pliance officers, to ensure
the rules and the laws are
adhered to, and a nodal of-
ficer, with whom the law en-
forcement agencies will be
coordinating, apart from a
grievance officer. Such plat-
forms in the messaging
space will have to “enable
the identification of the first
originator of the information
on its computer resource”
based on ajudicial order. The
messaging apps like such as
WhatsApp and Signal are to
find out those sources of the
problematic messages like
fake news. Such laws are al-
ready there, what is required
is judicious use of them, and
taking measures to stop mis-
use of them.

Freedom of expression
has been brought to the
docks and there is no denial
that causalities may lead to
weakening of democracy.
(IPA Service)
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ADCs a funding predicament
CHIEF Minister Conrad Sangma has expressed an
anxiety that has plagued the state government and
the Autonomous District Councils (ADCs) them-
selves for decades. His public disclosure that the
monthly income of the Garo Hills District Council
(GHDC) is less than Rs 2 crore while its expendi-
ture - mostly salaries - runs to Rs 10-12 crore
monthly is troubling. Sangmais ofthe view thatthe
Councils should be funded along the same lines as
the Panchayati Raj Institutions vide Article 280 of
Constitution whereby funds are distributed by the
Finance Commission. The Finance Commission as
we are aware is constituted by the President under
article 280 of the Constitution, mainly to give its
recommendations on distribution of tax revenues be-
tween the Union and the States and amongst the
States themselves. Two distinctive features of the
Commission’s work involve redressing the vertical
imbalances between the taxation powers and ex-
penditure responsibilities o fthe Centre and the States
respectively and equalization of all public services
across the States. For a state like Meghalaya with
scantrevenue, having to finance the Councils through
its share of internal revenues is proving to be ahuge
strainatthisjuncture. Meghalaya’s internal revenues
accrue fromsales tax and royalty on coal and lime-
stone. The revenue generated by the coal trade has
stopped since April 2014 after the ban on rathole
mining by the National Green Tribunal (NGT).

However, what needs to be stated upfront s that
the ADCs themselves have not beenjudicious with
their spending. The GHDC is aclassic example of
an institution that has been extravagant with meagre
public funds by paying for projects thathardly have
long term impact on the people. RTI disclosures
don’tlie andthe BJP has called outthe corruption
in the manner inwhich public funds have been spent
atthe cost ofthe employees’ salaries. The problem
with each of these institutions is that they quickly
become employment agencies and are stuffed with
political acolytes pushed in by politicians in power.
Theifcls no thought applied on\ethfe”*the Council
can bear the salary burden of these appointees.
Hence you have the GHDC with 1700 odd em-
ployees. Are they needed? What are their terms of
reference visavis theiremploymentin the Council?

But over and above that, the District Councils
cannot be compared to the PRI institutions which
have grass-roots connect. The Councils are stand-
alone institutions and are neither connected to the
Government nor in any effective mannerto the lo-
cal tribal institutions. The ChiefMinister also said
thatas far as protecting tribal cultures and tradition
is concerned, the Councils have achieved their tar-
gets and thatby the way was their prime mandate
when they were created. The problem with this
country is thatitis well nigh impossible to disband
aninstitution once created. So the Councils although
they have outlived their utility will continue to be
nurtured and financed. It’s time therefore to recast

their mandates.

TO THE EDITOR

Meghalaya a

non-starter

Editor,

We were all eagerly
awaiting the arrival of 2021
to herald in some good
news after the debacle of
2020 but even though the
Covid scenario improved in
our state, everything else
took a downward turn. First
it was the aftermath of the
pandemic which led to the
opening up of the economy
to begin on a slow note.
However, when it started
picking up, the agitation for
the imposition of ILP
started. Tourism in the state
which had already taken a
hit because of the pandemic
was slowly recovering but
because of the clarion call
for the ILP, mischief mon-
gers had a field day beating
up unsuspecting non-locals
and even resorting to vio-
lence and killing. From there
on started the path of may-
hem. With the skyrocketing
fuel prices, the commercial
vehicles took to agitation
putting the public in a spot.
After that came the plying
of trucks through the city
because of the damage to
their normal route which till
date hasn't yet been re-
paired thus adding to the
already existing congestion
and also leading to the cata-

strophic accident which
happened recently leading
to a standstill of traffic for
one whole day.

Many of our residents are
also suffering from water
woes and owing to the dry
weather conditions, this'll
only worsen. The latest ad-
dition to this list is the load
shedding which has af-
fected the citizens the most
be it students, the online
community and households
in general.

My question to those in
power is - are we really go-
ing to celebrate 50 years of
statehood and have some-
thing to show for it or is
Meghalaya being known as
the Scotland of the East in
some distant memory.

Yours etc.,
Angela Lyngdoh
Shillong-14

Why the
resistance for a
crematorium

Editor,

It was very disturbing to
read the news item “Address
resistance to space: Indig-
enous faith groups to Govt”
(ST Feb 27, 2021) as the re-
quirement of space is for the
construction of an environ-
ment friendly crematorium
for the mortal remains of the
dead belonging to the indig-

Digital divide: Big brother to control booming internet space

Censorship imposed In _
the guise of regulations colonial law?

Recently, the govern-
ment notified the Information
Technology (Guidelines for
Intermediaries and Digital
Media Ethics Code) Rules,
2021 through which it seeks
to control rather than regu-
late publishers of news/cur-
rent affairs content and
online curated content (in-
cluding over-the-top plat-
forms). The Rules also pro-
vide for due diligence
mechanisms for social media
intermediaries, failing which
they would be penalised.
Both OTTs and digital news
media will have to inform the
Ministry of Information and
Broadcasting about the de-
tails of their entity and pub-
lish periodic compliance re-
ports every month.

Earlier, the government
through a notification dated
November 9,2020, amended
the Government of India
(Allocation of Business)
Rules, 1961, and brought
specific categories of
internet content (films and
audio-visual programmes/
news and current affairs)
within the control of the
Ministry.

There have been a
nutnber of controversies
where the creators either
pre-emptively removed the
entire episode or.deleted a
few scenes, based on politi-
cal malice (“The John Oliver
Show”, “Patriot Act”,
“Madam Secretary”) or in-
vited confrontations be-
cause of religious backfiring
(“Tanishg”, “A Suitable
Boy”).

Supporters of the regula-
tory regime argue that it
would level the playing field
between OTTs and theatri-
cal productions, whereas
critics expressed concerns
over the regulations as they
may lead to potential cen-
sorships:S®vsral require-
mentsijwdW itbfl'Rutesare
arguably unconstitutional
as they undermine the free-
dom of expression as well as
the right to privacy. The
Rules have excessively del-
egated powers to the execu-
tive, even though the gov-
ernment is not legally em-
powered to do so. Moreo-
ver, there already are several
provisions to that effect and
these Rules essentially fulfil
the government’s aim to
control the booming internet
space, which was otherwise
partially free.

Digital content available
on the web is subjected to
several provisions under the
Information Technology
Act, 2000. The government
owns the “internet Kkill
switch” to remove any con-
tent that is objectionable
and/or harms India’s inter-
ests under Section 69A of the
IT Act. Further, as per Rule

enous faith. As a reminder
to all and the traditional
bodies like the village
dorbar or dorbar shnong in
particular, we wish to share
our beliefs with regards to
the last rites of the dead that
is through cremation. If
space for a crematorium is
denied, isn’t this a denial of
one of our beliefs?

Today, with the advent
of a new environment-
friendly crematorium, envi-
ronmental hazards like pol-
lution, stench, etc are taken
care of. Anyone can bear
witness to and verify the
above claim by visiting the
crematorium at  Lum
Thangbriew, Jaiaw. In fact
the crematorium has been
appreciated by many peo-
ple from different parts of
the country for its concept,
design and effectiveness.
On the contrary, here in our
state, a stark resistance has
cropped up studying its vi-
ability.

One of the reasons trot-
ted out for the non-issu-
ance of NOC is that the cre-
matorium is too close 'to the
residential areas. | am
hereby compelled to draw
the attention of those who
refuse to issue the NOC to
turn their eyes to the numer-
ous burial grounds of peo-
ple belonging to other
faiths that are located in the

By Md Tasnimul Hassan

3(2)(b), (c) and (e) of Infor-
mation Technology (Inter-
mediary Guidelines) Rules,
2011, due diligence is to be
observed by intermediaries
in respect of the information
being hosted or published
on any computer resource;
which may also be applied
to OTTs as they qualify as
intermediaries.

The censorship of films
is undertaken by the Central
Board of Film Certification
set up under the Cinemato-
graph Act, 1952, which as-
signs various certifications
to films before their release.
This Act along with the Cin-
ematograph (Certification)
Rules, 1983 and the minis-
try’s Guidelines dated De-
cember 6,1991, form the cen-
sorship laws for films.

Further, the Cable Televi-
sion Network (Regulation)
Act, 1995 enables the gov-
ernment to take certain chan-
nels off the air, as was seen
in the case of NDTV India
and others. The programme
code prescribed under this
Act prohibits the broadcast
of news that violates de-
cency or attacks community
or religious sentiments, and
any violation of the code is
investigated by an inter-min-
isterial committee. Moreover,
the government controls the
country’s telecommunica-
tions via the Indian Tel-
egraph Act, 1885, and the
Indian Wireless Telegraphy
Act, 1933, which often
causes internet shutdown.

There is a linear difference
between regulation and
state-sponsored censor-
ship, though regulation
might often lead to censor-
ship. Unlike censorship,
where abuse, nudity or po-
litically sensitive content is

bleeped ,«iit(yike platform™i -the QTT industry..,I)esipj*te,: :

either voluntarily or under
some external pressure,
OTTs are committed to en-
suring there is no such con-
tent that disrespects the na-
tional emblem and flag or
“promotes and encourages

disrespect to the sovereignty .

and integrity of India”. IT
Parliamentary Committee
chairperson Shashi Tharoor
in January 2019 had argued
that the CBFC “should not
have pre-censorship pow-
ers”.

In February 2020, a group
of OTTs launched the Dig-
ital Curated Content Com-
plaint Council, which re-
quired its members to cen-
sor content that promoted
violence, contained child
sexual abuse material or
which was banned by a
court, while providing for a
consumer grievance
redressal mechanism. In

heart of the city. One won-
ders if these pose no haz-
ards to the eco-system of
the land especially during
monsoons. It is also a fact
that in the case of the cre-
matorium, acres of land are
not required to fulfill the last
rites of the dead. As a be-
liever of the indigenous faith
one feels that we are sub-
jected to unwarranted har-
assment in our very own
land.

I hereby put forward a
plea before the Principal
Secretary, Community and
Rural Development (C&RD)
Department to kindly use his
wisdom and present a true
and unbiased report on this
crucial matter. On the same
note, | hope that the Gov-
ernment reopens the fund-
ing of the project that was
brought to a halt in 2016.
This will be a blessing on
us lesser mortals. Can we
dare hope for concrete re-
sults?

Yours etc.,
Jenniefer Dkhar,
Viaemail

MPSC: Points
to ponder

Editor,

As a young person | have
a few questions to the
MPSC.

Why is the functioning
of the MPSC so slow?

September 2020, OTTs, in-
cluding Disney+Hotstar,
Amazon Prime Video and
Netflix, released a self-regu-
latory code titled, “Universal
Self-Regulation Code for
Online Curated Content Pro-
viders,” though it could not
gamer government support.
The ministry had maintained
that consensus on “a self-
regulatory model without the
government’s intervention”
is good enough for them to
function.

The strong rights argu-
ment against censorship,
which often comes in the
guise of regulation, is that
the content is on-demand,
where viewers have the
choice to pay and subse-
quently choose what they
want to watch. Conversely,
the arguments against self-
regulation are that the plat-
forms lack clarity when it
comes to detailing all man-
ners of regulation and that
no one should be a judge in
their own cause (there being
a conflict of interest of OTTs
with the complainants).

Nevertheless, there is no
concrete argument that after
censorship or possible certi-
fication or even regulation,
there would not be opposi-
tion to it. For instance, films
such as Padmaavat and Udta
Punjab had attracted consid-
erable controversies even af-
ter they were certified by the
CBFC. Tandav, a series aired
over Amazon Prime Video,
was another one which ran
into controversy. The I&B
ministry summoned Amazon
Prime officials and the mak-
ers thanked the ministry for
“guidance and support”
while deleting the controver-
sial scenes. This arguably set
a dangerous precedent for

not being legally bound to,
OTTs have been self-censor-
ing their content. Imagine
what would unfold when they
would be legally bound to
so, with the government sit-
ting in their backyard.

In Shreya Singhal v. Un-
ion of India (2015), the Su-
preme Court ruled that online
user-generated content can-
not be censored until there
is a direct incitement to vio-
lence, but delegated the ques-
tion of on-demand content,
like that provided by OTTs,
to the IT Act. In Life Insur-
ance Corporation of India v.
Prof. Manubhai D. Shah
(1992), as Doordarshan re-
fused to broadcast “Beyond
Genocide”, a documentary
on the Bhopal gas tragedy,
the Supreme Court agreed
with the High Court’s ruling
that halting the documentary
broadcast would curtail free-

The Recruitment proc-
ess : It takes about 3-4 years
to complete the recruitment
process. Some even 5 years.
There are some vacancies
that we have applied for
since 2017 and till date we
haven't even been called for
the written test. Why the
inordinate delay?

Declaration of results: It
takes more than 3 months
to release the results of the
written test and around a
month or more to release the
results of the interview. I
don't understand why it
takes so much time espe-
cially with today's technol-
ogy such as OMR machines
and computers. Are the em-
ployees there that incompe-
tent? Do they lack the skills
to operate such machines?
If there was an award for the
slowest recruitment proc-
ess, MPSC will surely get it.

Why is there no trans-
parency?

Right from when we were
in school, we would be
given report cards after
every exam; ranks were even
displayed so that we can see
our performance and even
improve later on if we have
not performed well. But now
when it comes to jobs
(where the sole purpose of
studying was to get a job)
we cannot see our marks, or
our ranks. Why?

dom of speech and expres-
sion.

Yet again, in Bobby Art
International & Ors. v. Om
Pal Singh Hoon & Ors.
(1996), the Supreme Court
held that the producers’
right to freedom of expres-
sion could not be restricted.
Reiterating K.A. Abbas v.
Union of India (1970),
wherein M. Hidayatullah,
C.J., held that, “[t]he stand-
ards that we set for our cen-
sors must make a substan-
tial allowance in favour of
freedom thus leaving a vast
area for creative art to inter-
pret life and society with
some of its foibles along
with what is good,” the Su-
preme Court in Bobby Art
held that films dealing with
socially relevant themes
must be subjected to the
least censorship.

Indian courts, more often
than not, have taken a
stance in favour of free
speech, which is the second
greatest constitutional right
after that to life and personal
liberty. The Karnataka High
Court in Padmanabh
Shankar v. Union Of India
(2019) rightly pointed out
that content aired over OTT
platforms are not public ex-
hibitions and should not be
censored on the reasoning
as absurd as “social inter-
ests matter over individual
freedom” (See K.A. Abbas
case).

Censorship in the guise
of regulation, which is what
the Rules are set to do, will
discourage political opin-
ions and creativity. This may
lead to the production of
one-track-mind content that
we usually see on TV or in
theatres. The regulation will
also have a chilling effect on
free speech as creators
would now refrain from de-
picting scenes attracting
controversies even in a par-
allel world.

A self-regulatory body
would do the greater good
to a greater number as the
audience will have the op-
tion to watch diverse forms
of artistic presentation in-
stead of being fed propa-
ganda through conserva-
tive portrayals and narrow
sceneries. Nonetheless,
OTTs should provide appro-
priate disclaimers and age
verification mechanisms for
any particular content. (IPA
Service) Courtesy: The
Leaflet (Md. Tasnimul
Hassan is a law under-
graduate at Jamia Millia
Islamia, Delhi. He is a part
of the first cohort of South
Asia Students For Liberty’
Fellowship For Freedom in
India. The views expressed
are personal.)

In many states or in cen-
tral exams, even answer
keys would be uploaded so
that we can evaluate our-
selves. But why is there so
much secrecy in MPSC?

In other states of India
they have abolished inter-
views for Group-B (non-
gazetted) and Group-C
posts from 2016. But why is

this not the case in
Meghalaya?
As an unemployed

youth, | just want to say
that it is so frustrating to see
the system this way be-
cause there is no guarantee
that we will get a job no
matter how hard we work.
It's so disheartening to see
that there is no longer a fair
way and also the elders
that we were supposed to
look up to are the same ones
who teach us these unfair
and corrupt ways. Many
youths nowadays are suf-
fering from anxiety or de-
pression only because of
this, and the worst part is
that there is literally noth-
ing we can do.

I just hope the people in
power, or the so called
"elected representatives"
or the so called "student
unions” or any NGOs will
stand up for us and do
something about this.

Yours etc.,
Name withheld on request,
Via email

(SIX)

SC & Sedition Law

Abrogate

The Supreme Court ush-
ers a glimmer of hope, not
just in Jammu & Kashmir
but across the nation. On
Wednesday last, it dis-
missed a petition seeking
sedition charges against
former J&K Chief Minister
Farooq Abdullah over his
alleged remarks after abro-
gation of Article 370. “The
expression of a view which
is a dissent from a decision
taken by the Central gov-
ernment itself cannot be

‘black farm laws’. Its series
of conventions will begin in
Kolkata on Friday, where its
Kisan Doots (farmers’ em-
issaries) will ask farmers
there to teach ‘Kisan
Virodhi’ (anti-farmer) party
a lesson. The next stop will
be Kerala, with others to
follow. Besides, the Morcha
has decided to launch an
‘MSP Dilao Abhiyan’ (Give
MSP campaign) across the
country, to highlight ‘shal-
lowness of Modi’s govem-

Said tof*sr ment’s
be sedi- M SP prom-
tious  Round The States ise. whie
said theVv JJthis begins
two - in south-
judge bunch, adding “there ern States of Andhra,

is nothing in the statement
which we find so offensive
as to give a cause of action
for a court to initiate pro-
ceedings.” A fresh of
breath air indeed, in this
turbulent season of sedi-
tion cases under IPC’s 124A
section being merrily
slapped against political
opponents, activists and
journalists, by both the
Centre and State govern-
ments. The judgement must
be seen in the larger con-
text and welcomed. But will
the government join in? At
least it must rethink
whether this colonial
legacy should continue in
2021 in the world’s largest
democracy. More so, as the
apex court’s verdict comes
on the heels of observa-
tions of a trial court in
Delhi. Granting bail to 22-
year-old activist Disha
Ravi arrested in connection
with the Toolkit FIR, it said:
“offence of sedition cannot
be invoked to minister to
the wounded vanity of
governments”. Need more
be said.
TN Poll Intrigues
It’s utter confusion for
the voter in Tamil Nadii.
Political equations for the
ensuing Assembly elec-
tions are like a jigsaw puz-
zle—three or four or more
fronts will the voter have
to deal with? While politi-
cal parties are thrashing
out seat-sharing formulas
to keep their alliance intact,
in the backdrop of new en-
trants in the field, the exit
of former AIADMK leader
and close aide of Late
Jayalalitha (Amma), V K
Sasikala from the big fight
has sprung the biggest sur-
prise. On Wednesday last,
in a two-page letter she told
her followers that she was
stepping aside from poli-
tics, will pray for Amina’s
‘golden rule’ and they all
must defeat ‘evil force
DMK’. The move is bound
to help AIADMK-BJP part-
nership as it will avoid a
split in their votes. How-
ever, it has unnerved her
nephew Dhinakaran, who
said he is determined that
his party, AMMK form an
alliance (third front) - with
whom is yet to be ascer-
tained. Meanwhile,
AIADMK-DMDK alliance
is off as the seat-sharing
formula failed. On the other
side, DMK-Congress part-
nership is under threat as
the two are so far unable to
agree on an amicable set-
sharing formula. The ques-
tion is will Kamal Haasan’s
MNM, which is the first to
release its manifesto,
focussing on women and
youth, step in. The actor
has kept the suspense go-
ing of whom he shall part-
ner with. Await the climax
in this southern thriller.
Farmers’ Anti-BJP
Campaign
The farmers’ agitation,
which marks 100 days to-
day, is far from losing
steam. Instead, elections in
five States and UT appear
to have given it good rea-
son to go beyond Delhi’s
doorstep. The Samyukta
Kisan Morcha (SKM), um-
brella body of protesting
farmers, has decided to up
the ante against the Centre
and chalked out a plan to
reach out to the voters in
the interiors of West Ben-
gal, Assam, Kerala, Tamil
Nadu and Puducherry and
campaign against the BJP’s

Karnataka and Telangana,
on International Women’s
Day (March 8) the Morcha
will observe ‘Mahila Kisan
Diwas’ (Women farmers’
Day). Have the Modi gov-
ernment taken a lot on its
plate?

Karnataka Scandal

Karnataka is not in elec-
tion mode, but it can ill-af-
ford to have a scandal im-
pacting BJP’s prospects
elsewhere this season. On
Wednesday last, a senior,
influential and defiant min-
ister Ramesh Jarkiholi
handed his resignation to
Chief Minister Yediyurappa
following a video CD alleg-
edly involving him and a
young unidentified woman,
a ‘sexual harassment’ case,
went on local TV channels.
Though Ramesh initially re-
fused to as he claimed he
did nothing wrong, he put
in his papers on ‘moral
grounds.” Not the real rea-
son. It’s the BJP headquar-
ters which tightened the
screws fearing the charge
would embarrass the party
in States going to polls.
While it may breathe a sigh

mours of similar CDs in-
volving several other top
leaders existing are doing
the rounds and worse,
Ramesh and the other 3
Jarkiholi brothers are
known to enjoy political
clout across their constitu-
encies and could extract
their pound of flesh—a min-
isterial post, which one of
them was denied in 2019-20.
Recall, Ramesh had played
a key role in 13 Congress
MLAS defecting to help BJP
topple the Congress-JDS
coalition. Will Yediyurappa
give in? He can’t afford the
boot to be on the other foot!

Bengal & ECI Wrangle

West Bengal has tasted
a small victory already but
with Nirvachan Sadan.
Putting sharp focus on vio-
lation of Model Code of
Conduct, ruling-TMC has
got the Election Commis-
sion to direct all petrol pump
dealers and other agencies
on Wednesday last, to re-
move hoardings advertising
Centre’s schemes carrying
Prime Minister Modi’s pho-
tographs from the premises
within 72 hours. It agreed it
violated the code, which
has come into force after
poll dates’ announcement
on February 26. However,
the ECI is not showing the
same urgency on TMC’s
other complaint that Modi’s
photos on Covid vaccina-
tion certificates are a blatant
misuse of official machinery
and must be removed. In-
stead, it asked Health Min-
istry for “factual position”
- whether certificates were
being distributed on its in-
structions. On the other
side, the counters saying
the demand is baseless as
the vaccination drive
started much before dates
were announced. While the
verdict is awaited, the TMC
continues to put the heat
on the ECI. On Thursday
last, it demanded removal of
Dy Election Commissioner
in-charge of the State, ac-
cusing him of being biased
against it (in Lok Sabha
polls) and breaking norms
of federal structure. It fears
he will ‘take steps which will
either directly or indirectly
help the BJP.” Building ex-
cuses for a setback, is it? -
-INFA
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Clear and Present Danger

and-use changes in the west
I ern Himalayan forests, a glo

bai biodiversity hotspot with
huge numbers of endemic species,
have resulted in a massive decline
in forest birds in the region, new re-
search shows.

Scientists from the Centre for
Ecology, Development and Research
(CEDAR), Dehra Dun and Centre for
Cellular and Molecular Biology
(CCMB), Hyderabad, studied the ef-
fects of land-use change on forest
bird species and ‘guilds’ (any group
of species that exploit the same re-
sources, or that exploit different re-
sources in related ways) in areas in
the western Himalayas.

They surveyed the birds system-
atically during their breeding season,
in six land-use types. These include
natural, protected oak forests; de-
graded, lightly used oak forests;
lopped, heavily used oak forests;
pine forest areas which are now
steadily encroaching into natural oak
forests; cultivated land; and built-
up sites, in two adjoining land-
scapes, over two consecutive years.

The study shows “moderate to
drastic species loss in all modified
land-use types in comparison to nat-
ural oak forest.”

The scientists report changes in
the types of birds, especially a 50
per cent or more loss of forest spe-
cialists, pollinators, and insect-eat-
ing birds in degraded forests, urban-
ised sites, and areas with monocul-
ture plantations.

The forest specialists have been
partially replaced with commensals
and open country species. Species
richness was lowest in pine and
built-up sites, compared to natural
oak, and forest specialists and in-
sect-eating birds declined by 60-80
percent in modified forests.

SIGNIFICANCE OF
CULTIVATION SITES

Cultivation sites were found sim-
ilar to built-up sites, and provide
breeding habitats for open country
species such as grey bushchat, black
francolin, russet sparrow, streaked
laughing thrush (Trochalopteron
lineatus), and Himalayan bulbul
(Pycnonotus leucogenis), which are
not seen in any forest land use.

Cultivation sites also have a large
nurBBSFW 'fbrest gelieralists suctr as
blue whistling thrush and red-billed
blue magpie, as well as commensals
and open country birds, but are not
able to support forest specialists.
The new findings suggest that for-
est species are largely not able to
survive in cultivation areas.

At the same time, cultivation sites
show higher species richness, and
have abundant pollinators and in-
sectivores in comparison to the mod-
ified oak forests and pine, “indicat-
ing that cultivation may help sus-

Scientists have recorded a drastic loss inforest birc

S

due to land-use changes in the western Himalayas.
TVPadma of Mongabay India reports

(L) Rufous sibia, a forest specialist species, is under threat due to oak forest degradation. (R) Forest specialists like wedge tailed
green pigeon, provide important ecosystem services like seed dispersal (Photos by Jagdish Negi & Ghazala Shahabuddin)

tain significant ecosystem provid-
ers.” Built-up sites due to urbanisa-
tion had the least number of birds in
all three categories, and the birds
that were found were commensals or
open country birds, with very few
forest species.

BIRD GUILDSIN THE
WESTERN HIMALAYAS

The scientists also studied the
abundance of bird guilds. They re-
port a “steep decline” in the func-
tional guilds in areas with modified
land uses compared to natural oak
forests. “Our results have important
implications for conservation in bi-
odiverse mountain landscapes with
significant human imprint,” the re-
port says. The findings “can be glo-
bally applied to land use and con-
servation planning in human-domi-
nated landscapes.”

The findings have several impli-
cations. While it is well-known that
forest conversion and modification
result in species losses, “what is of
IfitCTesritr this studjrtrthrtfegree”
of ‘defaunation’ or impoverishment
of fauna, which is of the order of 25-
75 per cent in both species richness
and abundance,” Ghazala Sha-
habuddin, a senior fellow at CEDAR
and one of the authors of the study,
told Mongabay India. ‘This was not
known earlier.”

The drastic loss, of 50-60 per cent,
of insectivores and pollinator birds
“implies that these crucial ecosys-
tem services will be affected sooner
or later, in the larger landscape, in-

cluding pollination of agricultural
crops and pest control in the fields,”
she adds. The study has found tre-
mendous loss of oak forest special-
ists, ranging from 67 per cent to 93
per cent loss in terms of abundance
in various modified forests, as these
birds require dense forests to meet
their needs.

“This means that birds adapted
to live, feed, and breed in the natu-
ral oak forest may disappear from
this landscape if the land-use change
process continues in the future,”
warns Shahabuddin.

Also, there is an ongoing expan-
sion of chir pine areas, which has
extremely low bird diversity, into oak
forests. Chir pine forests have ex-
tremely low bird diversity, almost
half of that of protected oak forests
and very different birds. This is like-
ly to result in landscapes with low
bird diversity, without several for-
est specialists and endemic species
in future. The middle Himalayas with
the oak-pine zone is where the max-
imum land-use change is expected"
during the next few decades, due to
hydro-electric projects, tourism, ur-
ban expansion, and road -widening.

The natural oak forests of this
region are, hence, especially threat-
ened and further loss of oak forests
can result in loss of natural resource-
based livelihoods and local employ-
ment such as in agriculture, says
Shahabuddin.

The study is comprehensive as it
surveys a wide range of disturbanc-
es in the landscape, compared to

most previous studies that looked
at one or two types of land-use
change, says Umesh Srinivasan, as-
sistant professor, Centre for Ecolog-
ical Sciences, Indian Institute of Sci-
ences, Bangalore.

“The decline in some guilds like
pollinators and insectivores (insect-
eaters), which provide critical eco-
system services, is massive and wor-
risome, he says. Insectivores world-
wide are especially vulnerable to any
kind of forest loss in the tropics,”
he adds.

“In the western Himalayas, the
oak biome is critical in supporting
species. Potentially, climate-related
replacements of oak by, for example,
pine will be detrimental to one of the
richest areas of biodiversity in the
Himalayas and the world,” says Srin-
ivasan.

In general, the middle Himalayan
region, with altitude ranging be-
tween 250-6,524 metres above sea
level, have the highest number of
bird species, compared to the foot-
hills and very high elevations. So the—
loss of forest birds in this zone is
worrying, says Srinivasan.

LOSSES IN EAS TERN
HIMALAYAS TOO

Recent studies in the Eastern
Himalayas too show similar disturb-
ing trends. Srinivasan and David
Wilcove from the department of ecol-
ogy and evolutionary biology at
Princeton University have studied
the survival of birds in forests of
Arunachal Pradesh in the Eastern

Himalayas.

As temperatures warm, forest

birds are steadily moving upwards
to find cooler habitats conducive to
their survival. But their survival is
imperilled if they end up in disturbed
habitats such as logged forests or
agricultural land, they report in Ecol-
0gy- . .
The study ifi Arunachal is the
first demonstration of how “two of
the most disruptive” influences due
to human activity - climate change
and land use — interact to threaten
the survival of biodiversity in natu-
ral populations, the report says. “lg-
noring interactions between climate
change and land-use change can
potentially undermine accurate fore-
casting of the future of species in
an increasingly warm and degraded
world,” it cautions.

And large tracts of well-protect-
ed primary forests across various
heights in tropica] mountains may be
essential to enable tropical montane
species to persist in the face of cli-
mate change.......ccoceenenenne.

Similarly, researchers from the
Nature Conservation Foundation,
Bangalore, who studied hombills in
Arunachal Pradesh in the eastern
Himalayas, have reported consider-
able forest loss around nesting trees
for hombills, including the Great
Hornbill, Weathered Hornbill and
Oriental Pied Hornbill. From 2011 to
2019, forest cover in the study area,
Papum reserve forest, declined from
38.55 square km to 21.94 square km
around these hornbill nest trees,

(SIX)

mainly due to illegal logging.

“Forest monitoring, protection
and honest governance are required
to effectively protect forests in the
Eastern Himalaya biodiversity
hotspot,” their report in Silva Fen-
nica says.

“Our results highlight the ongo-
ing threats to biologically-rich for-
ests and the need for urgent meas-
ures to halt this loss,” says Aparaji-
ta Datta, NCF scientist and one of
the authors of the study.

POLICY IMPLICATIONS

There are several policy implica-
tions” Western Himalayas research
findings. “The government has to
undertake measures to stem the loss
of hardwood forest in the middle
Himalayas,” says Shahabuddin.
These include the establishment of
wildlife sanctuaries and protected
areas which are currently few in the
middle Himalayas compared to the
alpine and subalpine zones.

Another measure is to create and
operationalise community reserves
and biodiversity heritage sites in
which local communities who de-
pend on these forests can take part.

“Only through community in-
volvement can the government hope
to stem forest fires, which are a ma-
jor cause of the oak-to-pine transi-
tion; and to reduce lopping and tim-
ber removal from oak forests to sus-
tainable levels,” Da\lta says.

For example, the government of
Uttarakhand can consider direct
cash transfer schemes, incentive-
related to development funds and
other compensatory schemes to re-
vitalise forest protection, which has
always been a part of the tradition
of the hill people, but which has
weakened over the years, she adds.

Biodiversity, climate change miti-
gation and hydrological services are
very closely connected, points out
Shahabuddin. “So the government
needs to emphasise nature-based
solutions for climate change mitiga-
tion, which primarily would consist
of forest restoration and organic
agriculture.”

The bird loss is part of an overall
loss of biodiversity in the tropical
mountains due to land-use changes
and global warming. For the past 15
years, scientists have been warning
of massiverforestioss in the~Himala-
yas.

“With the current level of defor-
estation, by 2100 only about 10% of
the land area of the Indian Himalaya
will be covered by dense forest (>40
percent canopy cover)—a scenario
in which almost a quarter of the en-
demic species could be wiped out,
including 366 endemic vascular plant
taxa and 35 endemic vertebrate taxa,”
a report in Biodiversity and Conser-
vation warned.

(Mongabay India/TWF)

Spot these rare &exotic animals only in India

ith over millions of species breathing on earth,
the world celebrates Wildlife Day today,
March 3, to raise awareness of global flora and

first eco-tourism project, Thenmala Eco-tourism Project
has been formulated in and around Shenduruny Wild-
life Sanctuary. During your visit to the sanctuary, you

fauna. There are many rare and extoic animals tisancaay inside the forests in specially built camping

be found only in India.

Wildlife plays an important role for the earth, as it
scientifically balances the environment and ensures
harmonious co-existence among beings. Indian wildlife
sanctuaries are home to rare, beautiful and elusive spe-
cies of animals that can be found only in our country.
From lion-tailed macaque in the Western Ghats of India
to Sangai, subspecies of brow-antlered deer that holds
cultural significance in Manipur, here are some wildlife
sanctuaries worth visiting, curated by Booking.com to
bring you a little closer to the beautiful species.

LION-TAILED MACAQUE
Shendurney Wildlife Sanctuary (Kerala)

As an Old World monkey native to the Western Ghats
of South India, they rank among the rarest of the 250-
species (approx.) of primates around the world. The
Shendurney Wildlife Sanctuary, a protected area in the
Kollam district of Kerala houses and protects the highly
endangered species. Spread over 172.403 sq.km, India’s

houses and experience the majesty of the jungle by trek-
king, going on jeep safaris or bird watching, while get-
ting a chance to spot the rare lion-tailed macaque.

NILGIRIMARTEN
Anamalai Tiger Reserve (Tamil Nadnt

The Nilgiri marten, a small carnivorous mammal, is
the only marten species native to India. They are found
in moist and wet evergreen forests of the Western Ghats,
living at altitudes of 150-2200 m. The animal that usu-
ally appears of dark brown colour with a yellow-col-
oured patch at its forefeet. Their name has been derived
from the Nilgiri Hills, however sightings have been re-
ported as far north as Charmadi Ghat and as far south
as the Neyyar. You can spot the Nilgiri marten at
Anamalai Tiger Reserve, a pristine 958.59 sg. km reserve
of tropical jungle, shola forest and grassland rising to
2400m and spilling over the Western Ghats into Kerala
between Kodaikanal and Coimbatore

THE KASHMIR STAG

Dachigam National Park (Jammu & Kashmir)

The Kashmir Stag, also known as Hangul, is a sub-
species of elk and is native to Kashmir. Only found in
the dense riverine forests of Dachigam National Park
located at 22 km from Srinagar, the Kashmir Stag is listed
as one of the critically endangered and rare species.
With their magnificent antlers, the stag is the state ani-
mal of Jammu and Kashmir. In the 1900s, there were
about 3,000-5,000 of these species found in Jammu and
Kashmir and Himachal Pradesh, but today, about 150
remain in the state. You can locate these majestic ani-
mals in the wild at the Dachigam National Park, where
you can also spot leopard, hill fox and Himalayan serow,
among others.

SANGAI
Keibul Lamjao National Park (Manipur)

The endangered subspecies of brow-antlered deer,
called sangai, is only found in Manipur. They reside in
about 15-20 km area across the Keibul Lamjao National
Park in Manipur, the only floating park in the world. As
the state animal of Manipur, its significance is seen in
the cultural folklore where sangai is the binding factor
between humans and nature and killing it was a sin.
Today where a lot of conservation efforts are made to
save and protect the species, one should not miss a
chance to visit the park situated at the Loktak Lake and
be in the company of these rare animals.

PYGMY HOG
Manas National Park (Assam)

As a critically endangered species, pygmy hog is
now only found in Assam. These are the smallest wild
pigs and piglets, and they are one of the very few mam-
mals that build its own home and complete it with a
roof. The species is the sole representative of Porcula,
suid native to alluvial grasslands in the foothills of the
Himalayas, and their extinction may result in the extinc-
tion of the species. Of the 150 pygmy hogs left, Manas
National Park in Assam hosts some of the rare species.
The park is known for its endemic wildlife such as the
Assam roofed turtle, hispid hare and wild water buffalo.

NILGIRITAHR
Eravikuiam National Park (Kerala)

As the only mountain ungulate in Southern India
among just 12 species found in India, Nilgiri Tahr is
found only in the tropical rainforest of the Western Ghats.
With curved horns, coarse and short fur, the Nilgiri Tahr
is extensively found in the Eravikuiam National Park
(Idukki district) where an estimated 700-800 Nilgiri Tahrs
live. Nilgiri Tahr in Eravikuiam National Park occurs in
two types of groups: the mixed groups and an all-male
group. At the Eravikuiam National Park located at the
backdrop of tea plantations, one can witness the mass
flowering of Neelakurinji flowers that bloom once in 12
years and turn the carpet blue. (IANSlife)
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'Book covers can make
or break the deal’

By Slddhi Jain

A book cover is a reader's very first
interaction with the book, and can
make or break the deal, says well-
known graphic designer Ahlawat
Gunjan who was recently awarded the
sixth Oxford Bookstore Book Cover
Prize.

"Along with it being visually ap-
pealing to draw your attention, | be-
lieve it also needs to be contextually

appropriate and should be able to com-
municate clearly and effectively,"
Ahlawat told IANSIife in an email.

The 2021 prize was awarded at
Jaipur BookMark of Jaipur Literature
Festival to Ahlawat for the cover of
'‘Gun Island' by Amitav Ghosh, which
is published by Hamish Hamilton, an
imprint of Penguin Random House.

The award is given out for bril-
liance in book design, in an attempt
to recognise and encourage the ex-
traordinary work of illustrators, de-
signers and publishers throughout
India.

"We commend the dramatic graph-
ics and meticulous attention to detail
in the cover image. The genius of the

textual narrative finds resonance in the
sensuous movement of the snake, slith-
ering as it does across the spine to
the back cover. The deep integration
of the title and the author's name into
the illustration is thoughtfully ren-
dered. The selected visual appropri-
ately and aesthetically represents the
core and movement of the story. The
typography aligns seamlessly with the
coiled serpent offering a unique and
emblematic visual identity to the

book," said the Jury consisting In-

dian politician, writer and Member

of Parliament, Shashi Tharoor, Au-

thor, Indian columnist and novelist,

Shobhaa De, well known author,

Kunal Basu, Author, Publisher and

Festival Director, Namita Gokhale,

Director, Apeejay Surrendra Group

and the creative force behind the

Oxford Bookstore chain, Priti Paul.

Winning cover design is a basic
piece of the achievement of a book
and artists assume a key part in help-
ing a book wind up plainly signifi-
cant and make review.

"I got the cover brief from my edi-
tor and we discussed the ideas in
detail. | then went on to read the
MS and discussed the ideas in fur-
ther detail with the editor and the
author. As | mentioned, the chal-
lenge here was my own phobia for
reptiles, so a photographic ap-
proach was completely out and | de-
cided to go with an illustrative one.
I chose to work with Nirupa Roa for
the cover art and she wonderfully
translated the illustration brief into
a spectacular visual. With the illus-
tration, | designed the fill cover and

presented it Sales and Marketing team
and finally to the author. Everyone re-
ally enjoyed the approach and the fi-
nal outcome. It was later adopted by
several international publishers,” said
Ahlawat about the process of design-
ing the cover for the bestselling book.

"I feel any appreciation in any form
is good for the creator of that work.
And in that light, these awards are a
great source of recognition for the in-
dividuals behind the scenes,"” He says
about the importance of awards.

The jury also made a special men-
tion of Pinaki De's evocative cover de-
sign for Moom by Bani Basu, trans-
lated by Arunava Sinha and published
by BEE Books. (IANSlife)

‘Star - Gazing’

By PL AJal Bhambi

Sun transit in Pisces on your solar retum chart and it will give very good
results for the whole year. Your confidence will get boosted and also your
spirits will be high. You will meet lot of influential persons. And will be able
to get your work done. You win also dear major administrative/departmental
exams. Contacts with govemment officials will be fruitful. Your tax disputes
will also get resolved. Those who are entrepreneurs and in business can
enter into a new association or partnership. You will get good retums from
investments you had made in the past. There will be warmth and cheer
in family relations. You will remain devoted to your family. Your mariage
might get finalized. Love birds will have a wonderful time. You will do noble ft
deeds and your name and fame will rise. You could also get a reward/ jir
awarC|.
Alies: (March 21 = April 20)
The planetary configuration this week indicates that your
n efforts, confidence and courage bring success in monetary
gains and your energy increases for projects at work. Your job
environment is teeming with activity. You take small yet sure
NN N etep s towards your financial goals. Domestic relationships and
me home environment tend to be harmonious and peaceful.
Children may need more discipline than they previously did.
You may find your children at an age that requires more attenton U u
and or structure. There are some contentious issues that are
laid to rest as you tackle them and take a bold stand.
Taurus: (April 21 « May 21)
Some of you may have to make some critical decisions due
to situations in yourlife that force you to make definitive choices;
r they could even be between career arid family goals. Some
of you may be promoted or your career will take a new
V fIH B r direction. The challenge is to find a healthy balance-to improve
If 11 home life, while at the same time tending to your career needs.
Romantic and personal relations would be more practical than
fun. For some, a romantic relationship stabilizes and becomes
more serious as you look at it with a long term perspective.
Some of you will meet a new romantic interest who is perhaps
more younger and energetic as compared to you. Some
changes in your social circle have been occurring of late, and
you meet new and unusual people.
Gwnlinl: (May 22 -'June 21)
New friendships are likely to emerge during this time: support-
m | ive and easygoing ones. Happiness and fulfilment through the
k'Y expansion of your mind, widening your social circle, travel,
and connections to people ofa Afferent cultural background than
you are indicated. Your position of power and authority is
maintained despite many changes all around. Do not allow
personal feelings to influence professional decisions. An
opportunity or investment to make quick gains is on the cards (H ]
but analyze data at hand before you invest. Energy is high and
things happen swiftly and decisively.
Cancer: (June 22 « July 22)
You would be blessed with good health, love in relationships
and harmony at the work place. You give and receive affection
and love from friends and relatives. You connectwith old friends
and business associates. Being open and receptive, you
attract opportunities which hitherto seemed out of reach. You
desire to leam and improve on your practical skills. Realistic
levels of optimism and confidence are with you that enable you ~
to quicken the pace at your workplace. Tension could run high
and reach an emotional peak. Do not get carried away without
first getting the facts. Yoga and walking would prove to be
beneficial.
Leo: (July 23 - August 23)
- Your social life is likely to increase and bring you in contact with
VT more influential, powerful people who could prove to be helpful
they extend a helping hand. Matters related to universities,
NN~ ANlhigher education, organized religion, publishing, legal affairs,
and foreign interests proceed smoothly. This is an excellent
time to seek advanced training or to further your education.
Happiness and fulfilment through close friendships and relation-
ships is indicated. Your idealistic nature is stimulated, and you
are likely to aim for a sense of belonging through connection
to something larger than yourself.
Virgo: (August 24 - September 22)
g0 _/ The planetary combination this week tends to change your
fitf outlook on life, perhaps stimulated by travel. Some changes
in your social circle have been occurring and this brings about
a new awareness. You are more determined to achieve your

Capricorn:

Sagittarius:

Sunday, March 7,2021

personal goals, and are more strategic in the manner you gc
about doing so. New responsibilities are likely to present
themselves and you would take them more seriously. New
projects excite you but remember that bringing them to a
completion is just as important. A little attention on Witness anc
health related programs would be helpful.

Libra: (September 23 - October 23)

This phase brings money matters come into focus for you. Yoi
would adopt a realistic approach to business and finance
Career and vocational issues may benefit from the increased
clarity you possess. Much of your energy will be applied to
vocational achievement and professional activities. The desire
for some form of recognition and financial success is more
intense. Being part of a community or circle of friends anc
building your social network is important to you at this ime. You
look to networking to leverage your contacts. You may be quick
to anger and could antagonize some whom you want to win
over.

Scorplo:(October 24 - November 22)

This phase is good for money, status and enhancing youi
standing this week. Your entire focus shifts in this direction. Yoi
take on new responsibilities, but enjoy the challenges il
presents. Your belief systems and personal philosophies are
especially important to you, but do not often coincide with your
methods. This dichotomy will inculcate new attitudes towards
finances, and social relationships before you strike a balance,
It is an excellent time for travel, higher education and commu-
nications. The family is supportive and helps you look at the
larger picture.

(November 23 - December 21)
You may feel the need to be appreciated by family members
and the need for togethemess with others this week. Events
are such that you move towards a more objective approach
towards your life and you cultivate true friendships. It is a time
when you need to let go of things that no longer serve their
purpose, and hold on to things that have a future. You would
express your sympathetic and compassionate side. Others
might find you less sociable, as you are busier than ever anc
you focus on your activities and your needs. You would stanc
alone, take action and start afresh during this week.
(December 22 - January 20)
You would be able to express a greater level of sensitivity anc
sensibility in personal and professional relations this week. You
encounter people who are very considerate and understanding
and are also likely to form relationships with people based on
a deep level of mutual appreciation and understanding for each
other. You are in touch with your more sensitive and spiritual
qualities. You have to maintain a positive attitude and face life
in a positive way. Communications from overseas are hopefu
and exciting as business opportunities are extended to you
Financial transactions and professional projects go aheac
smoothly with goodwil and profit this week.

Aquarius: (January 21 - February 18)

You feel on top of things in domestic issues and spend quality
time with people you care about and in activities that are
rejuvenating. You tend to be traditional and restrictive in family
matters and may have to face opposition from younger ones.
It is time to expand your social circle and to make more contact
With groups and friends. Your unselfishness and wilingness
to listen will help boost your magnetic appeal. Your professional
skills, wisdom and craft are appreciated and fresh opportunities
for expansion are made available to you. Personal relation-
ships gain a romantic and exciting quality. You need to tackle
sensitive subjects and difficult people and get your point across

Pisces: (February 19 - March 20)

Business projects and associations are opening up anc
widening your horizons so you need to think expansively this
week. Your financial situation looks promising if you manage
it well on your own rather than place trust upon others. You are
generous with friends, and loving in family situations. You
come across as especially smooth and your good nature is
bound to attract some attention. A business venture could be
gainful if you are willing to lend it some energy. You are involvec
in multiple tools of creativity that you possess. A gentle anc
softer approach can resolve an old conflict this week.

By Ranian K Baruah

ne of the popular career dreams
Ois becoming a civil servant.

Many students dream to serve
the nation by becoming civil servants.
Though many students are aware of
the process but there are many who
are yet to explore the process of the
exam pattern. Any graduates may ap-
pear in the preliminary exam to get into
the mains and followed by a person-
nel interview.

This year the preliminary examina-
tion of the Civil Services Examination
for recruitment to various services and
posts will be held by the Union Public
Service Commission on 27th June,
2021 in accordance with the Rules pub-
lished by the Department of Person-
nel & Training in the Gazette of India
Extraordinary dated 4th March, 2021.
Various services and posts includes
(i) Indian Administrative Service (ii)
Indian Foreign Service (iii) Indian Po-
lice Service (iv) Indian Audit and Ac-
counts Service, Group ‘A" (v) Indian
Civil Accounts Service, Group 'A" (vi)
Indian Corporate Law Service, Group
‘A" (vii) Indian Defence Accounts
Service, Group 'A' (viii) Indian Defence
Estates Service, Group 'A’' (ix) Indian
Information Service, Junior Grade
Group 'A' (x) Indian Postal Service,
Group 'A' (xi) Indian P&T Accounts
and Finance Service, Group 'A" (xii)

An
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smile

Portraits ofwomen
from across India

By Siddhi Jain

various smiling Indian women by Delhi-based artist and art cura

I n what merges together her passion for art and travel, portraits of

tor Priyanka Banerjee — created over ten years — brings out the
resilience and spirit of women of the country.

Hailing from the beautiful city of Bokaro in Jharkhand, and having
quit a corporate career to pursue her long-held dream to create art,
Baneijee says she created these smiling portraits as a departure from
the silent struggle that often characterises women's lives.

"Women are the epitome of strength. Their smiling faces de-stress
the viewers. Although the rural women enjoy less amenities compared
to their urban counterparts, they know the art of staying happy with
their limited resources available. Hence, the 'smiling women' form an
important subject of my art," Baneijee told IANSlife.

The paintings are executed using different mediums like watercolor
on paper, acrylic on canvas, charcoal on paper.

"These portraits have been created over a span of ten years.
Though | had no plan to create such a series, | was fortunate to cap-
ture their smiles as an intrepid traveller. | captured their smiles through
my lens and have eventually transformed them into my artworks," she

adds.

As an avid traveller, Baneijee has also found inspiration in the hills
and biodiversity of Nainital, Mukteshwar, and Ranikhet where every-
thing from tall and sturdy coniferous trees like pines, oaks, cedar,
deodars; the ancient and beautiful Mukteshwar temple situated atop
amidst the scenic splendor; the occasional giggles of the children
echoing in the woods; the serpentine roads of the hills; the majestic
royal Bengal tiger basking in glory of its natural habitat in the Jim
Corbett; the spotted deer and the Old British style bungalows - have

become her muse.

"Women have made their presence felt in almost all spheres of life
and the Indian culture attaches great importance to them. However,
generally women all over the world (including India) speak the same
language of 'silence’ as they carry on with lives which are very often
full of struggle. Hence, the portraits of smiling women symbolise
positivity in times of despair. 'A 'smile' is synonymous with a happy
and de-stressful life. As | make portraits of smiling women, | have tried
to bring out the beauty in them," she concludes. (IANSlife)

Civil Services
Examination 202

| 1 D

mm
mill

CP

Union Public Service Commission

Civil Service

Indian Railway Protection Force Serv-
ice, Group 'A' (xiii) Indian Revenue
Service (Customs & Indirect Taxes)
Group 'A’ (xiv) Indian Revenue Serv-
ice (Income Tax) Group 'A' (xv) Indian
Trade Service, Group 'A' (Grade Il1I)
(xvi) Armed Forces Headquarters Civil
Service, Group 'B' (Section Officer's
Grade) (xvii) Delhi, Andaman and
Nicobar Islands, Lakshadweep,
Daman & Diu and Dadra & Nagar
Haveli Civil Service (DANICS), Group
'‘B' (xviii) Delhi, Andaman and Nicobar
Islands, Lakshadweep, Daman & Diu
and Dadra & Nagar Haveli Police Serv-
ice (DANIPS), Group 'B' (xix)
Pondicherry Civil Service (PONDICS),
Group 'B.

This year the number of vacancies
to be filled through the examination is
expected to be approximately 712
which include 22 vacancies reserved
for Persons with Benchmark Disabil-
ity Category. Reservation will be made
for candidates belonging to Scheduled
Castes. Scheduled Tribes, Other Back-
ward Classes, the Economically
Weaker Sections and Persons with
Benchmark Disability in respect of va-
cancies as may be fixed by the Gov-
ernment.

The Civil Services Examination will
consist of two successive stages (i)
Civil Services (Preliminary) Examina-
tion (Objective type) for the selection
of candidates for the Main Examina-

tion; and (ii) Civil Services (Main) Ex-
amination (Written and Interview) for
the selection of .candidates for vari-
ous Services and posts noted above.

A candidate must have attained the
age of 21 years and must not have at-
tained the age of 32 years on the 1st
of August, 2021 i.e., the candidate must
have been bom not earlier than 2nd
August, 1989 and not later than 1st
August, 2000. Candidates (excepting
female/SC/ST/Persons with Bench-
mark Disability Candidates who are ex-
empted from payment of fee) are re-
quired to pay a fee of Rs. 100.

Candidates are required to apply
online using the website http://
www.upsconline.nic.in. Detailed in-
structions for filling in online applica-
tions are available on the above men-
tioned website. Aspirants may apply
before 24th March,

It is one of the tough competitive
examinations being held in India.
Though tough, it is not impossible to
crack the exam. Proper planning, ef-
fective preparation is must. Aspirants
might join coaching institutes for more
confidence. Many government de-
partments and agencies conduct free
coaching for the students who are fi-
nancially weak.

(The author is a career mentor and
can be reached at 8473943734 or
bkranjan@gmail.com for any career

related queries)


http://www.upsconline.nic.in
mailto:bkranjan@gmail.com
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“Don’'t loaf and invite inspiration; light
out after it with a club.”

— Jack London
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Economics at the heart of

empowe rment
TODAY is International Women’s Day. It’s aday
when the word “women” will be the most used one
after “empowerment.” What does this day mean
for the ordinary woman slogging to bring food to
the kitchen after ahard day’s struggle? It’s noteasy
to be sitting by the roadside, ingesting the dust and
bearing the heat and storm. For such women, their
peers sitting under amakeshift ‘dukan’ covered with
aplastic sheet is any day better. But come rains and
the strong winds of March then even the plastic roof
is blown asunder. That’s the livelihood pursued by
thousands ofwomen in Meghalaya. And no, they
are not complaining. All they want s a fair chance
to trade their wares in a decent space for that is the
only livelihood they know. In so many decades, not
much economic space has been created for women

to earn a decent living.

Job creation both in the

private and public sector has not found traction.
Tourism as the only viable industry has created a
few jobs and many women have self-started
businesses in the sector opening up home-stays,
restaurants, tea shops etc., which have all gone up
in smoke owing to the pandemic. No assessment
has as yet been made as to the cumulative losses
incurred by such small businesses and whether they
are in aposition to pick up the pieces.

This is not to say that the pandemic has not hurt
the other genders. Every entrepreneur has bled and
is still bleeding but women have had it worse
because most or all of them supportafamily. Not a
few are women abandoned by their partners/
husbands and bringing up their children.
Maintenance is not something that women in a
matrilineal society or any society can getwithout a
legal battle. Andwhen the manis himselfastruggling
daily labourer how does a woman wrest anything
out ofhim without losing her self-respect! Itis not
easy for those in governance to understand the plight
ofasingle mother unless they walk in her shoes.
Gender sensitivity is alearned emotion. It comes
with some training butit comes better fromobserving
women who struggle to make anhonestliving. Itis
for suchwomen living at the margins thatpolicies
need to be made so that they get the first nudge
towards economic empowerment. Only then will
the word ‘empowerment” have meaning. Only then
willwomen be able to take decisions that affect their
health; only then will they claim their reproductive
rights and stop becoming baby producing machines.
Till suchtime, International Women’s Day will only
be a token observance. Women need to push the
governmentto craft outenabling policies and come
up with gendered budgets, because no one will do
it for them. Thisis wherewomen’s solidarity groups
come in. So far this has nothappened in Meghalaya

TO THE EDITOR

Looking
behind the

Matrilineal veil

Editor,

Come March 8 and we all
observe International
Women's Day across the
world. Functions galore get
underway to mark the day.
In our state too, this day is
celebrated in a special way.
The theme for this year is
‘Women in Leadership -
Achieving an equal future
in this Covid 19 world.” In
our State women occupy a
special status as they
follow the matrilineal
system i.e. drawing lineage
from the mother’s clan line.
While this is a sign of
empowerment for the
women here, it is often a
camouflage for the many
disadvantages which
women silently suffer.

The many broken
homes, teenage
pregnancies, absence of
responsibility of men who
begrudge the matrilineal
system and a high rate of
school dropouts have led
to the realization that
women’s empowerment in
our society is really just a
facade for the many ills that
plague it. As our state
moves towards the 50th
year of its statehood, we
hope that those in
governance would work to
uplift our women .This can
really help to put them on a
platform where they can be

leaders in their own spheres
especially in this present
Covid scenario and not just
*be symbols of tokenism for
their male counterparts to
crow about.

While acknowledging
the fact that we are slightly
better off than women in
other parts of our country,
we must not ignore the fact
that there are many silent
prejudices happening in our
state too. Though I'm not an
expert on womens’ studies,
| dare to point out that these
prejudices are experienced
by urban educated women
more than those in the rural
sphere.

Let us therefore take a
stand today especially to
uplift ourselves and our tribe
for as the saying goes.. "We
rise by raising others.”

Happy International
Women's Day to all!

Yours etc.,

Angela Lyngdoh,

Shillong-14

Why this
patronage to
AIS officers?

Editor,

The recent
recommendation by the
MDA Govt to refund the
amount of Income Tax dues
paid by the AIS officers
posted in Meghalaya is
actually bereft of any logic
and shows no mental
application at all. The
arguments being trotted out
that the AIS bureaucrats are

PGS and future of organic
certificationinthe state

In early 90s when the
trend had just started,
organic certification
became essential when
progressive fanners wanted
to export their farm harvest
for western consumers.
Eventually certification
agencies brought norms in
farming practices with an
expensive fee structure.
Obviously it was not viable
for small and tribal farmers.
This paved a path for an
alternate certification me-
chanism which then led to
the formation of the
Participatory Guarantee
System (PGS).

The PGS is fairly recent
in its adoption and
recognition all over the
world. It is being used in
different parts of the world
and is now on the way to
becoming a major certifi-
cation mode for India’s
organic farmers. The
introduction of PGS will
finally help fanners be able
to get rid of the entirely
unnecessary burden of the
expensive third party
audits.

Under the PGS, organic
farmers regain control over
the certification process
and are able to produce a
far more credible and
effective system of quality
assurance compared to
third party certification
systems.

PGS procedures are
simple. The documents are
easy to follow and are
available in the language of
the farmers concerned,
where even an uneducated
person can be a farm
inspector and the option of
conducting the inspection
can be on video, with oral
recording of answers. The
farm visits are conducted by
people who have a day-to-
day knowledge or acqua-
intance of tht farm since it
is within the village and the
farm inspectors reside in the
same area. The PGS is
ideally suited for small and
marginal farmers who
would otherwise be out of
the certification process.

PGS is the preferred
system of organic farm
certification emerging out
of the experience of the
organic farming movement
worldwide. PGS is now
recognized by International
Federation or Organic
Agriculture  Movement
(IFOAM), Food and
Agriculture Organisation
(FAO). and by the
Government of India. With
the introduction of PGS,
organic farmers are relieved
of the difficulties in
certification of their farm
produce.

Under Participatory
Guarantee System (PGS)

heading many departments
and are being overworked
is sheer nonsense. If an AIS
bureaucrat thinks that she/
he is being made to operate
like a slave then, she/ he can
seek to go on deputation to
the Government of India
provided she/ he gets
empanelled.

This tax exemption is
given to Meghalayan
tribals. Every other non-
tribal working or residing in
Meghajaya is contributing
to the Income tax kitty and
that is how it is.

This outrageous
recommendation doing the
rounds echoes the view that
Meghalaya cannot
function efficiently and
those who are posted here
need to be cajoled to stay
back.

The  training and
motivation given to the AIS
officers are excellent for
them to put their best foot
forward at all times. And |
believe any AIS officer
worth his salt would
definitely decline ,such a
condescending offer being
made by the MDA Gouvt.
This Govt needs to conduct
itself with a proper sense of
dignity and motivate all
stakeholders to give their
best. This effort must
emanate from the very top.

The recommendation
itself is in poor light and it
must be laid to rest
immediately.

Yours etc.,
Tyrone D’Brass
Tura

By H H Mohrmen

organic farmers are vested
with the responsibility to
produce a credible and
effective system of quality
assurance. Each farmer
pledges that  his/her
production process is free
from manufactured che-
micals. The “Local Group”
(LG) of five or more organic
farmers is the basis of the
self-regulatory  support
system of the PGS. The
quality assurance standards
are harmonized by the PGS
Organic Council of India,
which permits the use of its
PGS label on a product as a
mark of quality.

, To strengthen the
practice of traditional and
chemical free farming, the
Society for Urban & Rural
Empowerment (SURE) in
collaboration with North
East Slow Food Agrobiodiv-
ersity Society (NESFAS)
under the project, “No one
shall be left behind: initiative
funded by Rural Electrifi-
cation Corporation (REC)
embarked on the journey to
help farmers with the
certification process. In the
process Field Coordinators
of the NGO mobilized
PGSOC initiatives within the
project area of 28 villages in
the case of SURE. Major
steps taken include group
formations, setting basic
organic standards, farms
appraisal form, farmer’s
pledge and meetings.

SURE now promotes 9
PGS groups consisting of 56
farmers. laraplang of Mulum
village, lahluti Shaphrang &
Lyngdoh Organic Mynso B
village, Lamlynti Mukhap
village, latreilang Mutem
village, lakyntiewlang &
Ryntihlang  Skhenpyrsit
village, Muphlang Wahsh-
nong & Dongnien Muph-
lang from Muphlang village.

Any farmer committing to
practice organic fanning can
take the initiative to form a
Local Group (LG). PGSOC
permits existing groups like
village level organization,
farmer associations, and Self
Help Groups to form LGs in
their area. A group of 5 or
more organic farmers (or
willing to convert to organic
farming) and having land
holding nearby can form a
LG and enrol into PGSOC
certification system. A
minimum of 5 farmers is
mandatory to form & LG for
PGSOC certification.

As in the case of SHGs,
the LG too should have a
name. Each LG will appoint
a Convener who will keep
and maintain all the group
records. It is mandatory that
members know each other
and each other’s farms well.

Why this partiality
Mr CM?

Editor,

As a concerned parent, |
ask the following questions
to the Chief Minister, (a)
Why is Govt reluptant to
raise the age bar for
government jobs? (b) What
is hindering the Govt from
taking this step? (c) Why
this apathy  towards
genuine, conscientious job
seekers of the state? (d)
Why deprive thousands of
an equal opportunity? (e)
Why are other Northeastern
States ahead of us in raising
the maximum age limit? (f)
Why does the Govt favour
only it's enablers - the rich,
affluent and the privileged
class? (most recent example
- tax reimbursement for AIS
officers), (g) Why is Govt
silent on this major issue?
Is it because the job seekers
are viewed as vulnerable
second class citizen's, not
worth this Govt’s attention?

With last year's
horrifying Covid 19
experience, you'd think, the
Government would now
deem it appropriate to
provide lost opportunities
to educated job seekers, by
increasing the maximum age
limit. But no such thing
happened. This regressive
policy of Meghalaya has its
tentacles deeply sunk into
its faithful and blind
followers. Various
Government departments/
organizations/institutions

& Dakapaya Bareh

There is no limit to the
numbers of LG that can be
formed in one village; there
can be many LGs in a single
village.

The LG convenor
conducts regular meetings
to discuss organic farming,
marketing, knowledge
sharing, sowing, and
planning for peer review and
other issues. The LG
maintains the attendance
and minutes of each
meeting in the meeting
register. Farmers who enrol
for PGSOC take the organic
farmer’s pledge that his/her
production process is free
from manufactured chem-
icals. Farmers will sell their
products as “organic” only
when they are grown on
certified land and uphold
organic principles.

The next stage is
individual Peer Appraisal or
Review. It is a process by
which some peer members
of the same local group
physically inspect and
assess the production
practices of their colleagues
as peers. Peer appraisal has
to be conducted for all the
LG member’s farms at least
once in every season. It may
also be mentioned that the
Certification is on the land
and not on the individual
crop. The certificate is
obviously issued to a group
and not an individual and
the validity of the certificate
is 3 years from the date of
issuance. The same can be
withdrawn anytime if the
farmers are found not
adopting to the PGS
principle.

The laraplang PGS group
of Mulum has also revived
the Community Seed Bank
a concept initiative by
NESFAS under the name
laraplang Community Seed
Bank. The objective of the
Community Seed Bank is to
promote, manage land
encourage sustainable use
of local varieties of seeds for
food security and to improve
livelihoods of farmers. Some
individual farmers and Self
Help  Group  (SHGS)
contribute their seeds to the
community seed bank. The
community seed bank is
doing very well now.

The PGS group in Jantia
Hills initially sold their
produce in the Farmers
Market organized regularly
by SURE at Jowai and
stopped because of
lockdown due to COVID-19
pandemic. During lockd-
own the PGS in
collaboration with the local
online platform Syllad
online store has bridged the
gap by linking the farmers

follow the Govt’s age policy
strictly and also ask for 5
years + work experience at
times when calling for
contractual/adhoc posts.
Even centrally sponsored
schemes in Meghalaya are
implemented keeping in
mind the age bar kept by the
Central Govt for the posts
concerned, rendering those
candidates who have
crossed 32 years of age
absolutely helpless!

Now coming to the
infamous dictator called the
MPSC; we saw what the CM
said about the Commission
and how it should become
more transparent, more
efficient etc. We nearly
believed him for a moment.
But even with the new
Chairperson nothing has
changed. MPSC has failed
the youth of the state, in
numerous ways; it's, high-
handed attitude has been
left unmonitored for
decades. Do you know that
when MPSC delays
examinations for several
years, it comes up with
contemptible excuses and is
answerable to  none?
However, when it's ready to
conduct an examination the
poor candidates would not
even get a month's notice.

Hence | implore upon the
parents of all educated job
seekers to kindly refrain from
berating your children when
they fail in State job exams
(other than Meghalaya
Police recruitment). They
are already frustrated; they
are dejected; their spirits

to the consumers in the
town. This partnership also
helped in delivering the
goods to the homes of the
community members in
Jowai and its suburbs. Only
during the lockdown period
the total turnover through
this medium is a little over
six lakh rupees.

In another major
development three PGS
groups one from Mulum and
two from Mynso B village
under the Laskein C&RD
Block of West Jantia Hills
started the ‘Farm on
Wheels’ (FOW) initiative.
Farm on Wheels is a project
in which with a little seed
money, farmers hire a car to
sell their produce at the
doorstep of the consumer.
People will not require to
visit the crowded market
anymore, as they can shop
right where they live. The
initiative is considered
timely as the country is
encouraging social dista-
ncing to prevent the spread
of COVID-19 pandemic.

Farm on Wheels run by
the laraplang PGS group,
Mulum was launched in
September 2020 and lahluti
Shaphrang & Lyngdoh
Organic of Mynso B was
launched in October 2020.
The objective of this
program is that farmers
groups can directly sell fresh
organic vegetables without
a middleman and also to
create a sustainable livelih-
ood opportunity for the
fanners.

PGS offers numerous
benefits for small-scale
producers which includes
improved access to organic
markets through a guara-
nteed system, increased
education and awareness

among consumers and
fanner capacity building and
empowerment.

As a Facilitation Council,
NESFAS identified and
formed 46 local PGS groups
consisting of more than 230
farmers. These groups are
from different areas under
Khasi Hills, Ri-bhoi, Jafitia
Hills and Garo Hills. On
October 2, 2019, NESFAS
received certificates for 20
PGS groups, who are also
partner communities of
NESFAS, from across
Meghalaya. This system of
organic certification is
affordable and more
importantly it is not
burdensome for farmers as
it can be easily under-stood
and practiced. This can
serve as a model if the State
Government is interested in
promoting organic farming
via PGS certification and
NESFAS is already a
recognised Facilitation
Council in the state.

Email” hhm'ohrmen67
@gmail.com

thwarted. Being hopeful is
the only luxury they can
afford while dreaming.
They're up against a
powerful EVIL, invisible yet
deadly Enemy! They need
your moral support to.say
the least.

Any reasonable
requests made to the
Government are met only
after a series of hooliganism
and  violent  protests
displayed by the deprived,
disadvantaged, poverty-
stricken sections of the
society: The message
clearly is that the
Government responds only
to outbursts that turn
violent or greatly disturb the
daily lives of the common
man!

The CM justified the
Income Tax reimbursement
for AIS officers by saying
that a section of officers
cannot be treated with a
different yardstick. Then
why is he treating a huge
number of educated job
seekers with that different
yardstick? The age limit for
Assistant Teachers' is 37
years; Medical & Health
officers is 46 years while for
the rest it remains 32 years
only! Where's the.natural
justice here? Where there's
a will there's a way, right?
Would we see the CM
coming to the add of the
downtrodden affected by
the unreasonable age bar,
anytime soon?

Yours etc.,

Name withheld on
request,

Viaemail

(SIX)

The Long Road
Ahead forWomenin
Corporate India

By Valli Arunachalam

There was widespread
celebration as Kamala Harris
became the first female US
Vice President. But beyond
the borders of the US, other
countries, especially “deve-
loping” nations, were long
past this milestone. Well
before 1966, when Indira
Gandhi became India’s Prime
Minister, the country
already had the first woman
governing a State. Sarojini
Naidu was Governor of
Uttar Pradesh for two years
from August 1947. Most of
India’s South Asian neighb-
ours - Pakistan, Bangla-
desh, Sri Lanka and Myan-
mar have been or are led by
a woman. When India had a
woman Chief Minister of a
State in 1963, Supreme Court
judge in 1989, President in
2007 and Defence Minister
in 2017, there was much to
cheer. Yet these milestones
have not solved the
problems of Indian women,
bettered their situations or
advanced their positions at

every level of society.
Corporate India is an
example.

An increasing number of
women are heading com-
panies, corporate groups,
banks, financial enterprises,
and public sector undert-
akings. If you look carefully,
a token few, may be found
in corporate board rooms.
However, it is largely still
talk: talk about the impr-
oving gender diversity in
corporate India, and talk
about bringing more women
into leadership positions.
While there is some impro-
vement, or ostensibly at least
the feeling that there is some
improvement, the data
indicates otherwise. Acco-
rding to figures from the
database management
company, Prime Database,
the percentage of women
CEOs in March 2019 was
about 3.9% vs. 3.2% in
March 2014. This shows
that the percentage of
women CEOs has remained

almost stagnant over a five-.

year period.

Let us take a step back
and ask ourselves why the
percentage of women on
corporate  boards not
increased in proportion to
the number of women
entering the workforce? If |
don my scientist’s hat, |
would explain it as being
“due to disproportionately
high-altitude rarefication
effects”. This means that as
one progresses higher up
the corporate ladder there is
a disproportionate decrease
in the density of women
compared to men. While
there are many reasons for
this anomaly, the primary
one is that the road from the
lower levels of the
organisation to the C-suite
has significantly more
barriers for women than for
men. These barriers broadly
fall into two categories -
societal and organisational.

In India, many of the
societal barriers that women
face have roots in patriarchal
oppression. In a patriarchal
system, sons are groomed to
run the business. The
daughters are conditioned
to' think that a woman’s
place is at home. Such
practices are hopelessly
outdated in current times
and have gradually eroded
the confidence and
enthusiasm of women.
However, despite this
thinking, women have
shown that they are capable
of taking care of the family
and work, and being
excepti-onal at-both. Many
of India’s large businesses
are family owned and
operated. While some family
businesses have kept pace
with changing times, and
have accepted daughters
into the business, others
remain steadfastly rooted in
the past and have shut their
doors to daughters. If
gender bias is pervasive at
the promoter level, it will
obviously percolate down
through all levels of the
organisation.

Organisational barriers
such as pre-conceived
notions and stereotyping of
women are products of
social conditioning. Creat-
ivity, decisiveness, collab-
oration and transparency are
among the qualities that
define truly great leadership.
But they aren’t always
recognised or appreciated in
women. For example,

research shows that when
men and women display
identical levels of creativity,
men are evaluated as being
more innovative and consi-
dered more deserving of
praise and reward. Women’s
creativity just isn’t seen for
what it is or touted to the
same extent as men’s
creativity. Although decisiv-
eness is appreciated and
lauded in men, projecting
authoritativeness through
decisive actions is often
perceived as arrogance
when women engage in it.
There is little doubt that all
of these qualities, which
research shows can be
critical for success, are
embodied in today’s female
leaders. However, they are
perceived through the lens
of outdated social condit-
ioning. Consequently, wo-
men face strong headwinds
as they try to move up the
career ladder. They are
overlooked, for a variety of
reasons, when it comes to
promotions despite being
competent and qualified.
Some of the primary reasons
are centered around life
events such as marriage and
childbearing and the
responsibilities that come
along with them. Managers

often have unfounded
concerns that such life
events will negatively

impact a woman’s perfor-
mance at work. The few
women that are able to
overcome these headwinds,
soon find out that the
headwinds only get
stronger; and that they have
to fight harder as they
progress up the ladder to the
boardroom. Only the
strongest and the most
resilient make it.

It is only when the road
to the boardroom is cleared
of these unfair barriers, and
women have equal access as
men to mentorship, training
and development can true
gender parity be achieved in
corporate boardrooms. The
onus lies squarely on the
occupants of the board-
room. It is not enough to
have women on the board as
atoken, or to check abox for
regulatory compliance. It
should be because the
leadership recognises the
unique benefits that qual-
ified and competent women
can bring to the business.

Research shows that
combining people of diffe-
rent backgrounds results in
“cognitive diversity,” which
enhances collective
problem-solving. McKinsey
and Credit Suisse have each
produced research showing
that companies serious
about gender diversity and
inclusion achieve superior
financial results. Gender
diversity creates positive
benefits when society

. believes in its intrinsic value,

and not just as a mere
obligation. Professor Letian
Zhang of Harvard Business
School in his research on
1,069 leading firms across 35
countries and 24 industries,
found that gender diversity
relates to more productive
companies, as measured by
market value and revenue,
only in contexts where it is
viewed as “normatively”
accepted. Normative acce-
ptance means a widespread
cultural belief that gender
diversity is important. There
were positive effects of
diversity in societies With
normative acceptance of
working women, but not in
societies with only regul-
atory support. We all know
that without biodiversity our
planet will be in peril,
similarly, without gender
diversity global economies
will be in peril. The time to
act is now. On the occasion
of International Women
Day, let us be inspired by the
words of the late astronaut
Kalpana Chawla: “The path
from dreams to success does
exist. May you have the
vision to find it, the courage
to get on it and the
perseverance to follow it.”
(Dr. Valli Arunachalam
has a doctorate in nuclear
en%meermg and is a
technology consultant with
23 years of work
experience in Fortune 500
Companies. She is leading
the fight against gender
bias In the Murugappa
group, her familys 37,000
crore industrial conglo-
merate) (Syndicate: The
Billion Press) (email:
editor@thebillionpress,org)
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“It is well that war is so terrible,
otherwise we should grow too fond of it.

— RobertE. Lee
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Progress of polls
PREDICTABLY, the assembly election scene is
warming up, matching withthe summer’s rising heat
With Prime Minister NarendraModi in West Ben-
gal and Home Minister Amit Shah in Tamil Nadu
and Kerala states campaigning for the BJP on Sun-
day, the next few weeks are bound to be filled with
both suspense and surprises.

With the shift of apowerful regional entity, the
Bodoland People’s Front (BPF) from the BJP side
to the Congress bandwagon in Assam, the fight for
the assembly seats in the state has acquired ahigher
degree of suspense. With BPF holding the upper
hand in the Bodoland Territorial Council region that
has 15 seats in the assembly, and the party claiming
to be the king-maker in successive polls in the state
in the past two decades, this came as aboost to the
morale of the Congress-led alliance. The promise
by the Congress to granta 50 per cent reservation
injobs forwomen is another significantbait Clearly,
the BJP will now have to fightevery inch to retain

power in Assam.

West Bengal is still Mamata Baneijee’s own
fiefdom, also going by the confidence with which
she has announced the list of her party candidates
for over290 seats in the assembly in one single go.
There’s anoticeable shiftin the Trinamool Congress
party’s strategy to win the elections. The party has
subtly reduced the importance it gave to minority
Muslims- amajor vote bank for the TMC till now
- and the new attempt is to woo women in amore

engaging manner.

In Tamil Nadu, despite the AIADMK announc-
ing new welfare steps to woo the voters, the DMK
remainsin apole position. The DMK andthe Con-
gress have finalized seat sharing and the Left too
would be partofits alliance that had won the LS
polls in 2019 in all but one constituency. The an-
nouncementof VK Sasikala, after her returnfrom
jail; that she would notenter politics and wished
well for Amma’s party meant the AIADMK will
stand as one in the assembly polls.

While Puducheny mightgo the BJP’sway if pre-
poll surveys are any proof, Keralawill see afight
between equals. The leftist bastion mighteither see
areturn of the Congress-led United Democratic
Front to power or more probably a retention of
power by CPI-M strongmanPinarayi Vijayan head-
ing the Left Democratic Front. Kerala had never
re-elected aparty to power in successive polls; the
pendulum could swing either way.

TO THE EDITOR

Hunting down
of migrant
labourers

Editor,

Apropos the news re-
port, "Majority of non-local
labourers have left State”
(ST 3rd March, 2021), |
would like to point out that
in the past or in the present
context, many construction
projects, including mega
buildings and roads in
Meghalaya still need the
help of migrant labourers or
non-local workers to ensure
completion and for develop-
mental projects as a whole.
But, | was shocked to learn
from media reports of the
sudden murderous group
attack on the eight non-
tribal migrant workers from
South Mankachar, Assam,
by some misguided miscre-
ants which took place at
night on February 24, last
at Umoid St Xavier's College
in which one Raju Mondal
was killed, while seven oth-
ers were seriously injured.
The construction workers
were sleeping in the class
rooms of St Xavier's Col-
lege, when they were at-
tacked. They were on the
first day of the construction
project for building a four-
storeyed girls' hostel build-
ing there. Moreover, it is
learned that a host of other
Jesuit mega projects would
be coming up in the vast
campus at Umoid.

I wish to point out here
that swooping down on
non-tribal migrant workers
who are soft targets is a

regular feature in many con-
struction sites of
Meghalaya, especially in the
Khasi and Jaintia Hills. I sus-
pect that the main reason for
these kinds of attacks are
fear of influx by illegal non-
tribal migrants; fear of loss
of employment opportuni-
ties which are taken over by
illegal migrant labourers and
migrant workers; fear of
mixed marriages which is
assumed will lead to influx
and Islamization. In short it
is socio-economic insecu-
rity, fear of socio-cultural
and socio-political upheav-
als and religious jealousy.
These fears, whether true or
false, are still lingering deep
in the minds of the tribals
here.

I, therefore, appeal to my
fellow tribals of our state,
especially the youth, to think
far ahead of the times, use
their God-given wisdom, ex-
ercise prudence and arrest
and control our communal
passions.

Yours etc.,
Philip Marwein,
Shillong
Myanmar’s
hour of gloom
Editor,
Continuing anti-coup

protests and subsequent
violence and killings of
protesters in Myanmar
have put pressure on the
world community to act to
restrain the junta which
seized power by ousting
the elected government of
Aung San Suu Kyi. The
strikes have badly damaged
the country’s economy.
The military is relentless

Wasteful and fatal
Investment

By Barnes Mawrie

“1 hate war as only a sol-
dier who has lived it can,
only as one who has seen
its brutality, its futility, its
stupidity"

- Dwight D. Eisenhower

Of all living beings, only
man is a self-destructive
being. History of human
civilization shows that hu-
mans invented weapons like
knives, spears, bows and
arrows etc, primarily for
hunting. But gradually
these weapons became in-
struments of aggression
and massacre. Human be-
ings have been most crea-
tive in the invention of
weapons of mass destruc-
tion. More weapons mean
more wars and greater de-
struction and more waste of
public money.

In the last
century hu-
manity has
witnessed
two  world
wars one
deadlier than
the other. The
use of de-
structive
weapons was
highest dur-
ing World
War Il which
culminated in
the massive
destruction
of Hiroshima
and Nagasaki
in August 1945 with the use
of the atom bombs by the
Americans. The human
casualty in World War 11
was a whopping number of
75 million, many of whom
were innocent victims. In
this present century wars
have not ended but have
only multiplied in various
parts of the world.

The Middle East is a re-
gion of perpetual wars
where guns and bombs rule
the roost and thousands of
innocent people die every
day. Weaponizing a nation
has become the priority of
most countries in the world
today. The constant fear of
being invaded by hostile
neighbours is the cause of
armsrace in many countries.
The best example of this is
countries like India, China
and Pakistan. Looking at
the defence budget of some
countries it makes us real-
ize how much national
wealth goes down the drain
in acquiring weapons. Chi-
na’s defence budget for
2020 was 178 billion dollars
and in 2021 it stands at 209

and determined to crush
the protests. Notwith-
standing the death of
many protesters, the mili-
tary remains resolutely
opposed to the demon-
strations and protests. It
is feared that the army
will not tolerate the con-
tinuing civil disobedience
campaign and it may de-
ploy its full military
strength against the pro-
tests.

As attempts to crush
the protests on the streets
are continuing, the coup
leaders are devising plans
for political reforms. The
military has been devel-
oping plans over the last
three vyears for future
course of action. For them,
pro-democracy leader
Aung San Suu Kyi is the
major stumbling block to
their plan of action. Hence,
they are making every ef-
fort to tarnish her reputa-
tion and end her political
career. She is facing sev-
eral trumped up charges.
As she appears in court,
more charges are read out.
If she is convicted, she
would not be able to con-
test elections in future.
Other prominent NLD lead-
ers are also facing many
charges.

The military wants to
correct some of the insuf-
ficiencies  that have
emerged. The army wants
to get rid of the NLD.
The military commanders
are bent on banning NLD
from politics. The military
envisages a political fu-
ture where the army is an
important part. In order to

billion dollars which is 6.8%
of the national budget. In-
dia’s defence budget for
2020-21 stands at Rs.
4,71,378 crores which is 7%
of the national budget. On
the other hand education
budget for 2020-21 is Rs.
99,300 crores, that is 5% of
the national budget. Paki-
stan which is a struggling
economy has earmarked
11.9% of the national
budget to defence. Had it
not been for the Corona
Pandemic most countries,
even the US, would have
invested less in health care.
Looking at the staggering
amount of national wealth

wasted in defence, we ask a
question - What would In-
dia be if this 6.8% defence
budget were to be spent in
alleviating poverty? | am
sure there would not be a
hungry person anymore in
India. So too it can be said
of other countries who

are indirectly responsible for
armed conflicts in these con-
tinents. In the process they
make money at the expense
of peace and human lives.
It is said that after the
collapse of the USSR in
1991, the bulk of weapons
manufactured during the
cold war period which were
lying in stock, was sold off
by arms dealers to many
third world countries. Man
has become so vicious and
yet. so brainy as to create
more and more sophisticated
weapons from ballistic mis-
siles to weaponized drones.
As long as human beings
remain greedy and ambi-

tious, they will keep on wag-
ing wars and the arms race
will continue. The case of
China today is a clear exam-
ple of this. This nation has
become so ambitious and
aggressive that it wants to
expand its power beyond its
territory. It does this by flex-

- The singer says ‘imagine there’s no
countries...nothing to kill or die for. Imagine
there's no possessions...no need for greed or
hunger. A brotherhood of man. Imagine all the
people sharing all the world." How beautiful is the
message of this famous song."”

spend so much on defence.

The irony of all this is
that wealthy and advanced
countries iike, the US, Rus-
sia, France, UK and now
China, are manufacturing
modern weapons and are
selling these to other coun-
tries. We all know that rebel
groups in the Middle East,
in Africa Or in Asia get their
supply of arms either from
the US, Russia or China. In
this manner these countries

strengthen this vision, the
coup leaders are planning
to change the voting sys-
tem. The new system
would not allow big par-
ties to dominate elections.
It would allow the military
25% of parliamentary seats
to control the legislature
and the selection of the
executive.
Yours etc.,
Venu GS,
Kollam

Popularising
car pooling

Editor,

The concept of car pool
is quite old. Car pooling is a
good practice used quite
extensively outside our
country and in many places
in India, especially in the
metropolitan cities, like
Mumbai. Simply put, it is
sharing of a resource by
more than one person; the
resource here is the vehicle,
most importantly a four
wheeler passenger car. Time
and space is a serious chal-
lenge, especially in cities
and towns, as also the costs
and scarcity of these ele-
ments. Sharing of a vehicle,
or simply put car pooling
helps immensely. Car pool-
ing helps us to reduce
costs, as well de-congest
the roads, parking spaces,
etc. It also brings discipline
and solidarity among citi-
zens.

Above all, car pooling
helps in reducing the
number of cars on the roads,
and this in itself contributes
towards de-congesting traf-
fic. Normally, even a normal
four wheeler passenger car

ing its military might and by
building arms. Yet it does not
realize that its aggression
will ultimately lead to its own
destruction. Experience has
shown that arms race is a
vicious cycle because it
turns back on the perpetra-
tors.

As long as human beings
are not willing to abide by
the law of love, wars will
continue. Unfortunately,
humans have not learnt from

can carry four persons at a
time. So, instead of four cars
on the road, owned by four
different persons, one car
can be on the road. Nor-
mally, people living nearby
or moving towards the same
direction, with similar work-
ing hours of office, busi-
ness, etc., can easily share
and form a car pool group.
All they need to do is to
maintain certain decorum,
and self-imposed discipline.
This includes timings to go
and return from work, point
of pick-up, rotation of vehi-
cles to be used on different
days of work. If members of
the group are having vehi-
cles of their own then com-
munication amongst each
other, etc. The group cohe-
siveness, mutual respect of
time and sharing of re-
sources, camaraderie, etc.,
are important elements.
Many car pools use the time
to travel for better use by
sharing issues (knowledge,
hobbies, etc) together. Be-
sides, car pooling, besides
de-congesting traffic, helps
in reducing pollution. This
needs no further elabora-
tion.

It also immensely con-
tributes in reduction of park-
ing spaces in work, or busi-
ness. In cities, especially,
parking is a big hassle. In
many places of this part of
the country, people who
own cars, tend to bring their
individual vehicles to work.
This leads to serious issues
of parking of vehicles at the
work place. Many times
there are arguments and
fights between vehicle-
owners over parking space,

history, that violence begets
violence and the cycle is
endless. The prophetic
song “Imagine” of John
Lennon is an appropriate
message for today. The
singer says “imagine there’s
no countries...nothing to Kkill
or die for. Imagine there’s no
possessions...no need for
greed or hunger. A brother-
hood of man. Imagine all the
people sharing all the
world.” How beautiful is the
message of this famous
song. | hope leaders of na-
tions like Joe Biden, Vladimir
Putin, Xi Jinping, Bashar al-
Assad, Imran Khan,
Narendra Modi and others
learn to listen to this song
every day. Perhaps one day
it may strike a note of as-
sent and lead
to a change of
heart.

At the end
of World Waf
Il, people said
unanimously
“no more war.”
But soon
enough they
have forgotten
itand war mon-
gering is on
again. It is the
prayer of

n every peace
lover in the
world that our
leaders and
governments

learn to take the path of
peace and start respecting
every neighbouring coun-
try, learn sympathy towards
each other, put an end to
greed and ambition and live
as one brotherhood of man.
It is high time that powerful
countries stop the arms race
and instead invest more on
human development. It is
really sickening to see news
reports on unending armed
conflicts in different parts of
the world. | dare to dream
that one day we will have
no more need of standing
armies, .no more proud dis-
play of weapons, no more
fear of neighbours because
every country would have
learnt the futility of build-
ing weapons, the misery of
wars and the wonderful
power of love and peace. |
hope someday the proph-
ecy of Isaiah 2:4 would
come true: “they shall beat
their swords into plough-
shares and spears into prun-
ing hooks; nation shall not
lift up sword against nation;
neither shall they learn war
anymore.”

isf

which can be minimized by
car pooling. Many office
buildings built earlier and
some built today still have
limited parking provisions.
Car pooling can help in re-
ducing congestion. Reduc-
tion in costs to individuals
for using car pools is a big
plus. The costs can be re-
duced by as much as 75 to
80%, if judiciously done.

Other then travel to work,
car pooling can also be
used for shopping, leisure,
entertainment, etc, among
friends and families. This
would not only help in re-
duction in costs for using
cars, but also contribute to
decongestion of market
places, shopping com-
plexes, etc. Car pool mem-
bers can also think of hav-
ing a common professional
driver, which would be light
on their pockets, and have
multiple usages.

Offices and work places
can promote and encour-
age car pooling by
incentivising by way of
marked parking place, etc.
The Administration and
Police can also contribute
to this concept as part of
community and social po-
licing by earmarking prior-
ity parking, reduction in
parking charges, etc.

Car pooling has multiple
benefits for the society, and
for individual citizens and
also the civil administration
more so in a place like
Shillong or Guwahati where
traffic snarls today take up
a huge chunk of our time.

Yours etc.,
Ashim Bhuyan,
Viaemail

A message for women-we are
the change that we seek

In India, itis along
haul and the path s
never alinear one

By Mahalakshmi Pavani

The theme for this year
is “Choose To Challenge”.
A rather provocative and
thought-provoking theme. A
world that is consumed in
turmoil and seen the resur-
gence of fundamentalist
tendencies is rather instinc-
tive, unlearning the strug-
gles of women. It has, seen
the emergence of more
nuanced and amplified
forms of discrimination. The
crimes against women re-
main ever-pervasive. Cel-
ebrated feminist writer
Geena Dunne Anderson re-
marked: “Feminism isn’t
about making women
stronger. Women are al-
ready strong, it’s about
changing the way the world
perceives that strength.”

Women have been bio-
logically programmed to be
tenacious, thereby putting
the notion of being the
weaker gender to test. His-
tory bears testimony to their
grit as mothers, nurturers,
warriors and writers. The list
goes on. But women also
have the power, the integ-
rity to look beyond these
roles and carve their own
path. | wish to see women
grabbing the world by its
lapels to achieve their true
potential and hence be
brave enough to
#ChooseToChallenge.

The path to change is never
a linear one, it is rather
coarse and bruising, but
these are scars that one
needs to adom like a badge
of honour.

One can see change be-
ing brought about by Indian
women, be it Rani Lakshmi
Bai of Jhansi, Sarojini
Naidu, Kasturba Gandhi,
BhikajiCama, Lakshmi
Sahgal, Sucheta Kripalani,
Tara Rani Srivastava,
Dakshyayini or countless
unspoken heroes. However,
their contribution remains
unfettered and this speaks
volumes of their patriotic
fervency towards the na-
tion.

Perhaps, this is the fer-
vency that we need to repli-
cate to embrace the change
that social mores need.
Former US President Barack
Obama in one of his
speeches had remarked:
“Change will not come if we
wait for some other person,
or if we wait for some other
time. We are the ones we’ve
been waiting for. We are the
change that we seek.”

Though the onus falls on
us as individuals to bring
this about, the judiciary too
has .been instrumental in
steering change and rein-
forcing the principles of
equality vouchsafed by the
Constitution of India. Law,
justice and society form the
golden triumvirate when it
comes to social change. In-
dia prides itself on an inde-
pendent judiciary while bal-
ancing the legitimate expec-
tations of the Constitution.

Despite having scaled
new heights in many male-
dominated fields, women
continue to face social and
economic oppression. Per-
haps the founders of the
Constitution could perceive
the deep-rooted and en-
trenched bigotry in society
and hence were motivated
to carve out a special provi-
sion that manifested itself in
Avrticle 15 (3). This Article
empowers the State to make
laws for the benefit of

women and children and
says: “Nothing in this arti-
cle shall prevent the State
from making any special pro-
vision for women and chil-
dren.” !

A rather contentious is-
sue here is the phrase “spe-
cial provision”. This takes us
to the AnujGarg and Ors. V.
Hotel Association of India,
where judicial interpretation
adopted to the changing cir-
cumstances of society vis-
a-vis gender equality in the
workplace. The idea of ro-
mantic paternalism was
gauged by the apex court,;
which, in this case, centred
on the prohibition on women
working as bartenders. This!
was sought to be justified*
under Article 15(3) as being]
a special provision for their,
benefit. The embodiment of
romantic paternalism as elu-
cidated in Anuj Garg made it
clear that classifications]
through “protective legisla-
tion” basis cannot.be sus-
tained even when the State!
makes a claim that'the lawl
actually benefits women, and,
was thereby saved by Arti-.
cle150),

This brings us to the
much-debated issue of gen-!
der justice in India. This
deals with the relationship!
among men and women. The-

Constitution advo-'

cates fair treatment of]
women and men. Equal par-*
ticipation by both in eco-
nomic and social develop'-i
ment, and benefitting;
equally from societies’ re-
sources is crucial for achiev-
ing gender justice. ,

Right to equality and right
to life is guaranteed as fun-!
damental rights under the
Constitution through Arti-]
cles 14 and 21 respectively.
Unfortunately, gender jus-
tice looks foggy when evalu-
ating the ground realities
and crime against women in
India. More often than not,
there are horrific incidents,
that shake the very founda-'
tion of society such as the,
Nirbhaya rape case. Though
there have been efforts tcj
mitigate the situation, much
remains to be done. ]

The Committee on
Amendments to Criminal
Law under the Chairman-]
ship of Justice (Retd.) J.S>
Verma, which was consti-
tuted in the aftermath of the
2012 Nirbhaya case, pro-
posed radical reforms to the
legal and penal framework
with respect to offences
against women. The report
emphasised the fortiori of
State responsibility for pro-
viding a safe environment
while recognising the pre-
vention of crimes against
women. It even highlighted
the egregious nature of the
incident and how it struck at
the very nature of basic hu-
man rights guaranteed to
women in India. It indicated
a stricter punishment to in-
duce deterrence. While the
report was comprehensive,
the investigation of such
crimes remains influenced
by bureaucratic red-tapism.
The legislative framework
for the protection of the;
rights of women, in turn,
amplifies the very principle
of equality enshrined in the
Constitution, covering vari-
ous facets of a woman’s life;
where she faces discrimina-
tion and subjugatory behav-
iour. (IPA Service) Courtesy:
The Leaflet
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Democracy pulverized in Myanmar
THE picture of anun, Sister Ann Rose Nu Tawng
kneeling before the military junta in the northern
Myanmar city of Myitkyina, begging the armed
police officers to spare the children and take her life
instead has gone viral. But even as the nun pleaded
with the military regime (Tatmadaw) the police
started firing atthe protestorsbehind her. Thisnun’s
action should move the restof the world to intervene
in the restoration of democracy in Myanmar.
Australiaand New Zealand have taken drastic steps
to cut off diplomatic ties with Myanmar. The US
has announced sanctions but whether thatis good
enough to deter the Tatmadaw s questionable. They
have been unrelentinginkilling even young protestors
with the intent of curbing such protests. Since the
new military regime seized power on February 1, it
has arrested hundreds of opposition activists,
abolished the democratically elected parliament, and
enacted a slew of new repressive laws. People in
Myanmar have responded by organizing a Civil
Disobedience Movement (CDM) that has brought
the country to a halt. Everyone fromcivil servants
to doctors and train drivers have stopped work as
amark of protest against the Tatmadaw. Buteven
as protests demanding the return of democracy have
gained momentum the military regime too has
escalated the use of force against citizens.

Political analysts observe that the recentcoup and
the violence ofthe past few weeks is the direct result
of the world’s failure to act forcefully against the
military in the past, and when it unleashed its fury on
theRohingyasin2017. Many ofthe commanders
responsible for the attack on the Rohingyas then
are now in direct control of the country. The
international community hasto take aforceful stance
against the coup and push for animmediate return
to democracy. Itis imperative that countries impose
targeted sanctions on the military leadership and their
associated businesses, along with a global arms
embargo. The Tatmadaw should be held to account
for past abuses. The International Criminal Court
(ICC) and the International Court of Justice need
to step in and the UN Security Council (UNSC)
too should carry outits mandated task of bringing
justice to the people of Myanmar. This is also the
litmus test for the Association of SoutheastAsian
Nations (ASEAN) and an opportunity for it to play
a more decisive role in restoring democracy to
Myanmar. The Tatmadaw has said it would hold
new elections within a year. But should this be
allowed by the world community when the
November elections were free and fair? Such an
electionwould only legitimize the military coup. The
ASEAN should take a stand against the Tatmadaw
and facilitate the return of democracy to allow the
democratically elected government to function in

Myanmar.

TOTHE EDITOR

Load shedding

saga

Editor,
The citizens of
Meghalaya are madly

enraged by the current load
shedding. And justifiably
so! The moot point how-
ever, is that both the
Governmental authorities as
well as the public are at fault.
The Government is at fault
because it gives no priority
of going into the root
causes and deeper malaise
of the problems which have
been afflicting the organi-
zation perennially. The
public is at fault because it
merrily forgets about the
load shedding when things
are normal. Also
Government’s position on
the load shedding subject,
only on the basis of
management of financial
loans and power purchase,
is like treating only the
symptoms and not the
disease. Cancer needs a
treatment for cancer not for
cough and cold. Or the
public can let out its visceral
from time to time till Kingdom
come!

Just before Christmas
last year 1 had contributed
to this newspaper a two part
op-ed captioned, “What
ails MeECL and its subsi-
diaries - an indepth analysis

Hope the following
summary will help.

MeECL assets in the
form of land worth office

building, school buildings,
inspections  bungalows,
residential bungalows etc.,
are valued in multiples of
crores of rupees. Not to
speak of dams, power house,
power stations , sub stations
and human capital itself. This
signifies that the
organization is not poor.

On the liability front,
financial liabilities top the list
and made worse by the
disproportionate size of
regular employees,
contractual employees and
pensioners which all erode
the financial capacity of the
organization. The lack of
professionalism in
preparation of timely DPRs
(detailed project reports)
which led to cancellation of
work orders is another
malaise. Then there’s
political interference in
personnel  management,
procurement, award of
contracts etc. Toxic nexus of
vested interest and personal
aggrandisement; politici-
zation; unrest and agitations
and what have you have

only querred the pitch
further.

Upgradation and
maintenance of infrast-

ructure to make them viable
has remained amiss. For
example the Myntdu -
Leshka project’s inability to
generate the projected units
of power. The Unit | of
Umiam - Umtru Stage 1V had
led to loss of crores of rupees
in revenue. (Reference |,
Malcolm Roy report and

Geaning Shillong’s nve

The anchor column of
this newspaper for March
8, 2021 ran with, “DC lends
her weight to humongous
task of cleaning Umkaliar”.
The above apparently
refers to the Operation
Clean Up Drive initiated by
the Shillong Times and
which invites volunteers to
come together as a citizen
group to clean the
Wahumkhrah river  at
Umkaliar with the whole
intention of creating public
awareness to the state of
the two streams flowing
through Shillong city. The
condition of the Wah
Umkhrah and the Umshyrpi
especially in the dry season
is pathetic to say the least.
For some of us who have
seen the pristine state of the
two rivers in the past, their
condition now is heartre-
nding. Worse, the two
streams with all the filth
they carry finally empty
themselves into the Umiam.
In its turn, the Umiam from
Rawraw downwards till
Jingkieng Kalong, a stretch
of river approximately 5 km
in length, has turned into a
stinking sewer covered
with the slimy scales of
discarded plastic bottles
and bags. The only
redeeming feature is that
this stretch is not visible to
the general public , but all
the same it poses,a direct
threat to the life span of
Umiam lake and its ability
to continue generating
power. Something has to be
done.

Three questions need to
be answered if one is
serious about cleaning up
the Umkhrah and the
Umshyrpi. First, we have to
ask who dirties the rivers
and how? The answer is
very simple. That rivers
don’t dirty themselves is
obvious. The state of the
rivers is however deter-
mined by their catchment
areas and Shillong and
Greater Shillong form the
catchment area for both the
Umshyrpi and the
Umkhrah. This catchment
area in turn is crisscrossed

by streams, rivulets, gullies .

and drains that empty
themselves into the two
rivers. Plastic bags, plastic
bottles, thermacol pack-
ages, paper, clothes even
mattresses and all sorts of
rubbish is dumped into
drains that empty into the
Umkhrah and the Umsh-
yrpi. Direct dumping is not
required. Due to the hilly
and sloping nature of the
terrain anything dumped
anywhere will eventually
end in the nearest stream.
Our septic tanks, either
directly or indirectly, all
discharge into drains that

recommendations on the
issue).

There are losses which
are both financial and
technical such as power
thefts, inadequate billing
and inadequate realization
of dues. Non compliance
with the Electricity Supply
code and non-separation of
accounts between MeECL
and its subsidiaries since
the unbundling have added
to the mess. Lack of
expertise in vetting of
contracts is another major
problem.

The public should also
know that there is a super
body sitting on top of
MeECL and its subsi-
diaries. It is called the
Meghalaya State Electricity
Regulatory Commission
(MSERC).Whether this
super body is doing its job
as per the Electricity Act of
2003 or just determining
tariffs is a question that
needs answering. And then
some of its employees don’t
even retire .

My humble submission
is that Government should
appoint an independent
committee with a mandate
to comprehensively look
into the functioning of
MeECL and its subsidiaries
and come out with concrete
recommendations. Also to
examine the entire gamut of
the power sector industry
in Meghalaya . Generating
thermal power from the
abundant coal available in
Meghalaya under legal

By Toki Blah

feed into the rivers. So as
we piously ask ourselves
who has dirtied our rivers,
the damning answer is that
it is we ourselves are to
blame. Once we accept the
veracity of the above, the
answer to the question
below becomes self
explanatory.

The second question we
ask ourselves is - Who
should then clean our dirty
rivers and how? The answer
again to this one is obvious.
We can’t have one set of
sloppy citizens dumping
their waste into the river and
another group of concerned
citizens cleaning up the
mess made by the former.
This won’t work and it is not

sustainable. It is also
obvious from the state of
the two rivers that the
number of sloppy uncivic
minded citizens far outnu-
mber those with any civic
sense. It is clearly notic-
eable that this dumping of
both solid and liquid waste
into our river systems is
done knowingly, delibe-
rately and with the full
knowledge that it is wrong.
To stop it will need more
than just public awareness
programmes. What is really
needed is a local authority,
to supervise a vigorous
civic campaign within its
own area of jurisdiction.
The role of such an
authority, with the backing
of the district admini-
stration, is to enforce civic
sensibility.

The third and final
question we need to ask
ourselves is - What is the
most sustainable way to
clean the rivers? The best
way and actually the only
sustainable way is to
manage waste disposal at its
source- i.e. the household.
As mentioned above waste
management should be

mining and using clean
energy technology is an
option. Also there is need
to harness the enormous

potential of renewable
energy like solar and wind
energy .

The primary aim and
objective of all these
exercises is to provide

smooth power supply. Only
then we can talk about long
term dreams (not just
rhetoric) of Meghalaya
becoming an IT and Digital
hub, thereby optimising the
potential in multiple-types
of tourism and hospitality

sector and the smooth
functioning of MSMEs etc .
Yours etc.,

Rudi Waijri,

Ex - Independent
Director, MeECL etc
Viaemail

Women not the
weaker sex

Editor,

International Women’s
Day observed on March 8,
saw a celebration and
recognition of women who
have carved a nich e for
themselves in the society,
driving home the message
for the need to empower
women. |, for one look
forward to the day when all
women from any backg-
round, community, religion,
caste and class would be
appreciated and celebrated
in this world. As of today,
though we are in the 21st

enforced at the household
level. Waste management at
the household level should
in turn be supported by (a)
constant and unflagging
enforcement (b) through an
economically driven app-
roach. If we are to manage
both solid and liquid waste
then three main players need
to be identified. First the
Government that has to
identify and implement a
sewage system for all the
liquid waste that flows from
the households. The septic
tanks in use will have to be
linked to such a sewage
system. Second will be
MUDA that shall identify
and link all collected solid
waste to viable markets for

ST File Phtitii

the same. This will be
markets for both organic
and inorganic waste. Third
will be the District Admini-
stration working closely
with the local Dorbars to
strictly enforce the required
civic sensibility at the
household and Dorbar
level.

Readers will ask - What
then is the role of the
Municipality in all this? Well
to be honest and frank, as
long as Municipality rem-
ains superseded, its role as
an institution of the people
is temporarily hogtied. We
will not speak of it. The
cutting edge institutions for
what we have in mind, for
both Municipal and non-
Municipal areas, will be the
Dorbars working in close
tandem with the District
Administration. Solid waste
will be segregated into
organic and inorganic waste
at the household level.
Segregation will be
rigorously enforced by the
Dorbars through locally
employed waste managers
(unemployed local youth)
who will be paid based on
the number of households

century, girls and women are
still subjected to discrim-

inations and prejudices at'

home, at school, at work, in
the streets, etc. Yet, what
provides one with a ray of
hope was a pooling of
thoughts with young minds,
especially boys who were of
the opinion that the
stereotypical statement of
women as the weaker sex
stands corrected. They
beliefthat women are weaker
than men is a wrong
stereotype as many women
have touched the pinnacle
of success in almost all
spheres that are usually
dominated by men, be it
sports, education, statesm-
anship, politics, judiciary,
etc. Even in the para military,
women are not left behind.
They walk hand in hand with
their male counterparts.
These boys also realise that
in their hpmes it is their
mother who gets up first and
again it is their mother who
is the last to sleep in the
house as she has to
complete her household
chores.

Interestingly, they are
aware and are conscious
that the role of a mother is
not the only role that she
plays. Besides being their
mother, she is also a wife, a
daughter, a sister, an aunt, a
grandmother, a daughter-in-
law. From dusk to dawn her
life revolves around her
hearth her home, her family,
her duties and responsi-

they  supervise. The
Dorbars will charge a
service fee from each
household and this fee will
help meet the respective
maintenance expenditure
for each Dorbar. Seed
money to help the Dorbars
meet initial expenses can be
provided by the District
Administration who will
budget the Govt for the
same.

The segregated organic
and inorganic waste will
then be collected by MUDA
garbage trucks. MUDA will
budget the Govt for the
same. The collected waste
will be then transported to
pre-designated markets.
For example, plastic waste
can be transported to
cement plants that will use
such waste as fuel. Other
sorts of inorganic waste
already have existing
markets and employment
can be generated for those
interested in the marketing
of such waste. An all women
SHG is already dealing with
organic waste at Marten
and they will welcome any
additional raw material to
their enterprise. This is an
economically based waste
disposal system. It’s a win-
win situation for all
concerned. Employment will
be generated; the city and
our rivers will be kept clean;
the problem of' Marten
solved; and most important
civic awareness and
consciousness will have
been created in the minds
of the general public.

As far as liquid waste is
concerned, we need to come
up with a system wherein,
the habit of emptying our
septic tanks into the nearest
drain will come to a stop.
Please don’t ever think you
are immune from this habit.
Everyone in Shillong
indulges in it knowing or
unknowingly. Ask yourself
- How do you clean your
overflowing septic tank and
where does the waste go?
The answer is for a sewage
system or a number of mini
sewage systems for the city.
The technology for this is
available even if funds are
lacking. However ADB,
World Bank and other
international funding age-
ncies can be tapped for
necessary funds. In concl-
usion it needs to be said that
Government can no longer
turn a blind eye to our
dying urban rivers. It shall
have to take a call and
support a cleaning up
strategy that is sustainable
and people oriented. We
have the institutions and
the people to do it. Please
let’s not waste any more
time on the issue.

The author is President
ofICARE

bilities at home and even at
work. If she goes to work,
she makes sure that her
other engagements at home
are completed. She comes
back from work and
immediately steps into the
role of a care taker. She does
her duty diligently so that
her family members should
not experience any disco-
mfort. As a working woman
and a home maker she
balances the two perfectly
well.
| believe that if young
people both boys and girls
are sensitive to the efforts
of their mothers it is
definitely a good start. After
all, as the saying goes;
charity begins at home. If
respect and appreciation
begins at every home,
women would find this word
more beautiful and
comforting. For a wife, there
can be no bigger support
than the love, and adoration
of her husband, for a mother
her children means the
world to her, for a daughter,
an equal display of love
from her parents boosts her
morale and confidence, for
a daughter-in-law, the
respect of her in-laws wipes
away feelings of strang-
eness and alienation. Can
each one of us open up our
hearts and mind and
appreciate the being called
“woman?”
Yours etc.,
Jenniefer Dkhar,
Viaemail

(SIX)

IS An lron Fist In

a Velvet Glove

By TP Sreenivasan

President Joe Biden’s
“Interim National Security
Strategic Guidance”
released on March 3, 2021
sounds soft and gentle, but
its direction is unam-
biguous, its action plan is
specific, its tone is
uncompromising and its
determination is steadfast.
No harsh words have been
used even against the
named “competitors,” nor
have the allies been praised
for past loyalty or support.
The highest priority has
been given to the pandemic,
climate crisis, nuclear
proliferation and fourth
industrial revolution. Prote-
ction and promotion of
democracy, strengthening
the economic foundations
to maintain the leadership of
the world and promoting
values abroad are also listed
as priorities: America is
back, diplomacy is back and
alliances are back.

Given the general tone
and tenor of the guidance,
the only reference to India
should not disappoint us.
But the context and wording
may surprise some. “We will
deepen our partnership with
India and work alongside
New Zealand, as well as
Singapore, Vietnam, and
other Association of South
East  Asian Nations
(ASEAN) member states, to
advance shared obje-
ctives.” Afghanistan is
mentioned in the context of
having to end “forever
wars,” reaffirming that the
US will maintain a robust
presence in the Indo-Pacific.
Then he goes on to the other
regions  without any
particular order, speaking
first about Pacific Island
states and then about the
European Union and the
UK. “We will recommit
ourselves to our Transa-
tlantic partnerships, forging
a strong, common agenda
with the European Union
and the United Kingdom on
the defining issues of our
time.”

. China and Russia are
mentioned as  posing
unprecedented challenges.
China’s assertiveness and
its challenge to a stable
international system takes
precedence over Russia,
which is trying to enhance
its power. “The distribution
of power across the world
is changing, creating new
threats. China, in particular,
has rapidly become more
assertive. It is the only

competitor potentially
capable of combining its
economic, diplomatic,

military, and technological
power to mount a sustained
challenge to a stable and
open international system.
Russia remains determined
to enhance its global
influence and play a
disruptive role on the world
stage. Both Beijing and
Moscow have invested
heavily in efforts meant to
check U.S. strengths and
prevent us from defending
our interests and allies
around the world”.
Cooperation with China
and Russia is not ruled out
when it suits the national
interests of the US. But
America, not China, will set
the international agenda.
The US will engage with
China from a position of
confidence and strength.
Specifically, climate change,
global health, arms control
and non-proliferation have
been mentioned as possible
areas of collaboration.

The Guidance is
eloquent in many places on
alliances. “We will reaffirm,
invest in, and modernize the
North Atlantic Treaty
Organization (NATO) and
our alliances with Australia,
Japan, and the Republic of
Korea - which, along with
our other global alliances
and partnerships, are
America’s greatest strategic
asset. We will work with
allies to share respons-
ibilities equitably, while
encouraging them to invest
in their own comparative
advantages against shared
current and future threats”,
it says. Then comes the
recognition that “our vital
national interests compel
the deepest connection to
the Indo-Pacific, Europe,
and the Western Hem-
isphere. And we will be
mindful of both our values
and our interests as we

engage partner nations”.
The Quad has not been
mentioned in this context. ]

Against the backdrop of
Trump’s alienation of'
Canada and Mexico, impo-.
rtance is placed on the’
closest neighbours in;
America. “Because the vital,
national interests of the’
United States are inextricably]
bound to the fortunes of our,
closest neighbours in the
Americas, we will expand our]
engagement and partne-]
rships  throughout the-
Western Hemisphere—and’
especially with Canada and
Mexico—based on princ-
iples of mutual respect and
equality and a commitment.
to economic prosperity,
security, human rights, and]
dignity.”

As for the Middle East,
the special position of Israel
has been reiterated with a
reference to “a viable two
state solution” with an

.adverse reference to Iran and

the need to end the Yemen
war.The Ignited Nations has
been brought back to the
centre stage as “imperfect,,
but essential” and a pledge m
has been made to meet
America’s financial oblig-
ations in full and on time.
Apart from encouraging
arms control measures, old .
and new, Obama’s idea of'
reducing the role of nuclear]
weapons in national security,
has been restated, for'
whatever it is worth. There]
has not been any tangible'
progress in this area and’
even the NGOs do not speak]
of the “Global Zero,” foi;
championing of which one of
them won a Nobel Prize.

Diplomacy has been
mentioned as the first resortl
even in the context of,’
addressing Iran’s nuclear
programme and North;
Korea’s nuclear capability.]
At the same time, the US wU>
not hesitate to use force, if!
necessary, to defend its!
interests.

“We are a nation of '
immigrants”,the Guidance
says unequivocally and,
promises to continue to be a
place of refuge for those who
seek prosperity and security..
It mentions the measures
taken already to remove"
family separation and.
discriminatory travel bans..

Biden’s trademark theory]
of a middle class foreign
policy is restated in the
words, “Our trade and
international  economic
policies must serve all
Americans, not just the'
privileged few. Trade policy]
must grow the American,
middle class, create new and'
better jobs, raise wages, and]
strengthen communities.” '

The conclusion of the'
Guidance summarises the]
situation comprehensively.
“This moment is an
inflection point. We are in the
midst of a fundamental
debate about the future
direction of our world. To
prevail, we must demo-
nstrate that democracies can
still deliver for our people. It
will hot happen by accident
- we have to defend our
democracy, strengthen it and
renew it....Revitalizing Ame-
rica’s network of alliances,
and the partnerships that]
have made the world safer,
for all of our peoples.”

President Joe Biden]
appears to believe in.
Theodore Roosevelt’s]

foreign policy: “speak softly]
and carry a big stick; you will'
go far.” Roosevelt described'
his style of foreign policy as

“the exercise of intelligent

forethought and of decisive

action sufficiently far in

advance of any likely crisis.”

What we see in Biden is all

velvet, but behind it is an iron’
fist, as he has shown in his]
early actions and clear,
guidance for the future. ;

(T.P.Sreenivasan is a

former Ambassador of India

and a member ofthe National

Security Advisory Board and

presently the Director

General of the Kerala

International Centre. He has

nearly 20 years of experience

in multilateral diplomacy and

has represented India at a

number of international

conferences organised by the

United  Nations, the

Commonwealth and the

Nonaligned Movement. He

has chaired several UN]
Committees and Confe-.
rences).
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Assembly in darkness

THE electricity failure in the Meghalaya State
Assembly on March 10, might have been due

to the heavy thunderstorm lashing the city but
it also portends the darker side of democracy in
these unsettling times. The Assembly is a place
where issues that plague the state are discussed

with the objective of improving the delivery
mechanisms ofthe Government. It is unfortunate
that Government read ‘executive’ spends more
time defending its actions or rather inaction in-
stead of spelling out what it has achieved in its
three year tenure. The big mess that the MeECL
is in today has been attributed to the Congress-
led MUA Government which is accused ofsign-
ing a bad deal with the National Thermal Power
Corporation (NTPC) which has put Meghalaya
under a Rs 3225 crore debt burden. This is some-
thing that the Congress has not cared to clarify
to the public of Meghalaya which is bearing the
brunt of regular load shedding. Ifthe MDA is
being held to account and regularly scrutinised,
why is the Congress silent on its own acts of
omission and commission? One thing is clear -

no government is without blemish. TTie public
awaits a statement from the present Leader of
the Opposition who was also the ChiefMinister
of the State for the longest time as to why an
otherwise astute politician should sign such a
flawed deal with a Corporation that would put

the state in such amess -

the cumulative impacts

ofwhich are being felt today.

Interestingly the Congress MLAstoday blame
the present Chief Minister, Conrad Sangma for
standing up to answer pointed questions directed
athis ministers, particularly the Minister for Ag-
riculture & Sports and Youth Affairs, Banteidor
Lyngdoh andthe Commerce & Industries Minis-
ter, Sniawbhalang Dhar. Itis a fact that these two
ministers are not the most articulate and could
perhaps reply better in the local language than
in English. But the Chief Minister would not
take chances because if they are asked supple-
mentary questions the Government could find
itselfin the docks. But those who have covered
Assembly proceedings will recall that even in
the previous MUA regime, Dr Mukul Sangma
had to stand up and answer queries directed at
his ministers. The same Sniawbhalang Dhar
was part of the MUA government. So too his
brother Ngaitlang Dhar and between the two of
them they did not have the forte to stand up and
answer for their respective departments. This
is a practice peculiar to Meghalaya. In no other
state will the chiefminister have to bail out his/
her ministers as is happening here. Either the
ministers are totally incompetent or it is the CM
then and the CM now that also takes decisions
on behalf of their departments. This is clearly

an ailing democracy!

LiUcintn the Lditor

Mental
harassment at
workplace

Editor

The Administrative Head
in our office (hame withheld)
has been organising a daily
small lunch party in the of-
fice during the COVID 19
lockdown till date. In one
way this has already broken
(at least we can all agree
that it has broken) a protocol
of gathering people during
lunch time at the workplace.
There is a mixed reaction
to this decision. A handfiil
of people are happy and
overwhelmed with the idea
of cooking, eating and gos-
siping everyday in the office
while a handful are against
the idea of wasting time on
something unproductive but
are too timid to voice out
their opinions. Most ofthem
are forced tojoin inand have
lunch with the whole group
which is against their will.
It is chaotic to see that the
staff have gone astray from
their duties. Their prime duty
now isto plan fortomorrow’s
lunch, shopping for grocer-
ies, chopping vegetables,
cooking, washing utensils
(No wonder they have to
return a huge sum of money

during the financial year
because they are not perform-
ing their duties and denying
help to beneficiaries because
they don’t have time for the
beneficiaries). Not that | am
against socialising and hav-
ing office lunch parties. A
lunch party occasionally is
always great and healthy but
a lunch party everyday is way
out of hand.

Now this little lunch party
is turning from a fun gather-
ing to a form of harassment,
where the head ofthe office is
verbally calling out offensive
names (names based on the
origin of the race of the em-
ployees) to employees who
bring their own lunch and re-
fuse to eat the prepared lunch
and it had gone to the extent
of withholding the employ-
ees’ salary until they agreed
to have the prepared lunch in
the office (which is against
Payment of Wages Act, 1936
:unjustified delay in payment
of wages). This is very sad
because just recently we had
our Women’s Day celebra-
tion and now the women in
our office are under threat of
losing theirjobs just because
they choose to pack and eat
their own lunch.

The intent of this letter
is to make the public aware
that a situation as horrifying
as this is happening ina Gov-

Stand up for democracy

Watching the viral video
on the 19-Year-Old Girl Kyal
Sin, alias Angel who was
killed in an anti-coup protest
in Mandalay,Myanmar on
3 March was heart-rending
to say the least. Angel, a
taekwondo expert is now a
martyr and symbol of resis-
tance against the military
junta's coup and the violent
suppression of protest move-
ment. Wearing a black T-shirt
emblazoned with the now
iconic phrase "Everything
will be OK," when she was
shot on the head, the firsttime
proud voter in the last gen-
eral election, drew more than
100,000 people for her fu-
neral. Mourners signalled the
"three-finger salute™ against
authoritarianism in the South
East Asian country. The hero,
who had earlier posted on Fa-
cebook informing her blood
group while requesting that
her organs be donated in the
event of her death, was one
among the 38 people killed
on the ‘bloodiest’ day taking
the total to more than 60 over
all in the post- coup turmoil.

Another image cited by
the editorial of this news-
paper the other day that has
gone viral on social media is
that of a nun kneeling with
outstretched arms urging
soldiers to kill her instead of
young protesters. The bravery
of the nun could move the
world into action.

The sad end of the life
of the promising young girl
and many like her who have
to sacrifice their lives for
the future of their country
should make us reflect on
the freedom we ‘enjoy’ in
our country. The nun could
not remain silent and stepped
outofher conventto confront
security forces on duty who
were clamping down on dis-
senters. People in Myanmar
and other parts-of the world
have to risk their lives to fight
for democracy. They have to
resort to civil disobedience
to gain, preserve and restore
democracy. In Many coun-
tries like North Korea, China,
Saudi Arabia, Russia and
elsewhere citizens can’t even
raise their voices. We on the
other hand take democracy
for granted. It should also
make us ponder whether we
do stand up when democratic
rights are threatened to be
stifled.

Constitutionally India is
one ofthe world’s most dem-
ocratic countries granting all

the rights to its citizens. But.

democracy does not proceed
automatically from the ‘Rule
Book’into reality. Its expres-
sion is viewed differently by
different rulers. The present
government is viewed as a
regime that dislikes critiques
and dissent. Therefore, the
elements of democracy need

emment Department in the
state capital of Meghalaya.
Yours etc.,
Name withheld on request,
. Viaemail

Vodafone
services
collapsing

Editor,

I wish to draw the at-
tention of the office of the
Deputy Commissioner, East
Khasi Hills to the serious
deterioration of the network
services provided by Voda-
fone (Vi India) in many parts
of Shillong city, particularly
in the Mawlai area. Over the
past few days, we the custom-
ers of this telecom company
have seen that Vodafone’s
network has not been working
at all. 4G services are either
non-existent or extremely
slow, and incoming or outgo-
ing calls are non-responsive.
The problem began ever since
the start ofthe load shedding
in Meghalaya a few days ago.
Does the company not have a
backup mechanism in place
to power their towers during
such foreseeable situations?
It is amusing to note that
these telecom companies do
not delay by even a second
to end a customer’s services

Mvanmar coup

By Albert Thyrniang

to be reiterated so that the
government fulfils its consti-
tutional obligations.

When protesting farmers
at the Delhi border were
denied electricity, water and
internet service, the central
government had to be re-
minded that it was muffling
the constitutional guaranteed
right of protest. It needed
young international celebri-
ties like singer Rihanna and
climate change activist Greta
Thunberg to ruffle the entire
Union government set up.

Individuals who choose to
speak up are nottaken kindly
to. The Delhi Police hunted
down Disha Ravi and named
her a "key conspirator" in the
toolkit case. She was also a
victim of detestable hate on
social mediaby the Hindutva
brigade. One cannot speak
for the Bangalore based cli-
mate activist but probably
it was worth it as the court
while granting bail to her
pronounced that her case was
not sedition but a legitimate
dissent questioning the police
whether Ravi and others were
being targeted for voicing
their opposition to the farm
laws. Six journalists were
also charged with sedition
‘for doing their job’ (report-
ing) on the alleged police
violence at farmers’ protests.
This is seen as ajolt on free
press prompting many to term
the current situation an ‘unde-
clared emergency'. But does
it mean we stop criticising
the government? If we don’t
wantto get anywhere close to
Myanmar then sacrifices are
worth making.

We are not Myanmar
but press freedom is on the
downslide in our beloved
country. The press is subjected
to ‘crackdowns.’Journalists
have been beaten, arrested
and forced to resign for re-
porting on contentious issues.
Based on press freedom to
news organisations, journal-
ists, and netizens in the coun-
try the World Press Freedom
Index 2020 ranked India 142
out of 180 countries. India is
ranked just above Pakistan
(145th), and Bangladesh
(151). The opening line of
this paragraph is mistaken
because Myanmar ranked
above us(139) in the World
Press Freedom Index last
year. It’s quite a humiliating
perspective. Press freedom
is mentioned here because
when there is no press free-
dom there is no democracy.
The press is the fourth pillar
of democracy. If the pillar
collapses democracy follows
suit.-Anti-democracy believ-
ers know this very well. They
target the media to weaken
and rescind democracy.

when the monthly payment
for an ensuing month is not
paid, however, the quality
of services they are offering
currently to the residents of
Shillong city are not up to
the mark. We appeal to the
concerned authorities to look
into this matter urgently as it
affects our work and educa-
tion.
Yours etc.,
K Nongsteng
Via email

Post office woes

Editor,

I went to the Jowai Post
Office on March 5, 2021 for
sending a registered letter
and was surprised to see that
there was no electricity since
it was during the load shed-
ding hours. Hence the clerk
could notregister my letter. In
fact I went to the Post Office
knowing itwas load-shedding
hours with the beliefthat they
would be using their own
power generator. Surpris-
ingly, | was told that the gen-
erator has been out of order
for several months. 1 was also
told that they have repeatedly
written to their higher authori-
ties to repair the generator but
there was no response. So this
is how the people of Jowai
Town and Jaintia Hills are
serviced by the postal authori-

The situation in Myanmar
isalarming. The international
community has condemned
the coup but has not acted
as expected. World leaders
have threatened sanctions
but it has not deterred the
Tatmadaw (meaning 'Armed
Forces') from unleashing
violence against its own citi-
zens. Half-hearted sanctions
in the past have emboldened
the junta to take over the
country even though the
National League for Democ-
racy (NLD) party won the
November 2020 elections
with a landslide margin. The
coup isjustified on fabricated
claims of election fraud.
The military which run a
sprawling business empire
was able to rule for nearly
50 years probably because
ofinternational indifference,
for whatever reasons.

Freedom of the press,
religious freedom, human
rights, rights of minorities,
equality etc., are interna-
tional issues. They have
no boundaries. They are
not internal matters of any
country. Therefore, the plea
that when there are violations
of these fundamental rights
in a country others should
not interfere does not hold
water. ‘George Floyd’is not
an internal matter of the US,
‘ISI1S’is not an internal mat-
ter of Irag or Syria. Taliban
is not an internal matter of
Afghanistan. Terrorism isnot
an internal matter ofPakistan
or any other country. Rac-
ism, violence and violation
of democratic principles
are not internal matters of
a particular country. There-
fore, any individual from
any part of the world has the
right to speak against these
violations if they happen in
any part of the ‘global vil-
lage’. India’s defence that
the farmer issue is an internal
matter must be taken with a
large pinch of salt.

India’s reaction so far is
limited to the External Af-
fairs Ministry’s statement
that Indiabelieves inthe rule
of law and the democratic
process. There has been no
strongly worded condem-
nation on the violence that
has led to many deaths. It is
suspected that India has no
authority to speak against
the Myanmar ‘coupers’ be-
cause ofits own non-envious
records. Protesters against
CAB/CAA were crushed
with an iron hand. The citi-
zens of Jammu and Kashmir
have been treated unfairly
by the country. Allegations
of human rights violations
continue to emerge from the
troubled UTs.However, dis-
sent should not be given up

ties! We cannot even expect
the power generator of Jowali
Post Office to be repaired. In
the absence ofpower supply,
the Post Office staffis forced
to sit idle because none of
the computers and machines
can function without power
supply. Just think ofthe huge
loss to the Post Office when
its employees have to idle
away their time for hours
together during the power
cuts and all for want of a
generator.
Yours etc.,
K. Kyndaid
Jowai

Stop the
midnight load
shedding!

Editor,

The news of murder of
a chowkidar at the PWD
Roads (Mechanical divi-
sion) office at Tura during
load shedding hours is a
clear message to the Gov-
ernment that it needs to
reschedule the load shedding
hours which is currently
from midnight to 6 am.
The six hour long power
cut gives ample time to the
miscreants to carry out their
planned crimes and escape
without any hassle. On the
other hand, many notorious

if we care for democracy.

In Meghalaya, the MDA
government has been criti-
cised for alleged corruption
(in the ADCs), illegal min-
ing and transport of coal,
the under performance of
the government and the
prolonged MeECL ‘ICU
hospitalisation’. Journalists
do reports on these issues.
Opinion makers do make
their voices heard. Citizens
do vent their frustrations in
letters to newspapers. The
opposition and a political
party have tried to comer
the state government. But the
government is unreceptive.
It has even dared to mislead
the public by feeding the
wrong information to parlia-
mentdenying any instance of
illegal mining in the state.
Leaders of an NGO had to
face anear fatal attack in the
fight against illegality. There
is a feeling that speaking up
is meaningless. It leads to
nowhere. But it’s up to us to
take a stand.

The BJP’s state presi-
dent was till recently vocal
against corruption and il-
legal coal mining. But now
he has been silenced. The
BJP’s state unit might even
remove this ‘corruption
crusader’. It is astonishing
thatthe ChiefMinister him-
self, who is from another
party, was the first to make
public the ‘downfall’ of
the ‘whistle blower’. The
message to Meghalayans is
loud and clear: Corruption
is here to stay. Even the BJP
that makes tall claims of
‘zero’ tolerance to corrup-
tion comes nowhere close
to touching the fringes of
this curse. It is despondent
to see that corruption is nor-
malised. Will everybody go
into their shells now?

The effects may not be
forthright. But giving up
is not the option. Nothing
worthwhile that is done is
worthless. Watching Myan-
mar on Youtube and Televi-
sion, viewing the disturb-
ing images and scenes and
reading about the suffering
of the people of the South
Asian country in the print
and visual media we can
only value our rights and
freedom that much more.
Citizens have gone to jail,
charged with the draconian
sedition law, thrown with
FIRs by law agencies and
groups. Unfortunately there
is a price to be paid. Noth-
ing comes for free, democ-
racy included. The young of
Myanmar are an inspiration.
The soul of India has to sur-
vive. The soul of Meghalaya
has to thrive. Butwe need to
stand up and be counted.
Email:albert.thyrniang74@
gmail.com

criminals also come out in
the dark like drug users, ve-
hicle lifters, thieves and da-
coits. In the previous years
too we have experienced that
many Catholic parishes were
robbed across Garo Hills.
These are planned crimes
which are best executed
during load shedding hours.
In the villages, cattle were
taken away in pick-up trucks
and the areca nuts were
stolen from the trees. One
such incident happened in
our areawhere the pigs were
stolen. When the villagers
chased the thieves, they ran
away in their pick-up trucks
and left the pigs half way
because they were squeak-
ing non-stop.

Hence load shedding dur-
ing midnight hours should
be discontinued. Only then
can there be an end to many
of the crimes both in towns
and villages. If this load-
shedding continues we will
be forced to believe that this
Government is also a partner
m crime.

Yours etc.,
LA Sangma,
Tura

Avrticles and letters ap-
pearing on this page are
the views of the writers/
authors and not that of
The Shillong Times
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India witnessing active
Intervention of farmers
In political system

By Arun Srivastava

Samyukta Kisan Morcha
(SKM), spearheading the
farmers’movement has made
two significant moves, first,
to give a call to the people
of Haryand to force their
legislators to vote against the
M.L. Khattar government
in the March 10 vote of no
confidence and second, has
appealed to farmers in all
election-bound states to vote
against the BJP and its allies
to ensure their defeat.

These twin moves of the
SKM ought to be not pre-
sumed as politicisation of
the farmers” movement but
as the first significant step
towards intervention in the
political system of the coun-
try. For the second move it
has chosen Kolkata as the first
rally pit stop. West Bengal
has been the most politically
conscious state in the country
and SKM’s intervention inthe
state would have wider rami-
fication across the country.

The political importance
of Bengal for BJP could be
made out from the simple fact
thatthe party has putthe pres-
tige ofthe prime minister and
RSS chiefMohan Bhagwat at
stake. The BJP and the prime
minister have been designing
their strategy in consultation
with Bhagwat. This is also for
the firsttime that the RSS has
drafted senior functionaries
in the state to guide the state
unit. Apparently the BJP and
Modi are being accused of
poaching ofthe TMC leaders
and legislators. The fact is it
isthe integral part ofthe RSS
strategy to ensure the victory
ofthe BJP.

It is amazing to watch that
the entire saffron brigade
from RSS, BJP to all the 24
frontal organisations of saf-
fron brigade have launched a
menacing fight against single
ladyMamataBanerjee. Worst
nature of vilification cam-
paign has been launched.
Even the prime minister of
India has been flinging jibes
at her.

A hawker selling chil-
dren’s wear on the pave-
ment rightly sought to know
whether the Bengali farmers
would be able to understand
the language of the farmer
leaders from Haryana and Ut-
tar Pradesh. Buthe was quick
to reply, it is body language,
the thrust ofthe message, the
concern ofthe millions oftoil-
ing farmers that would have
impact on the psyche of the
farmers of Bengal which any
political party cannot do.

The call of the SKM to
citizens of Haryana to ap-
proach their legislators, espe-
cially from BJP and JJP, and
ensure that the anti-farmer
state government of BJP and
its allies is defeated in this no-
confidence motion, reminds
the call of the JP during the
Bihar movementto the armed
forces to protest. Victory of
BJP in Bengal elections will
witness emergence of a new
kind of aggressive form of
politics. With the fall of the
last bastion of opposition
resistance, the BJP would not
maintain the facade ofmoral-
ity and probity in public life
and accountability. The BJP
and the Modi government
would turn more ruthless.

The farmers are not only
fighting for themselves but
forthe entire poor and middle
class who will suffer the
dangerous consequences of
these laws. India is already
witnessing the dark phase of
democracy. The country has
already entered a dangerous
arena. People are not aware
how this regime will behave
in future. The SKM is pre-
paring to try and inflict what
farmers’ leader Yogendra
Yadav described as “vote ki
chot” (hurt with votes) on
the BJP and its allies in the
five poll-set states of Bengal,
Assam, Tamil Nadu, Kerala
and Puducherry.

Veteran fanner leader Bal-
bir Singh Rajewal said: “We
will appeal to all farmers not
to vote for the BJP and its al-
lies. We will not support any
party or campaign for any
party, nor will we tell farmers
who they should vote for. All
we will do is appeal to them
not to vote for those who
brought the farm laws and
have unleashed repression on

farmers, and try best to vote
in a manner that will ensure
the defeat of the BJP and its
allies.”

Farm leaders will be
sent to all the five states to
address at least one rally
organised by their local part-
ners to mobilise opinion. The
first such rally will be held in
Calcutta on March 12. The
fanners have also decided
to firm up the solidarity with
workers by joining the trade
union call for protest action
on March 15 against corpo-
ratisation and privatisation.
Many of the central trade
unions have been backing
the farmers’ protests.

Dr Darshan Pal, president
of the Punjab chapter of the
Krantikari Kisan Union and
amember of SKM said, “We
will take part at a conven-
tion in Kolkata on March
12 where we’ll apprise lo-
cal food growers on the
anti-farmer face of the BJP
and ask them to teach this
‘Kisan Virodhi’ party a les-
son in the upcoming polls.”
AvikSaha, secretary, All
India Kisan Sangrash Coor-
dination Committee (AIK- 1
SCC), said, “We’ll appoint
‘Kisan Doots’ (emissaries) .
at the March 12 convention 1
and they will take turns to
reaching Bengal’s villages.
and distributing pamphlets
highlighting the sore points
in the farm laws and their ¢
consequences forthe agricul-
tural community in layman’s
language.”

The primary task before.
the SKM is to blunt the
politics of communal di-
vide. Farmers are farmers,
irrespective of whether they
belong to Muslim or Hindu ,
community. The SKM will /
ask the voters to be cau- [
tious of the divisive policy,*
of the BJP. The upsurge-1
of farmers’ power has been ,
unprecedented. The farmers, 1
are rising as never before in;j
India. They were meantto be ’
encircled by the government, <
but they are encircling the '
government rapidly.

Itisnow up to the political
parties to show whether they
are capable of rising to the
occasion and going beyond,;
petty electoral seat calcula- m
tions to teach their makers”
with the help of this farm- ’:
ers’ uprising. Significantly,
Rakesh Tikait has stressed.
on farmers’ unity, which “is m
the only weapon to vanquish
a stubborn BJP government
at the Centre for repealing
the three black agriculture
laws.” He even expressed '
apprehension that Union !
government may resort to 1
coercive mechanism. He said j
“Its "silence" for the past few .
days indicates that it is plan- 1
ning some steps against the
farmers' agitation over newly
enacted agriculture laws.”

Apart from resorting to ’
directintervention in the po-
litical system through giving'
the call not to vote for BJP,
the SKM is also planning to
gherao the Parliament. Tikait’
said: ‘Farmers will gherao
Parliament ifgovt doesn’t re-
peal the farm laws. This time,
40 lakh tractors will be there,
instead of four lakh trac- ,
tors.” The protesting farmers
would plough the parks near ,
India Gate and grow crops'
there. Leaders of the United |
Front will decide the date to ,
gherao the Parliament. Tikait
said farmers are openly chal-
lenging the government that |m
if it does not repeal all three
contentious agricultural laws
and does not implement the
MSP, then the farmers ofthe
country will also demolish
the godowns of big compa-
nies.Narendra Modi and the
BJP, does not take kindly to
criticism, whether from the
citizens or from global celeb-,
rities. Already his lieutenants
and supporters like Yogi
Adityanath have launched a
crusade to malign and deni-
grate the basic ethos of the
Constitution. While Modi
has made the media subser-
vient, he has also made the
opposition a passive specta-
tor to his repressive mode of
governance. In this backdrop
the emergence of farmers
resistance to the ruling party
andthe RSS isasign ofhope.
(IPA Service)
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Change in Uttarakhand
UTTARAKHAND saw a change of chief
minister at the eleventh hour. BJP is changing
Trivendra Singh Rawat at a time when he has
completed four years in power and the state
is set for assembly polls in February 2022.
Admittedly, the performance of Rawat was not
extra-ordinary by any definition. He has also
faced criticism over his government’s failure,
among other things, to handle a serious flood
situation. Internal fights within the BJP state unit
has evidently led to the present situation.

Changing a chief minister at the fag end of
a government’s term is to court more trouble
for whichever party runs that state. The BJP’s
problem is that most of its chief ministers are
faceless wonders, drawing their sustenance from
the Modi-Shah duo in Delhi. Lack of strong
leadership at the state levels is generally sought
to be made up with behind-the-scene support
from the RSS network. The result is that every
time an assembly election comes, the BJP is ata
disadvantage. This was evident in Maharashtra
where Devendra Fadnavis held the reins and
yet failed to create a mark for himself. So too
with Haryana where Manoharlal Khattar failed
to muster a majority for the party in the last as-
sembly polls and managed to retain power with
anewly formed regional entity. Madhya Pradesh
has a strong CM face for the BJP. For the entire
south, except for Karnataka where strongman
Yeddiyurappa is in command, the BJP does not
have strong leadership. The messages from both
Modi and Shah fail to reach the masses due also
to language constraints in the south. The result is
that the saffron party fails to grow in the South

as also Odisha.

In West Bengal too, despite hard work, the
BJP is still not reaching anywhere. In Assam,
the coming assembly polls will show whether
the BJP manages to stay in power............

It is here that the Congress has an advantage.
It has strong leaders in most states, though the
effect is nullified by the weak leadership at the
helm in the post-Sonia Gandhi period. Still, the
Congress can look for a revival of its fortunes
in state after state for the simple reason that the
BJP failed to build strong leaderships at regional
levels. In the present round of assembly polls
too, the Congress is likely to share power in
Tamil Nadu. Kerala also might see a return of

the Congress-led UDF.

In Assam too, with the

new-found association with a regional party, the
Congress has some hope.

Letter* to tile Editor

MDA suffering
from past
blunders?

Editor,

Much has been said about
the load shedding in the
State. In fact, it has now be-
come the ‘talk of the town’.
But has anyone everthought
or put forward a question as
to how did it all begin? Why
is Meghalaya Energy Cor-
poration Limited so much
in debt? Why does it owe
certain amounts of money
to different discoms?

It is our tendency as
humans to make our own
judgements. More so, we
tend to blame or hold people
accountable for mistakes or
errors gone wrong in the
past - either committed by
somebody or 'somethingl
Similar is the case with the
MeECL.

We have heard a great
deal of negative criticism in
the last few days ofthe Bud-
get Session in the Assembly
where several questions
were raised in particular with
regards to the load shedding.
Indeed, load shedding is a
pain and it causes difficulties
in our daily lives. Much of
our work depends on elec-
tricity. They range from a va-
riety of daily tasks whether
at home or in the office. But,
have we ever wondered why
this happens? We blame the
current functioning of the
MeECL, both authorities as
well as the Power Minister.
But is that right? Have we
forgotten the realities ofwhat
vent down with the previous

governments especially the
Congress government? As
far as my memory goes, we
faced hours ofload shedding
in the past decade when the
Congress-led government
was in power. The signing of
the NTPC agreement which
now has to be paid for the
next 23 years amounting
to Rs 3036 crore (11 crore
per month), crores of rupees
owed to the discoms and
power generating companies
etc., were all executed under
the Congress-led govern-
ment. This predicament is
now being handled by the
present MDA government
which is doing nothing but
cleaning up the mess created
by the then Power Minis-
ter, Mukul Sangma and his
government when it was in
power. Such things aren't
easy to be dealt with. But the
present government is trying
its best to grapple with the
situation and make amends
for what has gone wrong.
Peoplejoining the chorus
of boos, throwing dirt and
questioning the present gov-
ernment should be thinking
twice, questioning what it
is that went wrong in the
past for which the Power
Department is now suffering
or rather is crippled. As en-
lightened citizens ofthe State
we should not just be blown
about by the wind but need
to reason and think logically
and ask the right questions
to the right quarters and ask
why something is the way it
is. Sometimes the answer is
right there so we simply can-
not feign ignorance.
Yours etc.,
Natasha Pariat,
Shillong - 3

Sex workers ngure In
Assembly debates....but

I am quite sure that our
honourable MLAs and other
respectable citizens don’t
consider sex work to be ap-
propriate for a society guided
by rigid tenets of right and
wrong and which unequivo-
cally expects women/girls to
be the epitome of respectful-
ness ( ba don burom). In fact
to qualify to belong to that
hallowed space of “thei don
burom” (woman of virtue)
one has to follow a strict
code of conduct such as (a)
not laughing out loud (b)
not wearing certain kinds
of clothes (c) not arguing
or debating when men are
speaking (d) not meddling
in politics which is ‘tradi-
tionally’ a male domain as
men are believed to be the
khat-ar bor (endowed with
the 12 times the strength of
awoman).

Like in any other patri-
archal society, women in a
matrilineal society too are
expected to nurture the fam-
ily; the hearth and home and
be the primary care giver.
Am not so sure that this
gender construct can be dis-
mantled any time soon, be-
cause women themselves
act out these socially and
mentally embedded roles
in order to be accepted as
part of society. To break the
norm is to suffer ignominy
and even be called a traitor to
the tribal value systems. Not
that men follow those tribal
values, but then we have to
rememberthey arejudged by
different sets of yardsticks.
After all they are men! And
in a society where the moral
compass used for men is dif-
ferent from that used to track
women, sex work is taboo.
But no orie~cares~to~fitid out
AKy~a~womanls forced into
this tra3el

Itwouid have been amore
productive debate ifthe MLA
who raised the question about
Khyndailad (Police Bazar)
being a pick up point for sex
workers had also consulted
some of the leading women
NGOs such as North East
Network or the Meghalaya
State Commission for Wom-
en since these institutions
would have facts and figures
about the probable numbers
of women engaged in sex
work; their socio-economic
profiles; their marital statuses
etal. Thatwould have turned
the debate into a more com-
passionate and non-judgmen-
tal one. Butthe tone and tenor
ofthe question ffselfbetrayed
tfie mindset of tEe questioner
- MLA. He does not like the
fact that any woman, more

Cleaning
Shillong

Editor,

I write to supportthe pro-
posals expounded by Toki
Blah in his article 'Cleaning
Shillong's rivers ’(ST March
10, 2021), which are work-
able and sustainable, and
need to be implemented im-
mediately. These may also be
extended for keeping lewduh
and Khyndailad clean. Peo-
ple may be employed to
remove the waste materials
periodically throughout the
day, to be financed by the
shopkeepers and vendors.
At the household level, we
must take the responsibility
ofkeeping our neighborhood
clean throughout the year.
This responsibility should
include the drains, for that's
where the waste ends up. We
shall take the responsibility
of segregating the waste, but
we must notbe made to stand
on the road every morning,
waiting to hand over the
garbage to the truck. We may
be allowed to leave the bags
in front of our homes, tied
with distinguishing string,
say green and blue.

Yours etc.,
S Ahmed
Shillong 1

Report
unethical
behaviour

Editor,

Apropos the letter titled,
“Mental harassment at work-
place” (ST 10 March, 2021),

\ By Patricia MukhinP

so a Khasi woman should be
reduced to a sex worker.

With poverty growing in
Meghalaya and the number
of women-headed house-
holds on the rise sex work
is inevitable and if the state
cannot offer an alternative
livelihood then it also has no
right to judge and penalise
a sex worker. Men should
use the lenses ofcompassion
and ask themselves which
woman would be happy to
be involved in sex work. No
woman can possibly want to
be sexually assaulted (for that
iswhat it is) by some stranger
night after wretched night If
she does it, it’s because she
has no options"left. Hence
you bave a Sonargachi in
West Bengal and 8 other red
light areas in the metros of
this country.

Sadly the point of the
Assembly debate was more
about stigmatizing sex work
and proposing a set oflegisla-
tions that would end the sex
trade without considering
what alternative livelihoods
tfes"wbmeiTwiH”take up

when that source of income
is snatched away from them.
SesidesTas long as men
solicit sexual services from
women, sex work will con-
tinue. Pious Christians who
pooh pooh the idea ofsex
woriTshoulci knowijffiis trade
was mentioned in the Bible
and hence is as old as human-
kind. It didn’t start yesterday.
G kTif the idea of discussing
tffis"Tn~tKe~Assembly is to
criminalize sex work then the
MLA has to think again!
Sex work or prostitution is
legal in India. However, the
act of soliciting customers
in a public place or owning
or managing a brothel or
running a prostitution racket
in a hotel as is happening in
some seedy hotels of Shillong

I must commend the author’s
courage for calling out the
unprofessional conduct ofthe
Head of Department in ques-
tion. Such behaviour on the
part of such a senior official
to lead astray the staffofthe
department from their daily
duties is highly uncalled for.
No wonder the government
departments under such lead-
ership earn a bad name and
reputation for themselves.
What is even more appall-
ing is the allegation by the
author that the said Head of
Department resorts to racial
slurs and abuses and even
to the extent of withholding
the disbursement of salary if
lunch is not prepared in the
office!

| request the author ofthe
letter not to be scared at all.
Many in the civil society are
ready to fight their cause at
this terrible evil going on
in the office. If the author
is afraid of revealing their
identity it’s perfectly alright.
But please write an anony-
mous representation against
this errant senior official of
the government to the Chief
Secretary, Government of
Meghalaya and to the Addl.
CS/Principal Secretary/Com-
missioner and Secretary who
is the overall in charge of
the Department. Please also
send a copy to the Meghalaya
Lokayukta and also send
an anonymous petition ad-
dressed to the Chief Justice,
High Court of Meghalaya.
Do not be afraid. Ifneed be,
even send a petition to the
PMO. Let’s see for how long
this senior official continues
in this evidently unprec-
edented behaviour.

are illegal. If the concerned
MLA is pointing towards
a full-fledged prostitution
racket where the police are
not taking action then he has
a point. But this machinery
is so well-oiled that it is un-
likely that the racket will be
exposed and the perpetrators
arrested.

The UNAIDS a United
Nations Programme on HIV/
AIDS a joint venture of
the United Nations family
which brings together the
efforts and resources of 11
UN system organizations to
unite the world against AIDS
estimates that there wgre
657,82.9 ~roAtitijfesjn the
countiyjn2016. In an article
(TuFlisheaBy the Internation-
al Institute for Sustainable
Development (USD) titled,
“Invisible and Uncounted:
SEX'~WorEers"in jndia?r one
seFwoikermesTKattnere is
no room for respect or accep-
tance towards the profession
as sex workers. When she
approaches schools with
sufficient income and all
the required documents,

her 5-year-old child is still
denied admission. Although
there isfno legal requirement
to provide the father%name
or documents, one school
used it as an excuse to deny
her child’s right to education.
And when a pregnant sex
worker needs to have her
delivery, the hospital gives
her the lowest priority, even
in an emergency.

In Meghalaya we have
very little work done in sur-
veying how many women
actually earntheir livelihood
through sex work. Also be-
cause we are a society that is
not open abouta lot ofissues
related to sex, it is difficultto
track how many sex workers
could be suffering from HTV-
AIDS. In the Thai capital,

Yours etc
Jeremiah S
Via email

On vaccine
diplomacy

Editor,

The competition between
India and China to provide
vaccines to more countries
has risen to a pitch with
ways to ramp up delivery
of doses to developing
countries becoming an im-
portant item on the agenda
of the first Quad leaders’
summit. India has realised
that it is facing fierce
competition from China in
vaccine diplomacy. Hence
it is planning to ramp up
vaccine production to coun-
ter China. India and China
have donated millions of
doses to many countries.
However, China has no
publicly available official
data on vaccine supplies
when compared with that
of India. India has urged
the US, Japan and Austra-
lia to invest in its vaccine
production capacity. The
Quad countries will devise
plans to increase vaccine
manufacturing capacity in
India. Indian manufacturers
have a combined capacity
of billions of doses.

China has distributed
vaccines to many countries.
However, the reluctance
of China’s Pharmaceutical
companies to share details
of their trials raises doubts
about the effectiveness of
the vaccines. In fact, more
than a dozen vaccines

Bangkok the hospital for
sexually transmitted diseases
is the most visible one and
women have no shame about
going there to get themselves
tested. It will take us eons to
accept that sex-work is also
work and those engaged in
that work are vulnerable to
sexually transmitted diseases
and HIV-AIPS.

In international circles and
the*Onited Nations, the term
‘sex worker' is used fo refer
toalTaoults of 18 years and
above who sell or exchange
sex for money, “oods or
services. If the tyoman is an
adultand engagg Tmsex work
according to her own volition
she cannot be criminalised.
Its only when a minor girl is
Mufetlsed by some pimp anti
soTdfoTsex that it amounts
to the crime of trafficking
irf humans and a violation
o(the POcso Act. If there
are circumstances wKere a-
person has been coerced into
selling sex and is doing so
gainst her wishes, that trans-
action is not sex wor&'amTthe
persoiTTs not~a sex worker.
Trafficking or sexual exploi-
tation of minors and women
against their wishes cannot
Be conflated with sex work.
Sexwork isusually classified
as ‘direct’ (openTformal) or
“indirect (hidden, clancfes®
tme. informal). Direct sex
workers identify themselves
as sex workers and earn
fheir living by selling sex.
Indirect sex workers usually
dont relv~on selling sex as
their first source otlincome.
Some of them camouflage
their sex work by working
as waitresses, hairdressers,
massage girlsTstreetvendors,
or girls such as in Thailand
wno are used to~promote a
liquor brand in the red light
areas. Such women do not
want to be identified as sex
workers.

These days, the advocates
of sex workers Say that the
word prostitution because
of its negative connotations
gfiould be replaced by the
words ‘sex work.” Leaving
the semantics aside, it is time
tor the Government to actu-
ally conduct a study and find
out the number of women
dependent on Sex work and
having done that to try ana
to-rehabilitate these women
in some livelihoods. The
fast thing that anyone should
do is to point fingers at sex
workeriTXet’s not be holier
tfmrTtRou while discussing
sex workers. And as | said
earlier, no woman would
opt for se5T~woflc*Trslie had
another option.

developed in China are in
clinical trials with about
half of them in phase Il
trials. As a matter of fact,
only one Chinese vaccine
has received emergency
approval so far. News re-
ports from many countries
show that people in those
countries are clamouring
for Indian vaccines.
India’s vaccine efforts
need to be seen inthe cor-
rect perspective. India has
a track record of mass
production of very impor-
tant drugs. India has pro-
vided anti-AIDS drugs to
African countries. Similarly
India has provided different
medicines to countries in
times of health crisis. So
it can be reasonably as-
sumed that India’s vaccine
distribution is not com-
pletely in the context of
competition with China.
This is an opportunity
for Quad to prove that
it cannot only deliver on
security issues but also on
critical issues like health-
care. As India has financial
constraints, the other mem-
bers of the Quad need to
make concerted efforts to
help India ramp up vac-
cine production. In this
way they can prove their
credentials as a significant
power in crisis manage-
ment.
Yours etc.,
Venu GS
Kollam -78

Avrticles and letters ap-
pearing on this page are
the views of the writers/
authors and not that of
The Shillong Times

Upsurge in new Covid-19 cases
In India a serious concern

Containment and
vaccination strategy
needs fresh relook

By Gyan Pathak

With arecord 22,854 new
COVID-19 cases on March
10, India is back to the level
ofJuly 3,2020. Just a month
ago in February 2021, the
number of new cases was
around 9000, which was just
at the level of June 3, 2020,
and which many believed
as a signal of success of the
containment and prevention
strategy being implemented
by the government. However,
the presentupsurge up to 2.5
times of the lowest level in
February proves our strategy
has utterly failed after initial
success. The concern is great-
er than ever before, since the
continuous upsurge in the
last month remained unbri-
dled despite our vaccination
drive being implemented.
No doubt, the present con-
tainment of COVID-19 and
vaccination strategies need a
fresh relook.

Where have we gone
wrong? Itis apertinent ques-
tion the answer to which may
help both the planners and the
people. Covering up mistakes
and failures would further ag-
gravate the situation, though
the ruling establishment may
find it politically expedient
and most tempting in elec-
toral politics. Once we know
the answer, it must be made
public because their life is at
stake, andthe answermay en-
able them to reconsider their

country, and these states are
not exception. Maharashtra,
the worst-affected state of
the lot, reported 13,659
Covid-19 cases on Wednes-
day, its first one-day spike
in excess of 13,000 in 2021
and highest in 154 days. The
state has till date recorded
2,252,057 infections.

In some of the states
local body elections were
held and assembly elec-
tion in Tamil Nadu is un-
der progress. Political and
other social gatherings must
be regulated strictly, and
only advisories issued by

Election Commission and .

other authoritative bodies
are not sufficient to stop the
upsurge. The other states
which must remain highly
alert are Andhra Pradesh,
Delhi, Uttar Pradesh, West
Bengal, Odisha, Rajasthan,
Chhattisgarh and Telan-
gana.

On March 11, Union
Health Ministry’s bullet-
mg has put the number of

infections in the country at .

11,285,561, and the number
of active cases 1,89,226.
A total of 1,58,189- people
have already died of this

infection. The upsurge is se- .

rious foritisthe thirdtime in
2021 thatthe country’s daily
caseload has crossed the
20,000-mark - the previous
two instances were in the

*“ The concern is greater than ever before,
since the continuous upsurge in the last month
remained unbridled despite our vaccination drive
being implemented. No doubt, thepresent
containment of COVID-19 and vaccination

strategies need afresh relook.

steps, both preventive and
curative, ftm y also help the
administrative and healthcare
professionals to avoid further
mistakes -that are obvious in
the new trend ofupsurge.

The very first thing we
must reconsider is our pres-
ent strategy of vaccination.
It was already warned that
hundreds of new COVID-19
variants are spreading fast,
and many of the persons
already vaccinated may be
re-infected. Our healthcare
system has therefore no time
to relax. Itneedsto be always
alert. Until now, we don’t
know such cases happen-
ing, but that is not a matter
of complacency. Since, the
upsurge is being recorded
despite vaccination drive
in place, it need to be suit-
ably changed to cater to the
needs of the areas where the
upsurge is noticed. While
quarantining the infected
areas, the government may
reconsider the eligibility cri-
teria of vaccination for that
particular region and the sur-
rounding to accommodate all
the persons to be vaccinated.
It may immediately stop fur-
ther spread of infection.

The nextthing for consid-
eration is covid-appropriate
behaviour to be strictly im-
plemented. We have been
noticing that despite warning
by experts, it is being flouted
everywhere. Election rallies
are being organized, mar-
ketplaces are full of people,
public transports are running
without precautions, and
even working place are seen
with people, most of the
time without masks. Public
celebrations are found to
be without restrictions or
covid-appropriate behaviour.
It is a sure recipe for faster
spread of infection. Every-
one, from common people
to the officials responsible
for implementing covid-
appropriate behaviour have
gravely faltered. We see only
a blame game, especially re-
sorted to by politicians who
are flouting itthemselves but
blaming their rivals day in
and day out.

The matter is of seri-
ous and cannot be ignored
especially in the six states -
Maharashtra, Kerala, Punjab,
Karnataka, Gujaratand Tamil
Nadu- thataccount for 83.76
per cent of fresh COVID-19
cases of the country. Politi-
cal gatherings have become
common everywhere in the

firstweek of January when *
the firstwave of Covid cases .

was receding. It is in this
context, testing, tracking,
and quarantining need to
be vigorously implemented
and followedup. Healthcare
facilities also need to be
upgraded.

The tests conducted in
India so far have crossed
22 crore-mark and the daily
positivity rate stood at 2.43
per cent. The positivity rate
is still high which should be
a matter of concern. Since
India has a population of
138 crore, the number of
tests must be sufficiently
increased. Vaccine drive was
launched on January 16, and
only 2.52 crore doses have
been administered till date.
We are able to administer
only a little above 9.20 lakh
dozes daily. The progress
is obviously very slow de-
spite the vaccine strategy
being changed and shifted
from public sectorto private
sector.

Of the 2,52,89,693 vac-

cine doses administered, .

71,70,519 healthcare and
70,31,147 frontline workers
were given the first dose,
while 39,77,407 healthcare
and 5,82,118 frontlinework-
ers the second dose, accord-
ing to the provisional report.
Thus vaccination obviously
needs speed, since India
needs to vaccinate at least
700 million people before
the country can dream of
any herd immunity, accord-
ing to a sero-surveillance
report, though AIIMS direc-
tor Dr. Randeep Guleria has
recently warned that “herd
immunity is very difficult
to achieve and one should
not think of it in practical

terms in India, especially in .

the time of variant strains

of COVID-19 and waning .

immunity.”Lockdown and
other containment measures
are being resorted to by the
state governments to stop
the new upsurge, but these
are the easiestmeasures. We

actually need t strengthen .

the healthcare system, suit-
ably change the present
strategies with speed, and
enforce Covid-appropriate

behaviour. Awareness drive .

must continue with renewed

vigour. Our faults are more .

responsible for recent up-
surge than the new vari-
ants of COVID-19. (IPA
Service)
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Democracy backsliding
VV-DEM a Swedish Institute that measures de-
mocracy in all countries that have democrati-
cally elected governments recently said, “India
Is No Longer a Democracy but an Electoral
Autocracy.” The V Dem Institute’s report notes
that much ofthe decline in democratic freedoms
occurred after the BJP and Narendra Modi's
victory in 2014. This is a worrying observation
for a country that has long been hailed as the
world’s largest democracy. Other than the 21-
month period from 1975 to 1977 when Prime
Minister Indira Gandhi promulgated Emergency
to keep her detractors at bay, India has held
firm to the ideals of democracy as is proven by
the orderly electoral processes to Parliament,
state assemblies and all other representational
bodies. If the domination of a dynasty for
many decades raised question marks on India’s
democratic system, that too is now defeated at

least temporarily.

Yet, today there is a sense of oppressiveness
felt by those in the media, by activists and civil
society. Anti-CAA activists and those taking
the side ofthe farmers’protest have beenjailed.
Many are under arrests on charges of sedition.
In this context, the scrutiny of India’s creden-
tials by V-Dem merits a wide discussion in this

country.

V-Dem Institute reports that India has regis-
tered a 23 percentage point drop on its 0-to-I
Liberal Democracy Index (LDI) scale; which is
cited as “one ofthe most dramatic shifts among
all countries the world in the past 10 years.
Its observation formed part of a global scan
on the state of democracy. It states that India
has, during this period, turned into an electoral
autocracy - a far cry from being an electoral

democracy.

Since 2014 India has been under the BJP
Government headed by Prime Minister Naren-
dra Modi. If the V-Dem assessment is admit-
ted as a fact, it would mean that the PM must
shoulder the blame. The Modi government has
been tough on many counts, refusing to give
ear to activists, as in the farmer protests lasting
for months now, after the Centre introduced
three new agriculture reform laws. It was with
the same toughness that the Modi government
handled the protests against the Citizenship
Amendment Act (CAA) and allied laws, result-
ing in massive riots in the national capital, Delhi.
The present government and its supporters feel
that in India freedom is taken as license to dis-
rupt governance thereby preventing the govern-
ment from undertaking any reforms measures
that are in public interest.

However, criticism about the state of Indian
democracy must be taken in the right spirit, and
governments must restrain themselves from
imposing more curbs on individual freedom
as also on group activism for justified causes.
National interests must be kept in mind by both
governments and activists.

Azadi ka
Amrut an
elitist event

Editor,

The front page of The
Shillong Times, (ST Mar 12,
202)), carried an ad from the
state government announc-
ing the launch of Azadi ka
Amrut. Strangely, the event
is being held in the plush
security-restricted confines
of Raj Bhavan, with the
Governor, Chief Minister,
Leader of the Opposition,
and presumably other minis-
ters, generals, police chiefs,
and the so-called cream of
the media and society as the
special audience.

Social inequity is in-
creased by such elitist events,
all the more deplorable when
organised by the govern-
ment, spending tax rupees
paid by the common person
who are barred from such
celebrations. It heightens
the notion that the fruits, the
heady brew, the amrut, of
Independence are enjoyed
mainly by the elite of so-
ciety, while for the poorest
of the poor, Independence
has brought little relief. For
them one yoke has been ex-
changed for another.

The launch of Azadi ka

Amrut could easily have
been held in a public place
with the event broadcast
live. To keep numbers down
because of Covid, a few
representatives from sec-
tions like school children,
youth groups, handicapped
persons, senior citizens, and
army jawans could have
been invited. It would have
been wonderful if a freedom
fighter or an old soldier was
selected as the chiefguest. It
is doubtful if they will even
be invited.

This Freedom India pro-
gram is being better cel-
ebrated elsewhere. Lt Gov
Anil Baijal of Delhi has
stressed the inclusion of
unsung heroes of the free-
dom movement. He advised
participation of citizens from
all walks of life, identifica-
tion of themes and locations
and preparation ofa calendar
of events for the coming 75
weeks and has ordered strict
compliance of Covid norms
for the events.

The Prime Minister him-
self will flag off a padyatra
from Sabarmati Ashram. The
padyatra will be joined by
different groups of people
on the way to Dandi. Union
Minister Prahalad Singh will
lead the first lap of 75 km.
According to a statement
from the PMO, the PM will

Steep rise In petro products
prices contributing to inflation

Even the blinkered BJP
government sees the need
for a fiscal policy that would
stimulate the economy by
increasing government ex-
penditure; but it finds itself
in a bind since it does not
know how to finance such
larger government expendi-
ture. Simply spending more
by borrowing, that is, by
enlarging the fiscal deficit,
is frowned upon by interna-
tional finance capital, and
our government, notwith-
standing its much advertised
“hyper-nationalism”, does
not have the gall to violate
the dictates of globalised
finance. The question of
enlarging government expen-
diture by borrowing therefore
does not arise. At the same
time, it cannot tax capitalists,
whether through a wealth
tax or through a higher tax
on profits; its entire raison
d’etre consists in providing
them with all manner of tax
concessions in lieu of which
it gets generous financial
support from them. The pro-
fessed belief is that putting
more resources intheir hands
will increase investment.

This belief however is
mistaken for two obvious rea-
sons. First, giving tax conces-
sions does not even increase
total post-tax profits. Since
the working people consume
the bulk of their incomes,
giving tax concessions to the
capitalists without increasing
the fiscal deficit, i.e., while
simultaneously curtailing
government expenditure to
a similar degree, does not
increase post-tax profits. The
effect of tax concessions in
increasing post-tax profits
is offset by the reduction
in profits owing to reduced
demand on account of the
curtailment in government
expenditure.

There is a simple formula
here: post-tax profits, when
the working people consume
their entire incomes, equal
the sum of capitalists’invest-
ment, capitalists’ consump-
tion and the fiscal deficit,
if we abstract from foreign
trade (which we shall do as
itis not germane to the argu-
ment here). Since capitalists’
investment, decided upon
earlier, does not change im-
mediately, and since the same
is more or less true of their
consumption, post-tax profits
can increase only if the fis-
cal deficit increases. Hence
tax concessions matched by
an equivalent reduction in
expenditure, do not increase
post-tax profits in the ag-
gregate. True, the post-tax
profits of some among the
capitalists may increase(the
favoured corporate groups)
but then those of the others
must decline. Even if we as-
sume that capitalists who get
larger post-tax profits invest
more, even then total invest-
ment does not increase.

also launch various other
cultural and digital initiatives
for the India@75 celebra-
tions. Modi is also expected
to address the nation with a
message on why this historic
occasion is special for every
Indian. The Prime Minister
will highlight government
plans for a new India, when
we turn hundred in 2047.
The State Government
should capitalise on such
commemorations to give
visibility to special schemes
for development, assuring the
people ofthe state that better
days are ahead. Nowadays
even lip service is lacking.
Yours etc.,
Glenn C. Kharkongor,
Via email

China’s
dangerous
intent

Editor,

PTI (Press Trust of India)
has reported that China's
Parliament on Thursday last
adopted the 14th Five-Year
Plan, the mega blueprint
containing billions of dollars
worth of projects, including
the controversial hydropower
project on the Brahmaputra
river in Tibet close to the
Arunachal Pradesh border
over which India has raised

By Prabhat Patnaik

Secondly, the assumption
we just made, namely that
capitalists who get larger
post-tax profits invest more
does not actually hold. Capi-
talists invest more not when
they get larger profits; they
invest more only when de-
mand increases, raising their
degree of capacity utilisa-
tion. Hence no amount of
tax concessions will induce
them to add to capacity by
investing more if demand
is not increasing. Tax con-
cessions in this case, while
they might benefit particular
corporate groups, will simply
be pocketed by them, without
making an iota of addition to
capacity.

But this erroneous claim
that tax concessions to capi-
talists boosts investment is
used to justify such conces-
sions. And on these grounds,
larger public expenditure is
not sought to be financed by
larger taxes on capitalists.
What the BJP government,
unable to enlarge the fis-
cal deficit and unwilling to
increase taxes on capitalists,

become extremely simple:
raise revenue by impos-
ing indirect taxes on petro
products, and by privatising
public sector enterprises
(selling the family silver as
some have called it); spend
whatever can be garnered in
this manner, while keeping
the fiscal deficit in check so
that global finance remains
satisfied. Privatising public
sector enterprises however
has not fetched much until
now, since the corporate
know that if they wait a
bit longer rather than rush
into buying such enterprises
immediately, they would
get an even better deal and
even more plum enterprises.
So, taxes on petro products
have been the most common
manner ofrevenue mobilisa-
tion till now, with which the
government hopes to revive
the economy through larger
expenditure.

This however has two
obvious limitations. First,
despite the huge burden it
imposes on the people, the
revenue generated from this

“Since capitalists investment,
decided upon earlier, does not change
immediately, and since the same is more
or less true o ftheir consumption,
post-tax profits can increase only ifthe
fiscal deficit increases. -

has chosen to do therefore is
to finance larger government
expenditure by increasing
indirect taxation. Directtaxes
on the working people are
difficult to administer (since
there are so many of them),
and financing government
expenditure through them
does not add to aggregate
demand: the boost to demand
by government expenditure,
financed in this manner, is
offset by the reduction in
demand through reduced
consumption by the working
people, a point which even
the BJP government perhaps
understands. So, the recourse
now is to greater indirect
taxes.

But, after the shift to the
Goods and Services Tax, the
indirect tax rates for most
commodities now are a mat-
ter forthe GST council to de-
cide; the union government’s
hands therefore are to an
extenttied. There ishowever
one milch cow which is left
out of the ambit of the GST
and that is petro-products.
The union governmentthere-
fore has latched on to this
commodity, on which it has
decided to increase indirect
tax-rates, as a major means
of raising revenue.

Its fiscal policy has thus

concerns. China could build
up to 60 GW of generation
capacity on the river, which
would make it the world's
biggest hydropower project.
This would be extremely
dangerous especially for As-
sam, Arunachal Pradesh and,
of course, Bangladesh.
India, unfortunately, of
late, has not been able resolve
vexed issues with China.
The prospect of the project
spelling doom on the north-
eastern part of India is quite
evident.
Yours etc.,
D Bhutia
Guwahati - 19

Action against
mobile service
providers

Editor,

There are only a few busi-
ness houses that are commit-
ted to their promises. Most of
the companies just let their
customers down at different
points of time. Their prom-
ises and their business ethics
are just thrown to the winds.
It’s pointless to even mention
about the present deteriorat-
ing connectivity of mobile
phones. For the past several
months, people have been
facing enormous difficulty

single source is not adequate
to enlarge government ex-
penditure to the requisite
extent. In the current year’s
budget for instance, the total
nominal government expen-
diture is supposedto increase
by less than one per cent over
the pandemic year 2020-
21(RE) which means a fall
in real terms.

Obviously, no revival of
the economy is possible if
government expenditure is
expected to fall, especially
when capitalists’ invest-
ment cannot increase, as it
is limited by the paucity of
demand, and total consump-
tion in the economy follows
rather leads an increase in
income.

The second point is even
more significant. The belief,
that an increase in govern-
ment expenditure financed
by an equivalent increase
in indirect tax revenue can
always increase aggregate
demand and hence output
and employment, is erro-
neous. An indirect tax on
wage goods is rather similar
to a direct tax on wages; it
has a demand contracting
effect which would offset
the expansionary effect of
any increase in government
expenditure. On the other

inusing their cell phones but
this case has hardly ruffled
the companies’ feathers.
Despite repeated complaints,
they have not bothered to
improve their services. What
is disgusting is that when
they cannot even cater to and
provide seamless services
to existing customers they
are in a rush to enroll new
customers for connections
thereby, overloading the
existing technological infra-
structure. Why is it allowed
and why is the government
keeping mum?

Has poor connectivity
not adversely affected our
day-to-day activities? Apart
from business houses, the
students and teaching com-
munity are now badly hit
by the poor mobile phone
services. While we cannot
easily connect to some mo-
bile phone numbers and only
hear some slurring which
is beyond comprehension
at other times we are told,
“The person you are calling
is out of network coverage
area. This has now become a
regular affair. Sometimes it’s
ridiculous that the user has to
dance around or evenrush to
the rooftop/terrace to have
better network connectiv-
ity. During load-shedding,
the situation gets worse;
one cannot make any calls.

hand, an indirect tax on in-
vestment goods or goods
for capitalists’ consumption,
can have an overall demand-
expansionary effect, since
capitalists can always main-
tain their real purchases of
the taxed commodities by
running down their cash bal-
ances or by borrowing from
banks, while the expenditure
by government would raise
demand and output.

Now, the question is: is
an increase in excise duty
on petro-products to be cat-
egorised as an increase in
indirect taxation of a wage
good or of a luxury good?
The government pretends
that petro-products like diesel
and petrol are consumed by
those owing cars and other
motor vehicles, and are there-
fore in the nature of luxury
goods, so that arise in their
prices cannot be claimed to
hurt the poor.

But this is completely
wrong. Petro-products, rather
like electricity and coal, are
“universal intermediaries”;
they are used not just for
private consumption but for
a variety of other uses: for
public transport, for carry-
ing goods from one location
to another, and as an input
into agricultural production
which provides the most
elemental necessity of all,
namely foodgrains. Since an
increase in input cost at any
stage must reflect itself in
the form of higher prices of
the final good, petro-product
price-hikes must cause an
increase in the prices of a
whole range of final goods
including those that enter into
the consumption ofthe poor.
Ifthe final prices do notrise,
then that can only be because
the profit-margins ofthe petty
producers, like kisans, are
squeezed to accommodate
higher input costs without a
rise in the final price. Thus a
rise in the prices ofuniversal
intermediaries hurt the poor
one way or another, whether
they are passed on or not.

There is a further point
here. One of the reasons for
the rise in prices of late, de-
spite the economy being se-
verely demand-constrained,
is the cost-plus effects ofthe
rise in petrol prices. Gov-
ernment policy therefore is
directly responsible for the
recent spurt in inflation. In
the face of this spurt, the
obvious ploy of the Reserve
Bank is to keep the interest
rate high; and the high cost
of credit, especially for the
petty production sector, acts
as an additional factor hurt-
ing the poor, either through
a further impetus for price
rise, or for further squeezing
the petty producers, making
them unviable. Thusthe gov-
ernment’s fiscal bind is tak-
ing a heavy toll on the Indian
economy. (IPA Service)

Poor internet connectiv-
ity is another irritant. One
cannot download important
files without a hitch. Most
of the customers only pay
money forthe internet DATA
without ever been able to use
even 2/3 GB for the whole
month or the time period of
the specific plan.

Through this letter, |
would like to draw the urgent
attention of the concerned
authorities, especially the
Deputy Commissioner and
the Ministry of Communi-
cations to take this case of
worsening mobile service
with all seriousness. The
government should not fall
short in taking the defaulters
to task. No customer should
be taken for a ride by the
companies. The customers
have pre-paid money only
for better service, not to
be taken for a ride. Once
again | humbly request the
authorities concerned to pull
up those who promise the
moon but only to show us
hell on earth.

Yours etc.,
Salil Gewali
Shillong

Avrticles and letters ap-
pearing on this page are
the views of the writers/
authors and not that of
The Shillong Times

American rescue act a big rebuff
to neoliberal economic agenda

Both left and trade
unions have reasons
for some satisfaction

By Nitya Chakraborty

The historic American
Rescue Act signed by Presi-
dent Joe Biden on Thursday
marks a milestone in the
struggle ofthe people ofthe
United States for a better liv-
ing standard defying the neo
liberal agenda of austerity
and robbing the poor while
making rich richer. The $1.9
billion package goes beyond
the covid-19related compul-
sions of the U.S economy
and deals with the demands
which the American left led
by Bemie sanders has been
making since the 2016 presi-
dential election campaign.

In fact President Biden
has stunned the Sanders
group, the trade unions and
the U.S. Communist Party
by the sweep of his pack-
age. The AFL-CIO, the larg-
est federation of American
unions, has termed the pack-
age more widespread than
President Roosevelt’s New
Deal of 1930s. Biden has got
the back ofthe U.S. working
class, the leaders said. As
some of the leading experts
have commented, the Biden
package is a repudiation of
the trickle down theory, the
favourite of the neo liberals
in the last forty years.

As Dr. C JAtkins observes
in US daily People’s World,
after more than 40 years of
dominating American eco-
nomic and political life, the
extreme free market capitalist
ideology of neoliberalism is
starting to show some seri-
ous cracks. “Trickle down”
policies that have for decades
shoveled money toward the
top at the expense of the
bottom are breaking down

and giving way to a new
willingness by governments
to spend money to directly
benefit the broad popula-
tion and the economy. For a
long time—essentially since
the creation of Medicare
and Medicaid in the late
1960s during the “War on
Poverty”—that simply didn’t
happen.

Instituted in the days of
Ronald Reagan and strength-
ened in the decades since
socialism’s defeat in Eastern
Europe, the neoliberal model
was capitalism on steroids.
Public services and property
of any kind were targeted
for privatization. Welfare
and social assistance were
eroded, sometimes rapidly
and violently. Taxes were
slashed on the wealthy in
order to unlock supposed
investment potential. Regu-
lations were stripped and
unions weakened to liberate
capital. And the power to
control public finances was
gradually taken away from
elected democratic bodies
like Congress or parliaments
and handed overto unelected
central bankers.

Those policies and the
ideology behind them are
now under pressure, and
the $1.9 trillion American
Rescue Act becoming law is
the most recent and glaring
proof of the shift. Further,
the package shows what the
government can really do for
its own vulnerable sections,
if it wants to do it and why
the Government intervention
is most important in a crisis
of such magnitude. In 2008-
09 financial crisis, the task
was left to the US Federal
Reserve which mostly re-
sorted to the age old practice

of quantitative easing by
buying up bonds along with
interest rate manipulation,
leading to an unequal recov-
ery. Inequality widened and
it reached its peak in 2020
during the pandemic.
Democratic senator Ber-
nie Sanders who started his
Peoples Revolution pro-
gramme after 2016 presi-
dential elections has been
campaigning consistently
since then that he will work
for 99 per cent ofthe people
and his programme con-
tained Medicare for All and
the minimum wage of US$
15 per hour . Biden is sup-
posed to take up both the
issues and if that happens,
that will be a big victory
for Sanders and the trade
unions. That is a big change
in the relationship of the
trade unions with the Demo-
cratic Party also, especially
with the left wing groups.
President has supported the
forming of unions at Ama-
zon and that is a big shift.
Amazon owner is close to
the Democratic Party and a
big donor. Biden’s support
has galvanized the trade
union movement in the gig
economy and demands are
being raised for more facili-
ties in the tech industry.
Many experts have
taken notice of this para-
digm change. Paul McCul-
ley, a business professor
at Georgetown, told the
New York Times earlier this
week, “Having the tools of
economic stabilizationwork
awhole lot more through the
fiscal channel and a whole
lot less through the mon-

etary channel is a profound,
pro-democracy policy mix.”
In plainer language: It’s bet-
terto have elected represen-
tatives rather than unelected
bankers making the call on
how public money is spent.

This fundamental shift
has just not come so easily.
It is the outcome ofthe long
struggles of the American
people against the estab-
lishment since the 2008-09
economic crisis and even
before. The Occupy Wall
Street movement, the Black
Lives Matter struggles, the
unity of action of the left
of the Democratic Party
with the trade unions and
the communists have led
to a broadened unity of
the American people who
were in the streets protest-
ing against the polices of
the Trump regime in the
last four years. Biden, as
a realist, has taken note of
this shift in the mood ofthe
American people. Sanders
has popularized the words
socialism and inequality to
the American youth.

The victory ofthe Ameri-
can left through this rescue
package is limited to domes-
tic issues which have big
importance forthe American
people. But in terms of for-
eign policy, President Biden
is still following some of
the old policies. The Left
group has to continue to put
pressure on President Biden
to change the external poli-
cies, especially to the Latin
American regimes. That will
be a big test for him but.for
thatthe lefthasto move cau-
tiously. The battle for a new
America has started well,
but many more steps have to
be taken. (IPA Service)
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Wildlife Rescue: Kashmir woman breaks stereotypes

The role ° fwildlife conservationists and rescuers, such as Aaliya Mir, is increasingly becoming
iImportant in the wake offrequent human-wildlife conflicts in Kashmir. A mathematician by
training, she says changingpeople s attitudes towards wildlife conservation is a key challenge.
Athar Parvaiz ofMongabay India reports

n the last week of December 2020,

a video of a leopard scaling fences

and roaming the streets inthe Bagh-
e-Mehtab locality near Srinagar, startled
people in Kashmir valley. 1t was unusual
to have a leopard, prowling in a human-
dominated area in Kashmir. But in the
last 15 years, leopards have adapted to
an urban and semi-urban style of living
in the region, said Kashmir’s wildlife
warden, Rashid Nagash.

As the visuals circulated, creating
a scare among local residents, many
from the area took it upon themselves
to launch an attack on the wild animal
that they perceived as a threat to their
lives.

Later, another video, that showed
locals chasing the animal, made rounds
on social media and was criticised by
wildlife conservationists. Ultimately,
the team from Wildlife SOS, led by Aa-
liya Mir, a wildlife rescuer in Kashmir,
helped Kashmir’s wildlife department
rescue the animal and release it in its
natural habitat.

“It was a challenging operation,
especially due to the snowfall. But we
managed to track the leopard’s move-
ment by following pug marks and ob-
serving faecal samples,” Mir said about
that operation. “Operations like this can
be quite nerve-racking as the team has
to exercise caution while approaching
such a large and powerful feline.”

There have been some incidents in
the pastwhenwild animals like leopards
and bears were Killed by mobs during
human-wildlife interactions in Kash-
mir. The latest incident took place on
February 24 when a leopard was killed
in south Kashmir’s Pulwama district
in a mob fury after the wild animal
reportedly attacked villagers, injuring
two ofthem.

According to the official statistics
reviewed by Mongabay-India, 44
leopards and 124 black bears have died
because ofretaliation or natural causes

from 2012 to 2020, though separate data
about how many have actually been
killed in attacks is not available. In the
past 14 years

(from 2006

to 2020),

as many as

242 people

have died

and 3,528

were injured

in human-

wildlife con-

flictin Kash-

Wi ith

natural prey

mir.

base dur-
ing winters
becoming
scarce, wild
animals are
often forced
to venture
into human
habitations
searching for food and shelter, wildlife
experts say.

The leopard in the December 2020
incident is suspected to have come from
the
located near the Budgam-Srinagar di-
vision. “It was so satisfying to see the

‘Karewas’— elevated tablelands

animal released into its natural habitat,”
said Bilal Ahmad, who runs the South
Asian Voluntary Association ofEnviron-
mentalists (SAVAE), a Kashmir-based
organization focused on environmental
policy in South Asia. “The leopard could
have been killed by the people who felt
threatened,” Ahmad said.

MIR’S PASSION BECOMES HER
CAREER

Mir, who was at the forefront of
the successful rescue operation, has so
far rescued dozens of animals which
include snakes, bears, birds, and leop-
ards. Cool and composed, Mir has also
rescued poisonous, snakes from the
residences of former chief ministers of

Jammu and Kashmir, Omar Abdullah,
and Mehbooba Mufti. She once used a
fire-service ladder, said a wildlife enthu-

siast working in the wild-
life department, to rescue
an injured bam owl stuck
on a huge chinar tree, a
heritage tree of Kashmir
with leaves resembling
that ofthe maple tree.

A few years ago, Mir
was able to rescue two
bear cubs separated from
their mother and had
landed up at Srinagar’s
Botanical Garden. Mir
and her team tried hard to
reunite the cubs and their
mother; she amplified the
cubs’recorded voices near the forest to
attract the mother’s attention but with-
out any luck. Ultimately, Mir and her
team shifted them to Dachigam National
Park, where she kept feeding them milk
until adulthood.

Hailing from the Wazir Bagh area of
Srinagar city and a mathematician by
education, Mir said she always had a

soft comer for animals but never knew
she would make a career of it. Right
after passing out from university, she

started teaching in one of the reputed
schools of Srinagar for a few months.
She married a veterinarian who actively
worked for animal welfare and problems
concerning wild animals, Mir said. “We
share the same philosophy as far as
human-wildlife conflict is concerned.
We believe that it can be effectively
reduced by educating people, spread-

ing awareness on wildlife and working
to change people’s attitudes,” she told
Mongabay-India. “The synergy has
helped me a lot and has made it possible
for me to convert my passion

into a career as a wildlife conserva-
tionist along with the support and the
inspiration ofthe organisation (Wildlife
SOS),” she said. “Over the past 13

years, my interest in helping wildlife
has grown, and today | enjoy my work
to its fullest,” she added.

About the wildlife conservation sce-
nario in Kashmir, Mir said, “We have to
be optimistic about the conservation of
wildlife in Kashmir. | won’t say things
are getting worse, but they are also not
moving fast in the right direction.”

She said that she is impressed by
the interest shown by the younger gen-
eration in wildlife. “I have a high hope
from the younger generation who does
understand the importance of wildlife
and wants to conserve it. They ask very
good questions about wildlife and are
always keen to learn how to play their
bit in conserving wildlife,” she said
while recalling her interactions with
young students in training sessions in
different schools and colleges. But she
agreed that the entire population has
to get involved in conserving nature
“It is crucial that we spread awareness
amongst the public on issues of con-
flict mitigation to sensitise people aid
encourage them to be more tolerant of
wild animals.”

‘How can a woman rescue
animals?’

While working on wildlife rescues,
one often comes in direct contact with
the wild animals. During such opera-
tions, the attitude of people, especially
those who happen to be around, can be
challenging.

“Once | land up at the place where
the rescue operation has to be carried
out, people start looking at me and pass
remarks saying how awoman can rescue
wild animals,” she said.

“I had people tellingme, in fact com-
manding me, several times, “Madam
aap side main ho jayain, aap kay liyay
mushkil ho jayaga (Madam, please step
aside. This will be difficult for you)”.
Butwhen I finishthejob, oftenwith con-
summate ease, they are wonder-struck,”
Mir told Mongabay India.

“| feel changing the attitudes of the
local communities ismore difficultthan
rescuing wild animals, especially when
the goal is to get people interested in
saving wild animals that have histori-

cally been damaging to their property or .

threatening to their Wellbeing.
tions can turn ugly, which indeed is a

difficult challenge to handle. Also, the
working conditions in a place like Kash-
mir, which can have hostile weather,
difficult terrain, and a fragile political
situation, make things challenging in my
role.” (Mongabay India/TWF)

Transgenders: The outcastes of South Asia prisons

In South Asian countries like India and Pakistan, thejudgmentsfrom apex courts declare self-determination ofgender identity by transpeople as
fundamental to gender recognition. However, it isyet to be realised by those admitted to prisons, writes Sai Bourothu

ansgender communities in

South Asia have a rich history,

through various socio-religious
and cultural trans identities. The Hijra
and Khwaja Sira communities have
common cultural roots across India,
Pakistan, Nepal, and Bangladesh but
historically they have faced criminalisa-
tion in the region.

Anglo-Saxon colonial legal legacy
and the implementation of religious
laws, which view trans persons as
heretics and blasphemous, have erased
these persons from policy and law as
complete citizens.

LAWS TO PROTECT TRANS

PEOPLE

In recent years, countries in South
Asia have promulgated law and policy
to recognise and protect the rights of
trans persons. This sudden interest and
action towards recognition, inclusion,
and protection of trans persons raises
unprecedented legal questions. For
decades, the interaction of transgender
communities with the criminal justice
system has been through the lens of
criminality and punitive action.

Apart from general vulnerability in
the criminal justice system, they face
specific challenges in prisons. These
vulnerabilities are accentuated by the
fact that prisons have largely been con-
ceived as male spaces, with a lack of
infrastructural and policy initiatives to
address gender-specific needs.

Indeed, as Justice Madan B. Lokur,
former Judge, Supreme Court of India
(SC) says, “Transgender persons in pris-
ons are treated as outcastes, with basic

facilities being unavailable to them.”
He made the comments at the launch
ofarecentreport, which highlighted the
lack of uniformity in recording data of
transgender persons in Indian prisons.
Separate data on transgender persons in
prisons is also maintained between April
2018 and March 2019 in only nine states
out of 28.

Simultaneous-
ly, no substantive
training/ aware-
ness programmes
on the rights of
transgender per-
sons were con-
ducted despite the
directive on the
same from the SC
India, in the land-
mark National Le-
gal Services Au-
thority (NALSA)

v Union of India

judgment. The apex court in this judg-
ment had declared the transgender
people as ‘third gender.” The report
has been a conversation starter on the
issue of transgender persons in Indian
prisons, and calls to question similar
vulnerabilities of transgender persons
in the region and globally.

Apart from applicability of general
standards for the treatment of prison-
ers, there are certain gendered policies
which have to be restructured, in a
rights-based perspective, to incorporate
the experiences of trans persons.

The question of legal and constitu-
tional rights for trans persons is a global

issue, with various countries and regions
legislating/litigating to ascertain the
same while being cognizant ofregional
contexts.

The South Asian region due to com-
mon antecedents of cultural/ religious/
social existence oftransgender persons
have parallel conversations across bor-

ders on the issues of Trans persons.

In this context, there are specific
themes that arise for the protection ap-
plicable to Trans persons in prisons.
RIGHT TO IDENTIFICATION OF

GENDER BY SELF

Self-determination of gender identity
has been a global demand by trans per-
sons for long. However, the realisation
of this demand in law and policy has
been difficult, to say the least.

There are countries in South Asia,
for example, India and Pakistan, where
we have judgments from apex courts
declaring self-determination of gender
identity by trans people as fundamental

to gender recognition. Where the SC
India, has used the phrase “rightto self-
determined gender identity,” while the
in Pakistan, the Transgender Persons
(Protection of Rights) Act 2018 has
phrased it as “gender sovereignty.” At
the same time, in Bangladesh, the pro-
cess ofdetermining one’s Trans identity
is through the word ‘Hijra’.
The process for determin-
ing the last ishased on a medi-
cal inspection of the person’s
body. This leads to varying
degrees of affirmation or in-
dignation associated with the
process. Further, this marks
a shift in perspective from a
genital based identificationto
an identity-based affirmation
of gender.
SEGREGATION IN PRIS-
ONS
While chairing a com-
mission on jail reforms con-
stituted by the Islamabad High Court,
Dr. Shireen M. Mazari, the Pakistani
Minister for Human Rights, called for
separate wards for trans persons in
prisons. Similarly, there are interna-
tional models in Brazil and other Latin
American countries where segregation
of LGBT (lesbian, gay, bisexual, and
transgender)+ prisoners from male and
female prisoners has protected them
from violence in prisons.

However, the genital based pro-
cess of identification of trans per-
sons drastically restricts the scope
of who gets awarded protection
against violence through segregation.

The use of genital based identification
presumes validity only of trans persons
who have gone through a spectrum of
surgeries and medical interventions
(both in the case of trans persons as-
signed male and female at birth).

This process is incognizant of the
fact that gender affirmative surgeries
require a plethora of resources includ-
ing financial, social, and psychological
support. Further, it leaves no scope for
any person identifying as transgender
to be recognised as such in case oftheir
choice or medical requirement to not
undergo said surgeries.

Implementation of court rulings are
yet another major hurdle in realising
protection against vulnerability fortrans
persons. In India, the NALSA vs Union
ofIndia & Orsjudgment by the Supreme
Court of India legally recognised trans
persons as “third gender” and promul-
gated the right to self-determination of
gender simultaneously.

However, Commonwealth Human
Rights Initiative (CHRI) report, ‘Lost
Identity: Transgender Persons in Indian
Prisons’ noted a “lack of any uniform
policy regarding placement of trans
persons in prisons. Varied responses
were received from both the state prison
headquarters as well as individualjails in
regard to the question of segregation of
male, female and transgender prisoners
during admission.”

The report elaborated on the process-
es of segregation to conclude that the
right to self-determination of gender is
not yet realised for transgender persons
admitted to prisons.

LIVELIHOODS AND
INALISATION

Colonial and religious laws have
criminalised identities that deviate from
the norms ofa binary biological gender
and heterosexuality. The same attitude
has translated into further criminalising
traditional livelihoods oftrans persons,
who have been historically mandated
to bless in return for money (termed as
beggary or vagrancy) and perform sex
work.The instances of criminalising
.beggary and sex work are prevalent to
this day in South Asia. However, op-
portunities to any employment beyond
what is culturally assigned are yet seem-
ingly distant.

Areview ofcriminaljustice systems
show that recruitment of trans persons
in the various departments of police,
prisons, and judiciary are minimal.
Further, from the Indian experience,
though recruitments in the police have
been initiated, they have been a result
of extensive litigation on part of the
transgender applicants. In Indianprison
departments, as of January 1,2019, no
transgender persons had been recruited.
The policies which have been developed
seem uninformed by the lived realities
of transgenders in the South Asian
region. Governments need to place
the diversified and varied lived experi-
ences of trans persons at the center of
policymaking forthe protection of Trans
persons in prisons.

(The writer is a project officer with
the Access to Justice (Prison Reforms
Programme) at Commonwealth Human
Rights Initiative. Vews arepersonal.)
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Social

By Vishnu Makhijani

biquitous technology and social
media platforms have led to the
rise of"disruptive" leaders like

| media use and the
rise of disruptive leaders

and right, as he seeks to work out the
political trajectory most likely to secure
him re-election next year", a commen-
tary by Jamie Dettmer of the Voice of
America said on March 2, adding that

Arvind Kejriwal, Donald Trump and

Emmanuel Macron as they have been
able to "speak directly to their citizens",
who get the "illusion that they are being
listened to", but whether they deliver is
a different question, says a new book
that examines the new levers of state
power in the modem context.

The rise of such leaders "is an
interesting and potentially disruptive
phenomenon in the development of
governments and states. To some extent
it is a consequence ofthe new world of
ubiquitous technology and social media
platforms that we see,” Jaideep Prabhu,
Professor of Marketing and Director of
the Centre for India & Global Business
at Cambridge Judge Business School,
and author of "How Should A Govern-
ment Be? - The New Levers of State
Power" (Profile Books), told IANS in
an interview.

"Butitis also aresponse to two other
trends: 1) that citizens are increasingly
restless and demanding oftheir leaders,
i.e., they want more and better from the
state, faster and cheaper, and 2) they are
increasingly empowered to make these
demands.

"Recognising these two trends, we
see that some leaders around the world
have found a way to speak directly to
their citizens, often using social media
like Twitter to great effectto do so. This
gives the citizens at least the illusion
that they are being listened to and that
their leaders are responding to their
needs and concerns. Of course, if that
is actually the case, remainsto be seen,"”
Prabhu added.

Trump, ofcourse has been voted out
of office when he caused more disrup-
tion than delivering on his promises.
"Macron is being pulled in contrary
political directions, swerving both left

By PL Ajai Bhambi
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Liberation, France's leading left-wing
daily newspaper, has warned that many
onthe left, who backed Macron in 2017,
handing him a landslide election win
over far-right leader Marine Le Pen,
won't do so again next year.

Keriwal's Aam Aadmi Party won 62
of the 70 seats in the Delhi Assembly
elections in 2020 to give him a second
successive term in office and has scored
some notable success in the recent civic
elections in Delhi and Surat. It sees this
as a signal to expand pan-India but the
jury is out on that, with most political
analysts suggesting Kejriwal stick to the
national capital.

The book is Prabhu's third from a
career spent in studying innovation in
the private sector.

"In the first part of my career, |
studied innovation in large western
companies. | then turned my atten-
tion to emerging economies like India
where | had grown up. From my study

‘Star - Gazing’

of India and related countries in Asia
and Africa, | developed an interest in
jugaad and frugal innovation. | wrote
two books about this phenomenon:
‘Jugaad Innovation' (2012) and 'Frugal
Innovation' (2015).

"Every time | would speak about
these books to audiences from around
the world, people would ask me: But
what does this mean for governments?
How does the ability to use new technol-
ogy and organise in new ways impact
the way that governments work? They
would then go on to tell me about inno-
vations in government too. Over time, |
began to think ofresearching and writ-
ing about such frugal innovation in the
public sector and that's what led me to
write this book," Prabhu explained.

Speaking about the research that
went into the book, he said a lot of it
was similar to that which went into his
previous books.

"l didn't just want to write an 'aca-
demic' account of the subject. Rather,
I wanted to ground everything | said
in actual cases from around the world.
So | set out writing to and interview-
ing public servants and policy makers
from both emerging economies (such
as India, Bangladesh and Kenya) and
developed economies (like the UK, US,
Canada and Denmark)," he said.

At Cambridge, where he teaches, he
also became involved with a number
of training programmes for senior and
mid-career civil servants from around
the world. For instance, he was the
programme director from 2012 to 2019
of a senior leadership programme for
Indian civil servants. He also taught on
an MPhil for early career civil servants
interested in technology and policy.

"Finally, Cambridge has a centre for
science and policy that links UK and
European policy makers with academ-
ics in the university, and over the years
I met with over a 100 of these fellows
of the centre. All these conversations
provided me with ideas and material
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Sun transit in Pisces on your solar retum chart and It will give very good results
for the whole year. Your confidence will get boosted and also your spirits will
be high. You will meet lot of influential persons. And will be able to get yourwork
done. You will also dear major administrative/departmental exams. Contacts
with govemment officials will be fruitful. Your tax disputes will also get resolved.
Those who are entrepreneurs and in business can enter into a new associa-
tion or partnership. You will get good retums from investments you had made
in the past. There will be warmth and cheer In family relations. You will remain
devoted to your family. Your mamiage might get finalized. Love birds will have
a wonderful time. You will do noble deeds and your name and fame will rise.
You could also get a reward/award.

Aries: (March 21 - April 20)

The planetary configuration this week indicates that your
efforts, confidence and courage bring success in monetary
gains and your energy increases for projects at work. Your job
environment is teeming with activity. You take small yet sure
steps towards your financial goals. Domestic relationships
and the home environment tend to be harmonious and peace-
ful. Chidren may need more discipline than they previously
did. You may find your children at an age that requires more
attention and or structure. There are some contentious issues
that are laid to rest as you tackle them and take a bold stand.

Taurus: (April 21 - May 21)

Some of you may have to make some critical decisions due
situations in your life that force you to make definitive choices:
they could even be between career and family goals. Some of
you may be promoted or your career will take a new direction.
The challenge is to find a healthy bafence-to improve home
life, while at the same time tending to your career needs..
Romantic and personal relations would be more practical than
fun. For some, a romantic relationship stabilizes and becomes
more serious as you look at it with a long term perspective.
Some of you will meet a new romantic interest who is perhaps
more younger and energetic as compared to you. Some
changes in your social circle have been occurring of late, and
you meet new and unusual people.

Gemini: (May 22 - June 21)
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Cancwr: (June

New friendships are likely to emerge during this time: support-
ive and easygoing ones. Happiness and fulfilment through
the expansion of your mind, widening your social circle, travel,
and connections to people of a different cultural background
than you are indicated. Your position of power and authority is
maintained despite mary changes all around. Do not allow
personal feelings to influence professional decisions. An op-
portunity or investment to make quick gains is on the cards but
analyze data at hand before you invest Energy is high and
things happen swiftly and decisively.

22 - July 22)

You would be blessed with good health, love in relationships
and hammony at the work place. You give and receive affection
and love from friends and relatives. You connect with old
friends and business associates. Being open and receptive,
you attract opportunities which hitherto seemed out of reach.
You desire to leam and improve on your practical skills. Real
istic levels of optimism and confidence are with you that enable
you o quicken the pace at your workplace. Tension could run
high and reach an emotional peak. Do not get carried away
without first getting the facts. Yoga and walking would prove to
be beneficial.

Leo: (July 23 mAugust 23)

Your social life is likely to increase and bring you in contact with
more influential, powerful people who could prove to be help-
ful as they extend a helping hand. Matters related to universi-
ties, higher education, organized religion, publishing, legal
affairs, and foreign interests proceed smoothly. This is an
excellent time to seek advanced training or to further your
education. Happiness and fulfilment through close friend-
ships and relationships is indicated. Your idealistic nature is
stimulated, and you are likely to aim for a sense of belonging
through connection to something larger than yourself.

Virgo: (August 24 - September 22)
Thi

e planetary combination this week tends to change your
outlook on life, perhaps stimulated by travel. Some changes in
your social circle have been occuning and this brings about a
new awareness. You are more determined to achieve your
personal goals, and are more strategic in the manner you go

about doing so. New responsibiliies are likely to present
themselves and you would take them more seriously. New
projects excite you but remember that bringing them to a
completion s just as important. A little attention on fitness and
health related programs would be helpful.

Libra: (September 23 - October 23)

This phase brings money matters come into focus for you. You
would adopt a realistic approach to business and finance.
Career and vocational issues may benefit from the increased
clarity you possess. Much of your energy will be applied ©
vocational achievement and professional activities. The de-
sire for some form of recognition and financial success is more
intense. Being part of a community or circle of friends and
building your social network is important © you at this time. You
look to networking to leverage your contacts. You may be quick
to anger and could antagonize some whom you want to win
over.

Scorpio:(October 24 - November 22)

This phase is good for money, status and enhancing your
standing this week. Your entire focus shifts in this direction.
You take on new responsibiliies, but enjoy the challenges it
presents. Your belief systems and personal philosophies are
especially important  you, but do not often coincide with your
methods. This dichotomy will inculcate new attitudes towards
finances, and social relationships before you strike a balance.
It is an excellent time for travel, higher education and commu-
nications. The family is supportive and helps you look at the
larger picture.

Sagittarius: (November 23 - December 21)
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You may feel the need to be appreciated by family members
and the need for togethemess with others this week. Events
are such that you move towards a more objective approach
towards your life and you cultivate true friendships. It is a time
when you need © let go of things that no longer serve their
purpose, and hold on to things that have a future. You would
express your sympathetic and compassionate side. Others
might find you less sociable, as you are busier than ever and
you focus on your activities and’your needs. You would stand
alone, take action and start afresh during this week.

Capricorn: (December 22 - January 20)

M V

You would be able to express a greater level of sensitivity and
sensibility in personal and professional relations this week.
You encounter people who are very considerate and under-
standing and are also likely t form relationships with people
based on a deep level of mutual appreciation and under-
standing for each other. You are in touch with your more
sensitive and spiritual qualities. You have to maintain a pos
tive attitide and face life in a positive way. Communications
from overseas are hopeful and exciting as business opportL-
nities are extended to you. Financial transactions and profes-
sional (rojects go ahead smoothly with goodwill and profit this
week.

Aquarius: (January 21 - February 18)

You feel on top of things in domestic issues and spend quiality
time with people you care about and in activities that are
rejuvenating. You tend to be tradiitional and restrictive in family
matters and may have to face opposition from younger ones. it
is ime to expand your social circle and to make more contact
with groups and friends. Your unselfishness and wilingness
to listen will help boost your magnetic appeal. Your profes-
sional skills, wisdom and craft are appreciated and fresh
opportunities for expansion are mede available to you. Per-
sonal relationships gain a romantic and exciting quality. You
need to tackle sensitive subjects and difficult people and get
yout point across.

Pisces: (February 19 - March 20)

Business projects and associations are opening up and wid-
ening your horizons so you need to think expansively this
week. Your financial situation looks promising if you manage it
well on your oan rather than place trust upon others. You are
generous with friends, and loving in family situations. You
come across as especially smooth and your good nature is
bound to attract some atterttion. A business venture could be
gainful if you are wiling to lend it some energy. You are
involved in multiple tools of creativity that you possess. A gertie
and softer approach can resolve an old confiict this week.

for the book. In addition to all this data,
I also read books on political theory,
especially about the long debate that
has existed about how big the state
should be and what its role in society
is,” Prabhu elaborated.

His key argument is that govern-
ments around the world can now use
new technologies and forms of organi-
sation to be more effective and efficient
in delivering for their citizens but that
in the process they might also increase
their power to be more controlling and
authoritarian. To balance effectiveness
and efficiency with freedom and liberty,
governments need to adopt five prin-
ciples in how they operate:

"They need to be responsive to their
citizens (i.e., operate outside-in rather
than inside-out); they need to be inclu-
sive (i.e., be able to serve the interest
of multiple competing groups); they
need to be experimental (i.e., constantly
trying new ideas, testing them and then
scaling them up); they need to be entre-
preneurial (i.e., engaging in a proactive
way with the private sector and NGOs
and cultivating the economy); and they
need to be innovative (i.e., constantly
improving how they function inter-
nally)," Prabhu explained.

Citizens play a major role in this
process.

"It is citizens in the end who provide
the constant pressure for governments
to get better, and so it is crucial that
they perform this role well. Doing so
involves citizens being informed and
engaged and knowing how to choose
their political leaders and teams well.
But italso means they have to hold their
governments to account at all times,
either through movements from outside
or even better byjoining the government
and working for its improvement from
within," Prabhu said.

Whatnext?

"I will probably return to my main
area of interest and expertise, namely
businesses and how they operate.

By Ranjan K Baruah

ferent eatables are

in bakeries which are baked
by people who are expert in
it. Baking, one of the oldest
professions in the world is a
very dynamic and
innovative culinary
technique used for

making bread and
confectioneries.

I still remember

about my school

days and the bak-

ery that was in our

school. One may

recall the tempting

smell when we are

passed by any bak-

ery. Baking is the

process of cook-

ing food through

dry heat which is

visually done in an

oven, hot ashes

or hot stones. But

with the changes

of time there have

been some changes

and new innova-

tions have come

into the fields of

baking.

It is a profession
which combines
both art and sci-
ence and creativ-
ity. Baking is a career that
demands lots of creativity,
commitment and passion for
food. Some might become
experts in baking without
much qualification. Experi-
ences might make someone
experts in the long run but
it is always advisable to un-
dergo some of the courses /
training programmes to be-
come successful in this field.
For skilled bakers, there are
lots of options to travel over-
seas and earn money.

To excel in the field ofbak-
ing and to enhance skills, one
can enroll for any bakery and
confectionery course offered
by various hotel management
institutes located across the
country. These institutes of-
fer certificate, diploma and
degree courses specializing
in food and beverages. Ad-

e often buy baked
products from dif-
ferentbakeries. D if-

(SEVEN)

Unravelling the
India Covid story

hen WHO first declared
Covid-19 a global pan-
demic in March 2020,

there was a great deal of apprehen-
sion about how India, the country
with the highest TB cases and
diabetes, inadequate health infra-
structure and a population of 1.3
billion, would fare.

Between the Janata Curfew
and the first vaccinations, a mas-
sive machinery has been working
as seamlessly
as possible
to make sure
that, despite
some missteps
and missed
infections, In-
dia conquers
what has been
the greatest
challenge the
world has en-
countered in
decades..

Covering
the pandem-
ic from the
start, the au-
thor, Abanti-
ka Ghosh has
had a ring-
side view of
India's battle
against the
pandemic. A
thrilling tale
of unnamed
thousands battling against a little-
understood virus from the front-
lines, Billions Under Lockdown
(Bloomsbury) brings that gripping
theatre and its dramatis personae
to life.

"Journalists are usually accused
of having very short memories. Of
course, this is not unfair criticism
as we, far too often, look at issues
only fleetingly, and superficially.
Having said that, in the twenty
years that | have been in this busi-
ness, 2020 was the first year in
which, for ten months, | followed
one story: Covid-19. | may even
go so far as to say, that I lived
in a Covid bubble. I was reading
about it, writing about it, and, in

mission to the 3 year hotel
management degree program
in any recognised Institute
of Hotel Management (IHM)
in the country is through
a\Eaitabiee Examination. One
can also make a career in the
baking field by joining short
term certificate or diploma
courses in bakery and con-

fectionary. The duration of
these courses may vary from
4 to 6 months and students
who have completed their
class 10th/12th with good
grades are eligible. There
are institutes under skill
development which conduct
short term free courses for
10th or 12th pass students.
M any vocational institutes
offer courses at a subsidized
rate or free of cost. Some
of the courses are Advance
Certificate Course in Bakery
and Confectionery, Advance
Diploma in Culinary Arts and
Patisserie Studies, Certificate
Course in Bakery and Con-
fectionery, Certificate Course
in Food Production and Patis-
serie, Diploma in Bakery and
Confectionery, etc.

Apart from training, a bak-
er should have a love and

whatever time | had left, | was an-
swering questions from friend and
family," Ghosh writes.

"I have tried to keep my own
opinions at a minimum to tell
India's Covid-19 story that lies
somewhere between the official
statements, scientific hypotheses
and conspiracy theories. It is not
yet fully understood, and some
of what appears in this book may
change over time," Ghosh adds.

To that extent,
starting from the
government's
first Covid-19
meeting (it was
not yet called
that) on Janu-
ary 8, 2020 to
the approvals of
the two eMade
in Indialvac-
cines on Janu-
ary 3, 2021, the
book attempts
to cover all the
major aspects
of the pandem-
ic through the
year, with the
world view in
the background.

The book is
a valuable con-
tribution to the
growing narra-
tive on the pan-
demic and how

it has affected every sphere of our
lives.

Abantika Ghosh is passionate
about public health and popular
science communication. After
graduating from Presidency Col-
lege, Kolkata, she did her masters
in Physiology from the University
of Calcutta and has worked with
The Statesman, The Times ofIndia
and the Indian Express in the past.
Currently, she is with The Print,
where she heads the team covering
Covid-19. She is keenly interested
in non-cricket sports, is a voracious
reader and loves to explore the in-
tersection of politics and society.
She lives in New Delhi with two
dogs and some books. (IANS)

passion for food. One may
not get a good job or highly
paid salaried job just after
finishing any training, so one
needs to have patience and
gather experiences. Good
communication skills are al-
ways an advantage for those
who want to excel in the
baking profession. One must

be creative and have ideas to
critically understand the taste
and choice of the customers.
Some ofthe terms related to
these professions are bread
chef, cake stylists, patisserie
/ dessert specialist, artisan
bread specialist, confection-
ery baker, institutional and
cafeteria baker, etc. The job
openings for a baker range
from hotels, restaurants, ca-
terers, supermarkets, bakeries
to grocery stores and baking
manufacturing companies.
Aspirants may also try to
have their own openings by
becoming entrepreneurs in
this field.

(The author is a career
mentor and skill trainer and
can bereached at8473943734
or email at bkranjan@gmail.
com)
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MeECL’s existential crises
THE biggest state run Corporation - the MeECL
jumps from crisis to crisis. This is bound to hap-
pen when Government is engaged in fire-fighting
instead ofaddressing the problems at the source.

Ihe battle of words between the Congress and
the MDA Government on this issue has reached
a feverish pitch with the former going for a
privilege motion against ChiefMinister, Conrad
Sangma on his allegations that the Congress led
government signed bad deals with the National
Thermal Power Corporation (NTPC) which
has plunged the state into an irrevocable debt
burden for the long term. Now the Engineers’
Union is up in arms against the Corporation and
its management. They have spilled the beans
on the goings-on in the MeECL which, simply
put, is getting from one scam to the next. Men-
tion of a particular firm that has been favoured
with supply works for the MeECL and which
is charging nearly five times per unit cost for
supply of a computer, complete with table and
chair. Clearly the tendering norms have been
given short shrift here and a firm that is willing
to do deals with the MeECL management and/
or the Power Department gets the contract. This
does not bode well for the already beleaguered
Corporation which is managing the immediate
crises through loans etc.

Now the Corporation intends to start another
run of the river hydel project with the Wah

Umngot as the pivot.

But there is already a

strong public reaction against this proposal.
The Umngot river keeps the plantations in the
Ri War area moist and fertile. People have now
started growing strawberries which is fetching
them an enviable income. Governments fail to
get public cooperation for their projects because
they don’t consult the public before conceiving
such projects, especially those that could have
far reaching impacts on people. Damming the
River Umngot is comparable to what might
happen to India’s North East should the Chi-
nese build dams over the Tsangpo river which
flows to India as the Brahmaputra. The science
of Hydrology informs that upstream activi-
ties always impact those living downstream. A
public consultation on this issue would have
given the Government a fair idea of the pros
and cons of damming the River Umngot apart
from displacement of hutments and villages.
The Leshka run-of-the-river project for which
over Rs 1300 crore has been invested butwhich
is not yielding electricity commensurate to the
investment should have been an eye opener for
the Government before it launches a similar
project. Sometimes the public is left to wonder
as to whether there is a think-tank guiding the
present Government or if some high flying,
highly-paid consultant is behind these hare-

brained projects.

Letters to the Editor

Is MDA
serious about
addressing

corruption?

Editor

It is an embarrassment
when grown-up men behave
like small boys. The heated
verbal duel betweenthe Chief
Minister, Deputy ChiefMin-
ister and the MLA from the
Shillong North constituency
brought to light one very
import factor that is lacking
in the leadership of our state.
This can be summed up in
one word, "Character." Bor-
rowing a famous quote from
the 1800s, | think we can all
agree that,"Power corrupts,
absolute power corrupts
absolutely.” One thing that
is certain about our elected
representatives is that they
usually behave like servants
before the elections, but
usually act like monarchs
for the next five years. There
is nothing wrong with mon-
archy, provided we have a
king or a queen who is will-
ing to lay down his or her
own life for their subjects.
In fact history has proven
time and again, that some of
the best periods have been
during the rule of a good
king. Unfortunately, history
has also proven that some of
the worst periods have been

during the reign of a tyrant
king, or dictator. Hence we
are stuck with democracy,
which is at the lower level
order, between the best and
the worst form of govern-
ments.

If this government wants
to prove that it truly has
character, then it will have
to begin to deliver on its
promises, and come up with
more creative ways on how
to bring an end to corrup-
tion. If the government is
really serious, then it has
to seriously consider ,how
deeply corrupt all of the
departments have become.
We mightjust end up having
a government that is famous
for saying a lot ofthings, that
it never intends to do,and
dreaming big dreams, with-
out ever having a clear vision
on how to accomplish those
dreams. Mr Adelbert might
have not been as eloquent in
a foreign language, as those
who have had the privilege to
study abroad, but I guess his
question is seriously valid, "
“MDA Government, are you
really serious about the wel-
fare of your subjects?"There
is no point dreaming about
electric cable cars when there
is no proper electricity even
to recharge the battery of an
ordinary Nokia handset.

Yours etc.,
Pyndapbha Warjri
Shillong-2

AIS and the Arc of
Natural Justice

The argument made by
the All India Service offi-
cers that the Government’s
decision to reimburse the
officers’ income tax is an
act of natural justice is not
convincing at all. In fact it
raises more question than it
answers. It was also argued
that the reimbursement is
based on the principle of
equal pay for equal work,
but the question is, why the
arc ofnatural justice is selec-
tive and bends only to please
certain sections ofincome tax
payers in the state. Why is
this so called natural justice
applicable only to certain
sections of government of-
ficials or particularly those
who are close to the power
centres in the state?

Now if the principle of
natural justice is to be taken
as the yardstick for reim-
bursement of income tax,
then what about the state
government officers in the
different departments who
work even in the far-flung
areas of Meghalaya? Why
does the arc ofnatural justice
not bent to include them too?
After all they also receive
their salaries from the same
governmenttreasury? Why is
natural justice not so natural
as to include the officers who
have to pay income tax which
includes engineers, doctors
in the various state govern-
ment departments who have
equally toiled hard to serve
this state and its people?

What about the income
tax payers who work in the
different banks, central gov-
ernment offices and other
institutions in the different
parts ofthe state? What about
income tax payers like those
in the North Eastern Hill
University, 1IM, Shillong,
Regional Engineering Col-
lege, Shillong, NEIGRIHMS,
Shillong and others? Why
does the State Government’s
arc of natural justice not
cover ,them too? Why is the
arc of natural justice limited
to the All India Service offi-
cers? Income tax payers who
are working in these differ-
ent offices and government
institutions also work for the
welfare of the people and
the development of the state
and if the reimbursement is
based on natural justice then
it is only natural that their
income tax should also be
reimbursed.

It was also argued that the
decision of the government
will encourage AIS officersto
come back to their state cadre
but the lay person’s question
to this baseless argument is,
isn’t the service called ‘all
India service’? Why did they
opt for the service in the first
place if they are not ready

Decriminalise

sex work

Editor,

You probably don't have
any idea of who we are.
Many of us have children;
while some are divorced or
widowed. A prostitute is not
by definition an alcoholic, a
drug user, or a victim of a
trafficking gang. Some of us
even have diplomas. We are
not in this trade for pleasure,
contrary to popular belief.
And we do not do anything
wrong; we only satisfy our
needs but we are not against
the law. Things were fine un-
til a clever comment by one
of our "respectable lawmak-
ers" who stated that "Khyndai
Lad has become a pick-up
point of sex workers" hit the
headlines.

To be exposed as com-
modities in a market; to be
publicly humiliated; to have
a hostile establishment and a
very tense climate; discrimi-
nation from many politicians
who do not respect the limits
oftheirjob; a lack of consul-
tation from the authorities;
the "don't care anymore"
attitude of our human rights
crusaders and the fact that
we are not let allowed to do
our work at ease, which has
strong consequences on our
daily life; that our situation
is worse than before and no
alternative has been offered
to us are stark and painful

By HH Mohrmen

to serve the nation and its
people who reside in different
parts ofthe country? How can
reimbursement of income tax
be a morale booster for the
officers? Does it mean that
monetary compensation is
the only factor that can boost
the morale of the officer?

It is obvious* from the
justification of the All India
Service cadre serving in the
state that they take their ap-
pointment in the state as a
punishment. Therefore they
are entitled to some kind of
special reimbursement for the
sacrifices they make. What is
more painful (and perhaps it
is not wrong too) to surmise
from the argument is that the
cadre also see income tax as
apunishment. Ifwhat is con-
sidered to be the steel frame
of the country still regard
having to pay income tax as a
punishment, then what is the
future for this country? How
can we expect other lesser
advantaged sections of the

to circumvent the system
by getting the tax they paid
reimbursed by the Govern-
ment?

But the most important
pointis - ifand when the AIS
officers collect their reim-
bursement does it not reduce
their status as officers? How
different are the officers from
their helpers or their drivers
now? How can they be dif-
ferent from them when they
are also paying only indirect
taxes? With all the pay, the
perks and the statuses that
they have, when it comes to
paying tax to the government
the officers are no different
from the least of all their
helpers and employees. They
are no different from eventhe
fourth grade staff because
at the end of the day, like
the low income government
staffs, they too are only pay-
ing indirect tax.

The officers still have the
option to demonstrate to the
people of the state that they

The officers still have the option
to demonstrate to the people of
the state that they are notgoing
to be lured by this Governments

appeasementpolicy: Perhaps it is |

not surprising ifall or some ofthe
|officers reject the reimbursement
that was offered to them.

population to wilfully pay
income tax when the officers
who are well paid and are
supposed to lead in the nation
building, consider paying
income tax as a punishment?
Where is the pride of being
an income tax payer?

How can one expect that
the AIS officers will one day
come up with a policy docu-
ment to include the rich and
the high ranking officers in
the state to pay income tax,
when they themselves take
a u-tum when it comes to
paying income tax. By get-
ting their income tax reim-
bursed the officers no longer
have locus standi or have
lost the ground to push for
policy changes with regards
to income tax payment in the
state. The other important
question is how can the steel
frame of the country hope to
convince the rich and well
to do tribals in the state and
even their own colleagues at
workto pay income tax when
they themselves are trying

realities. We have decided
to write this letter because
our voices are not heard
anywhere. Though we are
the first respondents we are
barely considered as human
beings in this affair.

What makes us furious is
not the state of our situation,
but the fact that our State
Government is not making
any effort to do anything to
make it better for us. The
fact that political leaders
like Adelbert Nongrum, HM
Shangpliang, Lahkmen Rym-
bui and Ampareen Lyngdoh
aren't working together to
solve our problems infuri-
ates us sex workers — as it
should. Adelbert Nongrum’s
rather nai've hope that he
could change the atmosphere
in Khyndai Lad and get war-
ring sides working together
was part of his enormous
appeal. But instead of tak-
ing the hint that constructive
compromise would be popu-
lar, politicians like him have
spent most of their energies
blaming each other for ob-
structionism.

Foronce intheir miserable
tenures, MLAs could help
their fellow MLAs under-
stand the difference between
dialogue and debate and the
importance of dialogue in
solving problems including
interpersonal problems or
political ones. In a debate,
you are trying to win. In a
dialogue, you are trying to

are not going to be lured by
this Government’s appease-
ment policy. Perhaps it is not
surprising if all or some of
the officers reject the reim-
bursement that was offered to
them. The officers still have
the option of saying ‘No’ or
even if it is reimbursed to
them, they can contribute the
money to charity.

Obviously this Govern-
ment is only trying to please
the officers in the state, but at
what cost? A precedent is set
and now if the government
continues with its appease-
ment measures, itwill have to
bend its arc ofnaturaljustice
to include and cover all and
sundry income tax payers in
the state. As ofnow the scale
of natural justice is tilting
only towards those who are in
the position to influence gov-
ernment policy. Only If and
when all the income tax pay-
ers are included in the con-
cession can the government
claim that there is equality
and justice is served.

find common ground. Part
ofthe experience ofbeing in
the Assembly should be to
practice understanding what
another person’s point of
view is. If lawmakers were
encouraged to practice dia-
logue frequently, we would
train a whole generation of
problem-solvers.

All this may sound hard,
but without an effort to get
the political system working
thoughtfully again, we will
miss the opportunity to enjoy
a potentially great economy
with rising prosperity. We
prefer to remain anonymous.
An interview is possible if
the interview remains anony-
mous. For ten years the Rot
Association of Meghalaya
(RAM) has always offered
supportto fellow sex workers
but we are still unknown to
many. Sex work will always
exist, and it is irresponsible
to avoid making progressive
change. The way to protect
disadvantaged citizens like
us and tackle the deeper prob-
lem is simple - decriminalize
our work. Decriminalize sex
work! Fellow sex workers
can share their grievances
at our Telegram messaging
platform (@RotAssociation-
OfMeghalaya).

Yours etc,

I. Kharmuti (President),
P. Mylliemngap (General
Secretary),

D. Mawlong (Pubiicty
Secretary)

This Government is facing
(or rather is creating) another
problem with the management
of the Meghalaya Electric
Corporation Limited. The em-
ployees of the Organisation
are pitted against each other.
Now in spite ofthe Books of
Accounts of the Corporation
being in the red, it is alleged
that the management still
offers special concessions
to big companies who have
defaulted in their payment of
electricity bills. What kind of
example does the Corporation
wish to demonstrate when it
rewards instead of punishing
the defaulters. The allega-
tions made by the Union of
Engineers with regards to
the implementation of the
centrally sponsored Saub-
hagya scheme is very serious
and needs to be investigated
immediately. It is sad that
even before the smart meter
project is being implemented
it is already steeped in con-
troversies! There is obviously
something not very right in
the way the Corporation is
managed and the Government
needs to immediately address
the issue before it is too late.

Buthow canwe expectthe
Corporation to provide better
service to the State when the
management and the employ-
ees are not in the same page
and are even at odds with each
other? The management of
the Corporation has already
lost the confidence of the
public and it now needs to
work hard to even gain the
confidence of its employees.

The Governmentis also in
a catch 22 situation between
enhancing power production
through hydro-electric proj-
ects and promoting tourism.
The Meghalaya State Pollu-
tion Control Board has noti-
fiedthat MeECL has proposed
to set up a 210 MW Umngot
Hydro-electric Project near
Siangkhnai and a public hear-
ing is proposed to be held on
April 9, 2021 at Moosakhia
village. Now the question
is whether construction of
the run of the river (RoR)
project upstream of river
Umngot will not affect the
tourist spots downstream like
Amkoi, Nongbareh, Shnon-
gpdeng Darang and Dawki,
Will the construction of the
project not affect the crystal
clear condition of the water
which is in fact the unique
selling point (USP) of these
spots? If the water loses its
crystal clear component or
transparent state which makes
the above places famous the
world over, will it still be
able to attract tourists to the
different tourist spots? Will
the Government answer the
above questions?

hhmohrmen67@ gmail.
com

Tourism yet to
take off

Editor,

The Shillong times carried
anews report captioned "Am-
pareen wants more flights to
Delhi" (ST March 13,2021).
I have views on the matter
because my friends and | have
traveled several times after
the pandemic but the number
ofpassengerto and from Kol-
kata via Umroi airport are on
the lower side. | have spoken
to local drivers, hoteliers and
even hawkers and they all
say that Government should
encourage the tourism sec-
tor because the economy of
large sections of the people
of this State are dependent
on tourism.

The State Tourism Depart-
ment should take the initiative
to create an attractive envi-
ronment for travelers, so that
they can enjoy the beauty of
Meghalaya. Travelers from
outside state have been eager-
ly waiting for almost one year
to come to Meghalaya. The
ordinary people of Meghalaya
are hopeful that the Tourism
sector will continue to thrive
in the state as before.

Yours etc.,
Mithun Sikdar
Shillong -1

Avrticles and letters ap-
pearing on this page are
the views of the writers/
authors and not that of
The Shillong Times

(SIX)

First Quad Summit- A
Milestone for
Indo-Pacific

By TP Sreenivasan

Quad has come ofage and
will be akey pillar of stability
in Indo-Pacific region,” said
Prime Minister Narendra
Modi at the first-ever sum-
mit of the Quadrilateral,
seen by China as an “Indo-
Pacific NATO.” No amount
oftalk aboutvaccine produc-
tion, climate change, critical
technology, cyber-security,
anti-terrorism or maritime
co-operation will blunt the
sharpness ofthe grouping as
an instrument of containing
China. If the agenda items
of the Quad were as listed,
Chinawould have been a cru-
cial player in each of them.
Buttile US National Security
Adviser, Jake Sullivan, came
closest to the truth when he
said that though the four
leaders had indeed discussed
China, “today’s meeting was
not fundamentally about”
that country.

The virtual Quad summit
of the US, Australia, Japan
and India and its joint state-
ment on March 12 marked a
significant milestone in the
evolution of the grouping,
giving it an agenda for “a
free and open Indo-Pacific.”
PM Modi acknowledged
that the initiative came from
PresidentJoe Biden, who had
accepted President Trump’s
formula for the region, the
only Trump policy line he
had endorsed. By taking the
Quad initiative, President
Biden signalled that “our
agenda, covering areas like
vaccines, climate change
and emerging technologies
make the Quad a force for
global good,” PM Modi char-
acterised the grouping as an
“important pillar of stability
in the region.” No reference
was made to the military
exercises the Quad had con-
ducted against the backdrop
of China flexing its muscles
from the Himalayas to the
South China Sea.

The Biden initiative estab-
lishes that his “softer line” on
Chinaas evidence ofhis iron
fist with velvet gloves. His
characterisation of China as
the biggest competitor and
not an adversary also appears
to be aposture. Significantly,
Sullivan affirmed the “cen-
trality of the Indo-Pacific in
U.S. national security” for
Biden administration in a
post-summit press briefing.
Indian reluctance to take the
plunge into an alliance also
must have played a role in
the US adopting a cautious
approach, stressing the public
good needs of the Indo-Pa-
cific. The ASEAN countries
also are likely to welcome
the softer version ofthe Quad
as they have no intention to
confront China.

The vaccine initiative for
the region, inthis context, isa
masterstroke, as itis as much
a competition with China as
a humanitarian need for the
region. The combination of
the manufacturing capabili-
ties of India, US technology
and financial, Japanese and
Australian fiinding and lo-
gistical support will be an
effective counter to China,
which has already started a
vaccine offensive around the
world. India has confirmed
that it will be manufacturing
up to 1 billion single-dose
Johnson & Johnson vaccines,
which will be delivered to
the Indo-Pacific and beyond.
China may see it as an ad-
versarial act but can counter
it only by doing better with
the vaccine, contributing to
the global effort.

The other items on the
agenda, such as maritime
security and cyber issues are
also unquestionable, even
though the anti-China dimen-
sions ofboth are evident. The
Chinese presence in the In-
dian ocean through massive
ports and visits ofsubmarines
is already perceived as a
threat and Japan and India
have been suspected ofbeing
victims of cyber-attacks.

The philosophical under-
pinnings of the Quad have
also been strengthened in
the joint statement in “The

Spirit of the Quad”. It has
been stated, “We strive for
a region that is free, open,
inclusive, healthy, anchored
by democratic values, and
unconstrained by coercion,”
broadening the scope of
common action. It recalls
that the positive vision ofthe
Quadrose out ofthe Tsunami
0f 2004 and affirms that the
global devastation wrought
by COVID-19, the threat of
climate change, and security
challenges facing the region
summons the group with
renewed purpose.

“On this historic occa-
sion of March 12, 2021,
the first-ever leader-level
summit of the Quad, we
pledge to strengthen our
cooperation on the defining
challenges of our time.”

The Joint Statement is
categorical in its determina-
tion “to promoting a free,
open rules-based order, root-
ed in international law to
advance security and pros-
perity and counter threats
to both in the Indo-Pacific
and beyond. We support
the rule of lafv, freedom of
navigation and overflight,
peaceful resolution of dis-
putes, democratic values,
and territorial integrity. ....
Full of potential, the Quad
looks forward to the future;
it seeks to uphold peace and
prosperity and strengthen
democratic resilience, based
on universal values.”

The Joint Statement also
goes into some specific cur-
rent issues, indicating the
evolving common positions
on issues like denucleariza-
tion ofNorth Koreain accor-
dance with United Nations
Security Council resolu-
tions, resolution ofthe issue
of Japanese abductees and
the urgent need to restore
-democracy in Myanmar and
the priority of strengthening
democratic resilience. Clear-
ly, the engagement of Quad
will go beyond the common
good and take common po-
sitions, where possible, on
political issues.

In terms of practical ac-
tion, the Quad established
a vaccine expert working
group on safe and effective
vaccine distribution, a criti-
cal and emerging technology
working group to facilitate
cooperation on international
standards and innovative
technologies of the future
and a climate working group
to strengthen climate ac-
tions globally on mitigation,
adaptation, resilience, tech-
nology, capacity-building,
and climate finance. An
agreement was also reached
to hold an in-person summit
by the end of 2021.

The Quad, which had
dragged on for years with
only informal meetings on
the margins of other confer-
ences, was elevated to the
ministerial level in 2019
and a couple of meetings
followed. After much trepi-
dation on all sides, Australia
joined the India-Japan-U.S.
Malabar naval exercises
last November after a gap
of 13 years. The dramatic
appearance that Quad has
made for the first time in
the virtual summit in 2021
against the backdrop of a
tense standoffwith Chinain
Eastern Ladakh assumed a
symbolic coming of age as
apotential force inthe Indo-
Pacific. India’s emergence
is particularly significant as
the other three countries are
allies already. The concern
for the global commons
made it easy for Indiatojoin,
but India is clearly engaged
in a security dialogue with
the three major powers with
the possibility of common
action if the situation so
demands.

About the author : TP
Sreenivasan, (IFS 1967)
Former Ambassador ofIn-
dia and Governorfor India
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Spate of rape and murders

IT was just a few months ago when a young
girl was murdered in East Jaintia Hills. Before
that crime could be solved another similar
incident happened a few days ago. Once an
FIR is filed and a rape or murder is reported,
the media too usually does not follow up on a
case. Since media follow-up is weak the police
take things lightly. It is rare for the police in
Meghalaya to arrive at any conviction on rape
and murder cases. It’s almost as if no one has
killed the young girls and/or the killer has just
disappeared from the scene. The question then
is whether we have a credible police force that
public can rely on to carry out its work dutifully.
In fact, atime has come when the police should
be asked as to why conviction rates in Megha-
laya are so woefully low. Between January to
August 2020 there were 44 cases of rape , 16
cases of attempted rape and 194 cases of other
crimes against women. There were 36 POCSO
cases (sexual assault against children) in the
same period. We are looking at reported cases.
Also the cases above are for 8 months —Janu-
ary to August 2020 which also happen to be
the months under lockdown when filing police
complaints might have been more difficult as it
involves travelling from the villages to apolice
outpost which is several kilometres away.

Itwas arevelation to learn that the Madanrt-
ing Police had to rush all the way to Syntung
when tourists were attacked and one tourist died
as aresult, two years ago. The distance between
Syntung and Madanrting is 58 kilometres and
takes anything between 2.5 to 3 hours to reach.
Clearly there is a huge policing vacuum in Me-
ghalaya if police stations are so distant from

villages.

In October last year the NCRB published
a report that Meghalaya has done fairly well
in terms of conviction rates on crimes against
women. The figure shown is 57.3 %. Conviction
rate is the ratio of convictions to cases pros-
ecuted. But much depends on how many cases
were actually charge-sheeted and led to convic-
tion. For instance, if there were 10 cases that
were charge-sheeted and 5 reached conviction
thatwould make it 50% conviction rate. Studies
show that if only the strongest cases are pros-
ecuted the conviction rates would be high. Any
system that pays attention to conviction rates, as
opposed to the actual number of convictions, is
liable to abuse, scholars opine. The conviction
rates alone without the numbers, does not tell
the real story. In Meghalaya we have had the
Civil Society Women’s Organisation (CSWO)
diligently following up cases ofviolence against
women but when the head of the Organisation
is herselfattacked and there is no conviction of
the criminals as yet, then police have not been

doing their job.

8 Letters to the Lditor

How RAM

came to be...

(A Response to STIEH)

Editor,

We used to think that
people who did sex work
had found themselves in a
situation where they had no
choice but to do sex work,
and that the job of feminists
was to help sex workers
find alternative sources of
income. A few years back,
at a workshop organised by
the Meghalaya Aids Control
Society (MACS) in the state,
we attended a session on
sex work. There we asked a
question that today we feel
embarrassed to own up to:
“Why would anyone choose
to do sex work?” You can
imagine how the tempera-
ture of the room - full of
sex worker rights activists
- plummeted. We can’t even
remember what response we
got from the panel, butwe do
recall the conversation we
had later with an employee
ofthe Society.

“Discrimination and
stigma against sex workers
generates violence”

Most of us (as STIEH
announced) grew up in a
matriarchal society and are
fed particular "narratives”
around what is "right and
wrong" from birth. But as
a young girl at a Catholic
school I was taught that only
bad girls had sex. Some girls
were even described as "tu-
sok™ because, allegedly, all
the boys in the neighbouring
schools had slept with them.
It was only when stories
started to spread about who
1had slept with that I realised

thatrumours were justthat. It
took many more years before
| began to question why our
Khasi Society tries so hard
to control women'’s bodies,
choices and sexualities.

On the way back home,
another Shillong-based so-
cial worker explained to me
that people are entitled to
make choices abouttheir life,
that they may make different
decisions depending on their
current life circumstances,
and that for many people sex
work is a logical choice. That
very conversation started a
journey for me. | began to
think about sex work as legit-
imate work, and eventually
started to work with others to
create spaces where activists,
including sex workers and
other historically oppressed
groups, are able to share the
realities of their own lives
with other people.

Tenyears ago, | saw there
was a need for an associa-
tion focused on sex workers
rights as Amnesty Interna-
tional puts it: Sex Workers
rights are Human Rights. So,
I brought together a group of
disadvantaged women who
earn a living through sex
work, to work together and
defend fellow sex workers.
The following year, in April
2011, our first official "Get
Together" took place where
participants spoke about the
violence that they all faced
in Meghalaya, from Student
Union leaders, politicians
and police officers in particu-
lar, who arrest and rape them,
before robbing them of their
earnings.

We were clear that these
acts of violence are perpe-
trated against us because our

Meghan and Harry’s Oprah
Interview - the implications

Recently Meghan Markle
and Prince Harry dropped
many bombshells in their
interview with the popular
talk show host, Oprah Win-
frey. The allegations during
the two-hour-twenty-minutes
long chat rocked the western
world and shook Birming-
ham palace. The media in the
US and UK went into melt
down. Media persons were
sharply divided - one set in
defence ofthe monarchy and
the other in defence of the
royal couple. Surprisingly
the interview did not resonate
with the Indian population in
spite of the obvious implica-
tions.

The explosive interview
is opined to have brought
the worst crisis to the British
Royal Family in many de-
cades. The British monarchy,
the most well-known among
the 43 constitutional monar-
chies in the world, has faced
many challenges including
scandals in its history. The
internet will provide you with
long lists of the royal family
scandals and secrets. It just
shows that human nature is
the same - royal or no royal.
Those who are bom privi-
leged have the same human
inclinations and weaknesses.
There is no pretence.

The history of the British
monarchy dating back to
the 10th century and trans-
formed into a constitutional
monarchy with the Glorious
Revolution of 1688, is held
in high esteem. Those who
have castigated Meghan and
Prince Harry are defenders
ofthis institution. They want
to preserve its grandeur. That
is the reason they find it hard
that someone should attack
it resulting in a negative
cascading effect. They wish
to see that the Monarchy is
insulated from damaging
criticisms. One damming
allegation is the presence of
racists amongthe Royal Fam-
ily members. A prominent
member was supposed to
have expressed fears that the
colour of Meghan and Har-
ry’s firstchild could be black.
The pro-monarchy and hence
critics of Meghan and Harry
found it impossible to digest
that the 94 year old queen
Elizabeth Il or/and any other
of her family is racist. The
counter to this defence is the
compelling argument by one
Dr SholaMos-Shoghamimu.
Befittingly slamming Piers
Morgan, a die-hard critic of
Meghan who had indulged
in diatribes against the actor-
turned duchess, the political
and women's rights activist,
reminded us that, “The royal
family, as an institution, is
rooted m colonialism, white
supremacy, and racism. The
legacy is right there.”

Yes colonialism was ex-
panded, racism and slavery

work is criminalised. So, we
call for its decriminalisation
- a demand long made by
several sex worker activists
in the country. According to
Human Rights, consortium:
“To a large extent, the vio-
lence inthe lives of sex work-
ers is created by the condi-
tions of criminalisation. Sex
work isnotinherently violent
but discrimination and stigma
against sex workers generates
violence and limits sex work-
ers access to justice.”

Some of the stigma faced
by us sex workers comes
from self-professed "femi-
nists" (two in particular from
STIEH) who seek to end sex
work, and conflate the trade
with human trafficking. Yet
the difference is clear. Sex
work is undertaken by con-
senting adults and human
trafficking is not. As stated by
Human Rights Watch, “...in
reality, anti-trafficking inves-
tigations are often racist, anti
sex-work and anti-migrant.
The intersection of criminal
laws, immigration laws and
municipal bylaws are used
against migrant sex workers
while human rights viola-
tions against these workers
are justified by labelling
them as illegal workers and
criminals.”

Clearly, people don’t
switch in an instance from
being a feminist who judges
the work ofothers to advocat-
ing/defending for sex work-
ers’rights - so I wantto share
some of what has helped
expand my understanding of
this subject. | started reading
books, articles and resources
about sex work. | also at-
tended panels, events and
conversations convened by

By Albert Thyrniang

was committed and white
supremacy was expressed,
all in the name of the queen
orking ofEngland. European
institutionalised colonists en-
gaged inunimaginable crimes
‘against humanity’and made
other races serve their greed,
including legalised slavery,
because the Blacks and the
Browns were considered
inferior to the White race.
Even the founding fathers of
the United States of America
owned slaves who worked
in the agricultural farms.
Colonists looted the wealth of
Africa and Asia. The British
looted $45 trillion from India
alone. London was built on
the wealth plundered from
colonies. The leastreparation
the Royal Family can offer is
an apology for the historical
wrongs.

That some families are
still considered royal is out-
dated in the 21st century.
Why should they be royal
just because they are bom in
a family? There is no merit
at all. They happened to be
bom in that family. There is
no royal blood. There is no
royal flesh. There is no royal
nature. All are scientifically
the same. Then why is this
‘royalty’ accepted and re-
spected even today?

The enormous privileges
enjoyed by the British mon-
archy are unjustifiable. In
2020 it was revealed that
the tax payers had to spend
82.4 million pounds for the
monarchy. The Monarch
can’t be prosecuted. The
Monarch is the head of state.
The Monarch is the head of
the Common Wealth of Na-
tions. The queen is the head
of the Church of England.
These constitutional, legal
and religious privileges are
automatically and exclu-
sively gifted to the British
monarchy for no merit at all.
No one in the UK can aspire
to be head of state. Why?
Just because he or she does
belong to the Royal Family!
Itis bizarre, frankly! There is
a mighty valid point for calls
for the abolition ofMonarchy
in England. As ‘insiders’, for
Meghan and Harry to dare to
call out this age-old institu-
tion is commendable!

Those who disapprove
of Meghan and Harry’s in-
terview point to the timing.
Queen Elizabeth is 94 years.
Her husband Prince Philip,
100 was hospitalised when
the interview was on air.
Critics were quick to accuse
the duo of insensitivity. Well,
there is no perfect timing
for anything. Something
parallel will always happen.
One can’t wait for the most
suitable time to raise perti-
nent issues. The leadership

sex workers and their allies
outside the Ri Tip-Briew
Tip-Blei of Meghalaya to
get a deeper understanding
ofthe issue. When you listen
to the people who are most
affected by an issue, you are
more likely to gain a deeper
understanding of that issue.
On social media, | followed
some sex worker activists
and human rights crusaders
such as Hasina Kharbhih,
Agnes Kharshiing, Angela
Rangad, Rica Lamar, Meena
Kharkongor and Patricia
Mukhim and their posts and
insights into their work con-
tinue to give us members of
RAM opportunities to learn
and grow.

Sadly, the issue of sex
workers’rights here in Matri-
lineal Meghalaya continues
to be a point of tension for
the feminist movement, and
there are too many feminists
who today feel how | felt ten
years ago when | put together
RAM. All | can encourage
those feminists to do is to
open their hearts and minds,
and to listen to sex workers.
It is way past the time for all
feminists to recognise that
advocating for sex workers’
rights is a fundamental con-
tribution towards the battle to
end violence against women
and girls. It is time for us all
to suspendjudgement, and to
join sex workers in advocat-
ing for rights and justice for
all... Because, after all, we're
humans too!

Yours etc.,

I. Kharmuti (President),

P. Mylliemngap (General
Secretary) & D. Mawlong
(Publicty Secretary)

Rot Association Of Meghalaya
Shillong - 19

in the Monarchy enjoys all
the privileges and adulation
and have to take bitter pills
as well.

The sensitive men-
tal health issue reveal by
Meghan is not surprising
but the allegation that she
was denied help is shocking.
Meghan is not the first in the
royal family to open up on
their mental state. Princess
Diana was one ofthe firstand
the most high profile of the
royals to speak about mental
health experiences. No one is
insulated from mental disor-
ders, including the high and
mighty. That Meghan was
candid with her illness - to
the point of constant suicidal
thoughts - was no astonish-
ment but reactions belit-
tling that were disgusting.
No wonder Piers Morgan,
the host of the TV show,
“Good Morning Britain”
was ‘sacked’for his thought-
less lashing of Meghan thus
demeaning mental health of
others as well.

Now, let’s delve abitmore
into the implications. Equal-
ity is still a far cry. Equality
remains largely a concept. In
reality some are always more
equal than others. Worse,
those who are at the *higher
state’ owe it to their births.
In India monarchy may have
been abolished in 1971 but
royal families live in luxury.
Inheritors of princely states
have become political fami-
lies and continue to hold a
firm grip on Indian politics.
The ‘inheritance’ is passed
on from one generation to
another. Members of these
families are elected to the
parliament and legislative
assembly on the basis of
theirbackground. Some have
become ChiefMinisters. We
all know the political family
thathas ruledthis country for.
a long time.

In Meghalayatoo political
families are in dominance. It
is common sense to ob-
serve that had many of these
politicians not been bom in
their respective families they
would have been ordinary
citizens like you and me.

Certain individuals and
institutions are put on a ped-
estal and criticism against
them is not welcome. Many
would not contemplate to
do so. Some have to pay the
price. Individuals have to
face police and legal actions
for calling out PM Naren-
dra Modi and UP CM Yogi
Adityanath and for censur-
ing the central and state
governments. Others are
condemned as anti-nationals
for being vocal. In Megha-
laya too complaints against
the institution of Rangbah
Shnong, Syiemship, NGOs,

Vacant nursing
postsat
NEIGRIHMS

Editor,

Very soon NEIGRIHMS
will conduct a written test
for filling up the vacancies
for the post of nurses (Entry
Pay 0fRs.44,900/-) vide Ad-
vertisement No.NEIGR-E.
111/10/2016/Pt dated
26.02.2019 which was 2 years
ago (which clearly shows that
there is no urgency in the
matter since vacancies can
be filled by contractual staff).
The designation for nurses
was re-designated to Nurs-
ing Officer few years back
with the same qualifications
but higher pay. As someone
who wants to see this Institute
growinginthe rightdirection,
I would like to point out some
facts which need to be ad-
dressed before such vacancies
are being filled. As per the
advertisementthe reservation
for the said number of posts
will be All India basis which
is SC-15%, ST-7.5%, OBC-
27% and the remaining will
be UR and EWS. Looking
at this distribution it is very
clear that employment oppor-
tunities for our youth in the
state has been treated as the
least important. After enquir-
ing, itis understood that since
the pay band is high and falls
under group “B”category, the
All India Reservation Policy
is to be followed as per rule.
Going deeper into the spiritof
the rules it is obvious that it
was meant for filling up few
group “B” posts like Section
Officer etc., where there are
not enough candidates avail-
able from the local or regional

the Church, traditions and Ka
Jaitbynriew is detested. FIRs
and court cases have fol-
lowed for critical opinions.
A summary of reactions to
this writer may be of inter-
est. “You are a church man
you should not criticise the
Church and religion. You
are a Khasi you should be
careful while discussing the
Rangbah Shnong, the Syiem-
ship, Khasi traditions and Ka
Jaitbynriew,’are some of the
scathing ones. Then on what
subject do we speak?

Regarding race we ac-
knowledge that we prefer
the white- skinned. Holly-
wood stars are fair. Even in
Southern movies and televi-
sion serials most actors and
actresses are ‘air dropped’to
be fair. Fair dancers, includ-
ing foreigners are placed at
the fore front. Since we have
historical connections it is
detected that we in Megha-
laya too admire Europeans
and Americans. In fact, for-
eigners are affectionately
called ‘Phareng’ while other
outsiders are ‘degradingly’
called ‘Dkhars’. The Whites
might have also been thought
to be beyond reproach.

Last year WHO estimated
that 7.5 per cent Indians
suffer from some mental
disorders and predicted the
disease could affect up to 20
per cent of the population
due to Coronavirus. One
survey found that 61% per-
cent of Indians experienced
mental-health related issues
during the lockdown last
year. According to the Na-
tional Crime Records Bureau
(NCRB) data India reported
an average 381 deaths by sui-
cide daily (1,39,123 fatalities
yearly) in 2019 out of which
over 90,000 (67 per cent)
were young adults. Last week
itwas reported that a boy died
of suicide due to his parents’
inability to pay school fees.
In Meghalaya https://meg-
police.gov.in/statistics states
that from 2005 to 2018 there
were 189 cases of suicide. A
few days ago a.90 year old
man ended his own life.

There have been increas-
ing reports of suicides in
Church/religious circles.
The environment might have
been made toxic for victims.
Despite the rise in suicides
among priests and nuns, dis-
cussions on the reasons and
remedies forthem, is lacking.
Due to stigma mental health
is largely neglected.

Discrimination on the
basis of caste, race, colour,
religion, region, sexual ori-
entation, mental illness suf-
ferers, etc is omnipresent in
India. An attitude of entitle-
ment is also still prevalent.
Meghan and Harry speak to
us and for us as well!

Email: albertthyrniang74@
gmail.com

population. It is also learnt
that earlier before the pay
revision this post fell under
“C” group category and a
regional reservation was fol-
lowed which is SC-1%, ST-
44%, OBC-5% and UR-50%.
The question is, whether the
All India Reservation Policy
will benefitthe patients inthis
Institute since the majority of
nurses will be coming from
the others states ofIndiawhen
99% of patients are from the
region and 85% are from the
state of Meghalaya? Is not
the name of this Institute
REGIONAL?

Then why is the All India
Reservation criterion being
applied for filling up these
vacancies? In fact, we have
enough candidates for these
posts to be filled by our own
local job aspiring candidates
which will provide income
to many households. These
posts are the most highly
paid in the Institute with only
matriculate and GNM as main
qualifications criteria. | can-
not but ask myself, what is
the state government doing
when the Health Minister is
the member ofthe Governing
Council by default? How can
the State Government wash
its hands on this matter when
they had been hands in glove
to oust the last Director of
this Institute without thinking
about a replacement? What
is the stand of the NGOs on
this? | hope someone listens
and stops this nonsense which
keeps on happening in this
institute which doesnt have
even a permanent Director
till date and is actually being
run by a monarchy !

Yours etc.,
A Rani,
Via email

Covid-19 and tourism

Insights from
Sohraand
Shnongpdeng

By Benjamin Lyngdoh

The year 2020 was a
global disaster for tourism.
For Meghalaya, the Covid-19
pandemic happened at atime
when the tourism season was
about to commence. In gen-
eral, all the economic sectors
ofMeghalayawere adversely
impacted; however, tourism
was the most affected primar-
ily because the restrictions
on tourism activities were
the last to be lifted. The
other economic activities
were gradually opened from
September, 2020 whereas
tourism was allowed only
from February, 2021. This
basically means that tour-
ism in Meghalaya was at a
standstill for a period of 10
months (April, 2020 to Janu-
ary, 2021) altogether. This
equatesto 10months ofhard-
ship and turmoil for the tour-
ism stakeholders, particularly
the ones at the grassroots like
micro and small tourism ser-
vices providers such as cafes,
souvenir outlets, home-stays
and bed and breakfast accom-
modations, etc. Accordingly,
this column is aimed at high-
lighting some ofthe tourism
hardships arising out of the
Covid-19pandemic by focus-
sing on two popular tourist
destinations in Meghalaya,
namely Sohra (also known
as Cherrapunji) and Shnon-
gpdeng. The lines penned in
this column are an outcome
of recent interactions and
observations conducted in
these destinations.

At the outset, it is to
be noted that this is not a
comparison between Sohra
and Shnongpdeng. In any
case and in keeping with
the ‘nature of attractions/
activities offered’, these two
destinations are incompa-
rable and any attempts to

do so will be like compar-:

ing apples to oranges. The
end result is that the under-
standing will be disoriented.
This is because Sohra is
a tourism circuit starting
from Dympep-Mawkdok
Duwan Sing Syiem Bridge
(also known as Mawkdok
Bridge) and stretching till
towards Laitkynsew village.
The attractions on offer are
primarily nature-based scenic
views in addition to caving
and trekking (particularly at
Nongriat village), etc. Onthe
other hand, Shnongpdeng is
a community-based tourism
adventure destination along
the river Umngot in West
Jaintia Hills District with a
number of tourism activities
on offer such as kayaking,
boating; cliffjumping, snor-
kelling, zip lining, scuba
diving, trekking, etc. Interms
ofscale, Sohra is bigger than
Shnongpdeng. Nonetheless,
the Covid-19 pandemic did
impact the tourism of both
these places. As tourism is
predominantly an economic
sector, the consequences
were primarily economic
in nature but, also included
social and environmental
problems. Moreover, the
mental stress and anxiety
amongst the tourism stake-
holders was widely prevalent
and explicitly observable in
many. A single Coronavirus
did turn their worlds upside
down!

In economic terms, the
numbers were damaging.
During the lockdown/re-
strictions period the revenue
flows was zero/negligible.
For example, in the tourist
hub of Dympep-Mawkdok
which primarily comprises
of cafes and souvenir shops
the pre-lockdown peak tour-
ism figures used to be a profit
of Rs. 30000- to 35000 per
month and sales of Rs. 5000
- 8000 per day respectively.
The pandemic brought it
down to zero and in recent
days the revenue flows are
just starting to pick up again.
There was a similar situation
in Krem Pubon (also known
as Mawsmai Cave). Dur-
ing the pre-lockdown peak
tourism periods it receives
footfalls ranging from 2500
to 3000 tourists a day. The
food outlets around it do
brisk business and the souve-
nir shops on location manage
sales of Rs. 20000 - 25000/-
per day. Here too tourism is
struggling to pick up still. At
Shnongpdeng, the adverse

impacts were similar. Dur-
ing the pre-lockdown peak
tourism periods, Shnongp-'
deng receives a footfall of
around 300 tourists and the
food outlets do brisk sales of
around Rs. 20000 a day. The
adventure tourism activities
were all in high demand
and revenue flows were
brisk. Being a small village
of around 130 households,
these revenue flows are
hugely significant in terms
of development.. In addi-
tion, since camping is one
of the main attractions for
the tourists; home-stays are
less in number amounting to
only around 10. However,
the pandemic did bring all
these numbers to naught. At *
present, the destination has
opened up again along with .
an effort towards follow-
ing the necessary Covid-19
protocols.

Adgainstthe above back-
drop, the tourism service
providers in these two des- .
tinations were haying a
very difficult and uncertain
time during the lockdown/
restrictions period. Most
of them depend on tourism
entirely fortheir livelihoods.
Hence, it goes without say- .
ing that they had a horrid
time. In Sohra, a lady who
runs a small binocular and
teajoint at the seven sisters
falls viewpoint sadly stated, ’
‘lah ia long kum ba biej
phi, ym sngew nang leh ei
ei ruh da kumwei pat’ (we
feel so helpless and lost, we «
do not know a trade other
than tourism). In Shnong-
pdeng, similar difficulties
resounded albeit with a dif- ].
ference. A youth who runs’-
adventure activities quipped %
‘baroh ngi ia shem jingeh, *
hynrei namar ba don ka wah le
Ujimgot, ngi ia pynlett-sagi®
da kaba khwai dohStoa”mi
of us faced difficulties, but,
thanks to the river Umngot,
we got involved in fishing .
for food). This was also
practiced in nearby villages
like Darrang which is only
1.6 kilometers away from
Shnongpdeng.

Be that as it may, the
Covid-19 pandemic has
brought into sharp focus one
very important point; that
being the need for tourism
enterprises to diversify and
learn to prepare for difficult
and uncertain times like the
pandemic of last year and
ILP-linked agitations.

To this end, the chal-
lenges faced by the tourism.
service providers are more
serious than the ones faced
by the tourists. For the tour-
ist, ‘travel insurance’ is
available so as to mitigate ,
the losses in relation to
cancellations, baggage lost,’
etc. In fact, travel insurance
has now become one of the
hot topics of discussion
amongst the tourists. For the
service providers, Covid-19
has thrown open a vacuum *
that needs to be filled. The
stakeholders who depend ¢
on tourism need to be given
awareness and training on
preparing for difficult times.
Afterall, tourism is a highly
sensitive sector and the in-
flow of tourists can stop at
the drop of a hat. As such,
the NGOs and people in-
volved in tourism including
the Tourism Department of,
the state government needs
to play a vital educational
role. The point here is that
the awareness focus must
not be in terms of a bail-out
from the government; rather,
capacity building so as to
empower the stakeholdersto
mitigate such challenges.

In the end, over-tourism
including waste and sew-,
age management is an issue
for both destinations. This
is more so in the case of
Shnongpdeng as the tourists
primarily stay in tents. This
also involves the health of
the Umngot River. As such,
it is high time that the state
government devises strict
and punitive guidelines on
waste and sewage manage-
ment. After all, there are
many other destinations in
Meghalaya that are lackin
on this front.

(benjamin2l in@yahoo.
co.in; The Author teaches
atNEHU)
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“Environmental pollution is an incurable
disease. It can only be prevented. ”

Barry Commoner

The Shillong Times

Vol No:LXI1I No.209 SHILLONG, WEDNESDAY, MARCH 17,2021

DFI, infra funding

A Development Financial Institution (DFI) is
in the offing. This is the latest in a series of “at-
tempts” from the Union Government to “speed
up” infrastructure and other development activi-
ties of the nation. The move, as was proposed
in the last budget, comes at a time when the
nation’s financial institutions, prominently the
banking sector, are faced with a serious existen-
tial crisis. Frequent strikes by unions to protect
the already well-protected employees’ interests
only add to the existing mess.

The reason cited by finance minister Nirmala
Sitharaman for setting up the DFI is that there
was no bank that could take up long-term risk
and funds development. Inher budget proposals,
she had proposed to set apart Rs 20,000 crore
for the DFI, as part funding for the $1.5trillion
infra development plans for the coming years.
With a capital base 0fRs 20,000 crore, DFI aims
at meeting a lending target of Rs 5 lakh crore in
three years. Initially, DFI will be fully owned
by the government and over time the govern-
ment’s share will come down to 26 per cent.
Governments come and go and institutions cre-
ated at one time are mishandled by successive
governments in apparent trial and error modes.
The arrival of Modi in Delhi in 2014 saw the
Planning Commission being disbanded and the
Niti Aayog come into being. How much such
fancy changes helped the nation is a subject of

serious debate.

Bad debts saga, meaning Non-Performing
Assets ofpublic sector banks that ran into more
than 10 lakh crore a while ago, is only one part
ofthe overall crisis gripping India’financial sec-
tor. Regulatory frameworks failed. The health of
the banking sector is going from bad to worse.
While the first Modi government took some
steps to improve the scenario, nothing much
could be changed. Such was the rot that has set
into the system. Things are moving around in
circles. The government is finding it difficult
to get back the billions funneled abroad by big
business sharks, who took huge loans and would
not repay citing one excuse or the other.

Faced with this situation, the government
is pumping in huge sums to save the banking
sector. This is the money that the citizens pay
as taxes and that lay in the exchequer, which is
being squandered rather than making serious
efforts to set things right with the banking sys-
tems. With whimsical changes, the systems get
shaken and often weakened. Now the banking
sector is also up in arms against the privatisation
plans ofthe Modi Government.

Opposition,
why play the
victim card?

Editor,

“It is tempting, is it not?
To take credit when things
go well, but deflectthe blame
when they don’t?”

As coach and author, Ben
Dattner said “It’s a natural
human response to play
the blame game. But good
leaders avoid the temptation
to blame others or hoard
credit.”

As humans, we all want
to be recognized for our ef-
forts and accomplishments
and we resist being blamed
when things go wrong. What
we forget is that, the most
successful of leaders are
able to see their role in the
blame game, admit mistakes
and focus on fixing or rather
helping to fix the situation
rather than blaming.

In the last few days of
the Assembly Budget Ses-
sion, | think we have seen
much of debate going on.
The hot topic was of the
NTPC Agreementwhich was
signed in 2007. This Agree-
ment was signed during the
Congress rule in the year
2007, when the portfolio of
the Power Minister was held

by Dr. Mukul Sangma. Inthe
agreement signed between
NTPC and the government,
the latter had agreed that
from the year of installation
ofthe lastunitat Bongaigaon
thermal plant of the NTPC,
the pact would be valid for
the next 25 years. Now,
since the installation of the
last unit was done in 2019,
adding another 25 years to
this will mean that the pact or
the agreement will be valid
till the year 2044. Based on
this same agreement, the
NTPC also invoked certain
provisions where they can
simply stop the State from
purchasing power from other
companies. Another inter-
esting finding is that, in all
contracts, a right to termina-
tion is available to both the
parties but no such right has
been given to Meghalaya
under this agreement which
shows that the interest ofthe
people of the State has been
overlooked.

This certain agreement
has now put not only the
Meghalaya Electric Corpo-
ration Limited (MeECL)
but the State government
too in a tight spot. They are
now bearing the brunt of this
one-sided agreement signed
by the then Government in
2007. This is arm twisting
and paralyzing the govem-

Why the Sex Worker
IS not a Sex \Worker

7b those we call the “Sex
worker. ”

Patricia Mukhim’s article,
“Sex workers figure in As-
sembly debates....but,” (ST,
Mar 12,2021), reminded me
of my old concern and em-
pathy for the so-called “sex
worker.” | believe deeply that
History has visited upon man-
kind something as dangerous
as the sexual revolution, as
punishment for the great sins
we have committed against
the “sex worker.” Although
the pain caused by the so-
called sexual revolution can
in no measure compare with
the pain of having to provide
sex in exchange for money,
we have en masse experi-
enced a slight hint ofthe “sex
worker’s” agony. By leveling
all of humanity to almost her
level and by stripping all of
us of respectability, many
now have at least a slight
idea and direct experience
of her pain and humiliation.
To understand her plight,
we must first understand the
premises that encircle the
“sex worker” in puritanical
(rather than chaste) forms of
“respectable” society.

First, we must distinguish
entirely between true chastity
and puritanical caricatures
of this virtue. In his Nico-
machean Ethics, Aristotle
flanks each moral virtue by
two vices, one a qualitative
excess and the other a quali-
tative deficit. Thus courage
is a moral virtue flanked by
the vices ofrashness (excess)
and cowardice (deficit). Ap-
plying Aristotle, we would
have to conclude that while
true chastity is a moral virtue,
lust is its deficit vice, and pu-
ritanism its excess vice. Yes,
puritanism is a vice. India
has a formidable history of
masculine (and sometimes
feminine as well) puritanical
violence againstwomen. The
acrid stench of Sati lingering
in the annals of Indian his-
tory, should remind us daily
of the dangers of such puri-
tanism. Modern feminism,
despite its shortcomings, has
done agoodjob ofdebunking
the unbelievable masculine
hypocrisy and lust underly-
ing such puritanical notions
ofthe female body.

What else can it be but
rank hypocrisy to veil little
girls in societies that permit
and encourage polygamy for
men? No little girl should
have to feel unclean because
adult men have impure eyes.
What else can it be but rank
hypocrisy to define a wom-
an’s virginity in physiologi-
cal terms, with no account-
ability for philandering men?
What else can it be but rank
hypocrisy, to punish women
survivors of rape in societ-
ies where male rapists go
scot free? Indeed, the Indian
Supreme Court recently dis-
played this hypocritical mas-
culinity, when Chief Justice
Bobde asked a man accused
ofraping aminor, ifhe would
“marry” his victim. Although

ment from purchasing power
from other power generation
companies. We can also
see how the current Power
Minister and the Chief Min-
ister are pursuing this matter
diligently with the NTPC
to invoke the unreasonable
clauses mentioned in the
agreement.

In the August house, the
CM also clearly admitted that
there are a number of blame
games being played rather
than debate and discussions
in the Assembly. There is a
lack of constructive criticism
and suggestions coming in
especially from the Opposi-
tion side. The very purpose
of having the Opposition is
to have a healthy discussion
and suggestions coming
in from their end based on
various issues, but it is sad
to see a lot of destructive
criticism being spurted out.
We can see the Opposition
now blaming the MDA gov-
ernment as to why it is not
invoking or doing something
related to the NTPC agree-
ment. Questions | would
like to raise here are, why
did they not ponder upon
the clauses? Why was this
ill-fated agreement signed
in the first place? A hidden
agenda in place? Why were
the interests ofthe people not

By Deepa Majumdar

Bobde says his remark was
complete misreported, his
credibility is weak because
India has a long history of
forcing abused women to
marry their abusers. All this
speaks of how primitive and
literal-minded, their notion of
marriage is. Instead of seeing
marriage as a moral institu-
tion resting on the bedrock of
mutual respect and responsi-
bility (moral and otherwise)
for one another, the puritani-
cal mind envisions marriage
in terms ofaperverted notion
of sexual purity. This is par-
ticularly relevant for the “sex
worker.” For many, she can
never reach the threshold of
respectability represented by

history of ascetic traditions,
is a saffron sexism that sees
men as monks and women
as natural temptresses. Atrue
monk would transcend male
and female, seeing the Di-
vine inboth. Inacivilization
where rapists escape punish-
ment with impunity, this
is particularly disturbing.
Moreover, in a civilization
with a history of puritanical
violence against women,
where hypocritical men sus-
pect all women of natural
lasciviousness, thus replay-
ing the tragedy of Sita, to
have to be a “sex worker”is
unbelievable agony. | can-
not think of a greater human
rights tragedy than that ofthe

“Where chastity means sublimating body
consciousness by drowning it in divine
consciousness, puritanical caricatures ofthis
glorious virtue, apply more to women, in the
form ofa degradedpolitics ofthe hymen.

even such degraded notions
of marriage.

Even Aristotle’s philo-
sophical schema cannot
do justice to the gulf that
separates true chastity from
puritanism. Where chas-
tity means sublimating body
consciousness by drowning
it in divine consciousness,
puritanical caricatures of
this glorious virtue, apply
more to women, in the form
of a degraded politics of the
hymen. This implies a lethal
body-over-mind, rather than
mind-over-body approach. |
call this puritanical definition
of literal physical virginity,
“carnal chastity” - because
it forgets altogether that true
chastity depends onthe mind
- not the body. Thus it is
perfectly possible for mar-
ried men and women, with
children, to become chaste,
by disciplining the mind and
sublimating lust. Equally, it is
quite possible for those who
are virginal to have a lustful
mind of which they are not
yet aware. The innocence
in true chastity therefore is
far greater than that in mere
virginity. Where the former
is earned, through conscious
moral effort, the latter is
not.

Second, we must rec-
ognize that “sex work” is
entirely demand-driven. If
men did not solicit and pur-
chase sex, there would be no
supply. I am dumbfounded
why any man would so lack
in self-respect, humanity,
and a parental perspective,
that he would torment an
unknown woman’s body with
his sexual demands. The very
existence of “sex work” and
the “sex worker” depends on
a sick form of masculinity,
which has never received
adequate revulsion in Indian
society. One bad side-effect
of India’s otherwise glorious

taken into account? Ques-
tions | simply might not
receive answers to.
The Opposition Con-
gress tabling the ‘breach
of privilege motion’ against
the Chief Minister in the
Assembly, only makes me
wonder if they are playing
the victim card, knowing
very well the NTPC agree-
ment with unbiased clauses
were all signed under the
"then Congress government.
There is no question that
the blame game exists and
it can be painful if we don’t
receive the credit we deserve
or are blamed for things we
feel we are not at fault for.
Atthis point oftime, itis the
need ofthe hour for the Op-
position to change their ap-
proach, evolve and focus on
the future. Yes, in the world
of politics, one simply has
to dream of the Ruling and
Opposition parties working
hand in hand. But why not
for the sake of good gover-
nance? Why not for the good
ofthe citizens and the State?
Now is the time for change,
to make amends for what
has gone wrong.Enough of
hiding under sheep’s skin.
Enough of playing victim!
Yours etc.,
Jordan Diengdoh
Shillong - 2

“sex worker,” in puritanical
societies, ruled by religious
fanatics. Even without going
so far as the “sex worker,”
beautiful women are pun-
ished in puritanical societies
as natural temptresses for
men. Many experience need-
less guilt. Thus, feminists
have long urged men to take
responsibility for their own
passions, instead ofblaming
women.

I am dumbfounded as
well by the sheer asym-
metry of male and female,
biologically and histori-
cally..Biologically, women
bear the entire burden, pain,
and risk to life of bringing
children into the world. In-
dia eulogizes mothers. But
apart from some outstand-
ing monks, | have rarely
known Indian men to truly
understand what a woman
undergoes when giving birth.
Ifthey did, they would insist
on fewer children. Moreover,
they would cook for, nurse,
and serve their wives when
they are pregnant. This glory
of motherhood becomes
degraded when mothers are
coerced, neglected, despised,
or abandoned. There should
be a separate day set aside
as Single Mother’s Day. By
raising a whole generation,
while enduring rebukes from
a judgmental society, the
single mother has proved her
mettle. | shudder at the cos-
mic punishment that awaits
men who abandon women
when they are pregnant.
But above all, | shudder at
the cosmic punishment that
awaits men who abandon
someone as helpless as the
“sex worker” when she is
pregnant.

True motherhood is a
cosmic force that civilizes
mankind. Recently | read of
freed Yazidi women, once
forced into sexual slavery

Rising crimes
against girls
Editor,

Apropos the news item,
‘Minor’s body recovered in
EJH’ (ST March 14,2021) |
would like to raise my voice
as a senior woman citizen of
the state and urge the govern-
ment to take immediate steps
against the culprit/culprits
who dared to rob a minor,
innocent school-going girl of
her life while she was return-
ing from school. What can
be more disappointing than
when young girls cannot
even move safely in broad
daylight? Where is the safety
and security for women in
Meghalaya? The Govern-
ment has failed to ensure
law and order. On February
20, Ms Ampareen Lyngdoh,
Chairperson ofthe Assembly
Committee on Women’s
Empowerment assured that
crime against women and
children will not recur else
it would tarnish the essence
ofthe matrilineal society for
which Meghalaya is widely
known for.

Dr. Rekha M. Shang-
pliang of NEHU wrote,
‘Women’s rights are human
rights’ (ST. March 3,2021),
but these are only theories.
Humans and women are not

by ISIS men, returning to
reclaim babies bom of their
torment - but now forced
into exile by their own elders,
who have accepted them, but
not their children. So great is
the power of motherhood that
these women prefer exile over
abandoning their children. So
the asymmetry between male
and female continues into par-
enting responsibilities, with
women far more committed
than men.

But the greatest asymme-
try between male and female
lies in the gulf between the
historical Incarnations of
God, who have been mostly
male, and the hapless “sex
worker” “dancing girl,” or
“courtesan,” who have all
been female. To add insult to
injury, Incarnations have been
known to uplift and redeem
such “fallen” women. To the
Buddha’s Amrapali, we have
Christ’s Mary Magdalene. |
admire the Buddha because
when the courtesan Amrapali
came to him, he commented,
not on her body, or her place
in society, but on the con-
centration of mind he saw in
her eyes.

I understand that perhaps
only the Incarnation has
the power to heal the “sex
worker” of her agony. | also
understand the risk of moral
decline in her lifestyle. But |
have wondered why even In-
carnations see her as “fallen.”
While some women may
indeed be tainted by “sex
work,” others may remain
mentally chaste and unsullied
by the horrific sexual abuse
they endure. It saddens me
that even Incarnations of God
(as reported by subjective
men), have noted the “fallen”
condition ofthe “sex worker”
- not the unspeakable agony
she suffers. Instead of re-
deeming her, why did they
not redeem the men who
exploited her? Of the two,
surely the male clients were
the greater sinners?

At long last, I now un-
derstand the logic of His-
tory. Given the horrific abuse
that fallen men perpetrate
on women, it makes perfect
sense that divine Incarnations
have been mainly masculine.
For,men stand in need of
redemption and for historical
examples of ideal masculin-
ity. Moreover, the freedom
of women depends on the
redemption of fallen men.

The “sex worker” is not
a worker because providing
sex to strangers in exchange
for money is not work, but
exploitation. Unlike other
forms of work that produce
and sell commodities, sex is
not a commodity. Moreover,
any work, even ifsold, comes
with the potential for a spirit
of service. But only a sadist
would expect a spirit of ser-
vice from the “sex worker,”
whose label, therefore, re-
mains a politically correct
sexist euphemism.

dealt equally! Two heinous
incidents of rape and brutal
murder of minor school
girls happened in the same
District of East Jaintia Hills
while they were returning
from school. Does not it
expose the ineffectiveness
of the administration and
reluctance on the part of the
Government to do anything
meaningful?

It is unfortunate and dis-
graceful for the state that
girls and women are highly
insecure and their lives are
at stake. But criminals even
when caught red-handed
are not given exemplary
punishment. Some cases are
pending for years andjustice
is delayed on the plea of in-
vestigations etc. As a result,
the criminals are embold-
ened to repeat their crimes
of atrocities against women.
How long can women toler-
atethis weak and debilitating
justice delivery system? May
I draw the kind attention of
the Chief Justice of Megha-
laya to these crimes against
women?

Yours etc.,

Uma Purkayastha,
Shillong - 4
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Development
versus survival

By Barnes Mawrie

Probably we have not
given enough thought to
the irony of development.
It is true that everybody
and every country wishes
development for their well-
being. Who does not want
a better house, better food,
better supply of electricity
and water, better clothes,
better education etc? Which
government or country
does not desire to generate
a stronger economy, bet-
ter health system, stronger
defence system, wider trans-
portnetwork, more effective
communication system or
greater industrialization etc?
Development is what every
government works for and
every community and fam-
ily seeks.

However, what is being

practiced today in almost
all countries of the world is
unsustainable development
which means a one-sided
development or a win-lose
formula of development.
Because of this formula
of development humanity
today runs the risk ofbecom-
ing extinct.

We cannot deny the fact
thatthe ecological woes that
we are experiencing today
are the results of this tragic
formula of development.
Climate change for example,
has been triggered by the
excessive C02 emission
into the atmosphere brought
about by fossil fuel burn-
ing from factories, thermal
plants, thousands of airlines
and billions of automobiles.
Itis true that manufacturing
has increased and we are able
to enjoy all sorts of products
in the market, we can have
any brand of automobiles;
we can communicate faster
and more easily through
mobile phones and we can
travel all over the world by
trains or by flights. Little do
we realize that all these ad-
vantages and comforts come
at a great cost. The tragedy
of the Chernobyl accident
in 19S6 which killed 28
persons and caused thyroid
cancerto some 5000 persons
and resulted in the evacu-
ation of 350,000 people is
still fresh in our minds. The
Fukushima Nuclear Power
Plant disaster in Japan in
2011 where 154,000 people
had to be evacuated outside
a 20 km radius is another
grim reminder of the high
price we need to pay for our
craze of development. The
recent bursting of the dam
in Uttarakhand in February
2021 where 150 persons died
and villages were washed
down and cultivable land
destroyed is yet another
example of how develop-
ment can become a curse
for society.

Coming closer home to
Meghalaya, we know how
unscientific coal mining in
Jaintia Hills which has prof-
ited a few rich families, has
brought about environmental
disasters to the masses - riv-
ers are polluted and poisoned
and fishes are becoming
extinct; water is no longer
suitable for use, the carbon
laden water from the mines
are poisoning the paddy
fields making cultivation
no longer feasible and un-
derground mining caves are
like a Damocles’ sword to
inhabitants of the region. In
fact, ifmining goes on in this
manner, Jaintia Hills will be-
come an ecological disaster
in Meghalaya. Besides these,
the air is continuously being
poisoned by the carbon emit-
ted by huge coal reserves all

over the place putting people
in danger of getting sick.
The innumerable cement
«factories in Lumshnong are
aprofit for those big compa-
nies while the thousands of
poor residents will gradually .
succumb to pollution-related
sicknesses.

The way we understand
development today is truly
a “penny wise pound fool- ,
ish” philosophy. Some may
make a few hundred crores
of monetary gain but in the
long run they destroy the
very ground on which they
stand. The gain they make
is short-lived and unreliable
while the damage caused is
irreversible and fatal. Think
of the coal mines in Jaifitia
Hills and in other parts of
Meghalaya. How long will

they last? Perhaps three ort
four generations but what*'
will become of the later
generations? When the coal
is exhausted, what will their
posterity live on? By thenthe
place would have become
barren, fields would have .
become uncultivable, rivers.'
devoid offish, drinking wa-%
ter scarce and breathing air'-
highiy contaminated.

Looking at our own city*'
of Shillong, we lament the,’
disappearance of the erst-
while beautiful rivers we had
- Wah Umkhrah, Umshyrpi,!
Umkaliar etc. Development
has killed all our rivers and
today they have become
mere narrow drains carrying
the filth of the city. In the
name of development we
have lost the large expanse
of fertile fields of yester-
years extending from Polo
up to the slope of Mawpat
village. Today this particular
place has turned into a resi-
dential area with buildings
mushrooming everywhere. J
The permanent adverse im- 1
pact of this would be the =
disappearance of cultivation ,
and the threat to ground wa- =
ter deposits. In the coming ’
decade we will face the crisis
ofdrinking water shortage.

The rise in temperature,
which we are experiencing.
today is a direct result of;
air pollution caused by C02,
emission through fossil fuel’
burning. Looking at all these
irreversible negative impacts
of the so called “develop-_
ment” we realize thatwe are.
actually engaged in a process
of“selfdestruction.” Devel-
opment as we see today is
a pseudo-terminology used !
by the greedy and ambitious
individuals, corporates and
governments. True develop- <
ment will resultwhenhuman 1
beings would have achieved .
a symbiosiswith MotherNa- «
ture, learning to respect and '
love her. True development
will come when we would-
have overcome our greed,
and ambition and try to live
with the essentials.

Today the world faces the «
challenge between develop-,,
ment and survival. Many-
countries in the west have '
given up thermal power ,
and nuclear power plants 1
because they realize that
they are athreat to their own
survival. Can we in India or
in Meghalaya do the same?.
As the saying goes “why
sunset is more colourful than,
sunrise? It’s an irony of life
saying, “sometimes good
things happen in goodbyes.”.
Perhaps we will ensure our
own survivalwhenwe would.
have learntto say goodbye to
the so called development.

Email:barnesmawrie@
gmail.com
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Stop the politics over
Meghalaya’s power crisis
SO Meghalaya’s power woes are about to re-
surface come March 20 or so we are told by
NEEPCo the power generation and distribution
company. For those outside of the MeECL it
is difficult to connect the dots and understand
at what point the Power Grid comes in and
NEEPCo goes out and vice versa. Recently
the Power Grid had given a green signal not to
disconnect power to the MeECL grid. But that
soon turned out to be a short term agreement.
Meghalaya went back into load shedding mode
and citizens suffered six hourly power cuts and
longer in some districts. Then the Power Min-
ister gave us hope that the power cut story has
reached its concluding chapter. Now NEEPCo
has come up with a new diktat - pay or suffer
power cuts. The previous Congress-led govern-
ment has been blamed for a bad deal signed
by the then Power Minister, Mukul Sangma
with the Bongaigaon based National Thermal
Power Corporation (NTPC) entailing an annual
payment of over Rs 130 crore to the company
despite not purchasing power from it in the
past 3 years. The deal is locked for the next 25
years and the Meghalaya Government, would
have to pay Rs 3,300 crore approximately to the
NTPC in the next 25 years. This is what Chief
Minister Conrad Sangma explained on the floor

ofthe House.

The Congress took umbrage at this allega-
tion and raised a stink. It threatened the Chief
Minister with a privilege motion. The question
is whether the Chief Minister had breached
any privilege by informing the House about
the power deals that have put Meghalaya in a

soup.

As per the Electricity Act 2003 the power sec-
tor was corporatized to introduce competition,
protect consumer’s interests and provide power
for all. The Act provides for aNational Electric-
ity Policy, Rural Electrification, Open access in
transmission, phased open access in distribution,
mandatory SERCs, license free generation and
distribution, power trading, mandatory metering
and stringent penalties for theft of electricity.
It is a comprehensive legislation replacing the
Electricity Act 1910, Electricity Supply Act
1948 and Electricity Regulatory Commission
Act 1998. The aim was to push the sector onto
a trajectory of sound commercial growth and
sustainability but obviously Meghalaya did
not comply with the rules of the game. We are
yet to hear of any stringent penalties on power
thefts and disconnection of power supply of
the defaulting companies that run into crores of
rupees. Why? Will the Government come out
with awhite paper on the actual position of the
MeECL and future plans to turn this corporation
into a financially viable one? The blame game
over MeECL should end. All MLAs should put
their heads together to get the MeECL out of
the present mess. Enough is enough!

Letters to the F.ditor

Controversial
Bill

Editor,

The central govern-
ment introduced a con-
troversial Bill in the Lok
Sabha  that gives very
important powers over
Delhi’s daily functions to
the centre-appointed Lieu-
tenant Governor. The Bill
was introduced to amend
the 1991 Government of
National Capital Territory
of Delhi(GNCTD)Act. The
Bill cites two judgments by
the Supreme Court. Both
judgments describe the
powers of the Centre and
the Government of Delhi
in administration of the na-
tional capital. However, the
Bill and its purpose have
aroused anger from the
Delhi’s ruling AamAadmi
Party(AAP). It criticised the
central government for pro-
posing amendments to the
GNCTD Act in parliament
saying the bill will snatch
all decision-making powers

of the elected government
and empower the Lieuten-
ant Governor far beyond
what’s needed.

The amendments to
the GNCTD Act contain
provisions for making it
compulsory for the Delhi
government to seek the
opinion of the Lieutenant
Governor before taking
any executive action. It
does not give any power
to the elected government
to exercise its discretion in
deciding matters. As per
the provisions, a prior con-
sultation with the LG or
sending of files to the LG
after a decision is made
is required. The central
government that made this
provision shows a flagrant
disregard for the judgments
of the five-judge bench
in 2018 and a two-judge
bench in 2019. The first
judgment had made it
clear that LG is bound to
act on the aid and advice
of the council of ministers.
The bench suggested that
the LG must work harmo-
niously with his ministers

In less than a year, Me-
ghalaya will celebrate fifty
years of statehood. While
the government has started
to plan the itineraries for this
celebration, the question re-
mains - are we to celebrate or
reflect on what the state has
achieved in these 50 years.
Today, Meghalaya is a rusted
and broken engine were a
minority class of elite power
brokers, politicians, contrac-
tors, and coal barons, flying
business class are trying to
convince the poor and the
wretched that the engine of
development is running and
we are in for a 'golden’ era.
Who are we trying to sell this
mendacity to? It is a fact that
for the last several decades
there has been a complete
breakdown in the machinery
ofgovernance in Meghalaya.
For example, for the last
decade and a half, a simple
act oftravelling from point A
to point B is today held hos-
tage by an incessant traffic
jam. The dilapidation of the
public transport system led
the traffic police department
to manage the traffic at their
whims and fancies where
‘one way' and 'no entry' are
often implemented, changed,
or interchanged without any
rationale but a recipe for
disaster.

The government may have
invited national and interna-
tional experts to solve this
mess, butthe fact is: any plan
ofdecongestingthe city'straf-
ficwill mean nothing without
first fixing the responsibility
ofthe mismanagement ofthe
Shillong Public Transport
Service buses and taxis; the
way itwas tendered, operated
and junked at the expense
of tax payers' money. Simi-
larly, the absence of school
buses for most schools or
the flagrant misuse ofofficial
vehicles forpersonal errands,
are questions of ethics and
responsibility that need to be
addressed. As Utpal Kumar
De and Gitumoni Rajbong-
shi of the Department of
Economics, NEHU found
out in their study on the im-
pact of Traffic Congestion in
Shillong, everyone knows,
from patients rushing to the
hospital to anyone rushing
to catch a flight or a train,
deliver food, official work,
a miasma of traffic jams is
translated to the loss of lives,
loss of man-hours and pro-
ductivity that ruin the state’s
economy.

Another issue that illus-
trates our broken system is
our education system. Shock-
ingly, till date Meghalaya has
only one state-sponsored
university-the Captain Wil-
liamson A. Sangma techni-
cal university. But even this
University does not dojustice
to the name of Captain Wil-
liamson A. Sangma when it
is shrouded in mystery as no
information or a webpage is
available to inform us about
its status. This also shows the
frivolous attitude of every
government when it comes
to education. In almost fifty
years, we are yet to see the
light of a state-sponsored
medical college, research in-
stitute, center of excellence,
or a state university other
than the technical university.

and must not seek to resist
them at every step. The
decisions of the ministers
must be communicated to
the LG but this does not
mean that the concurrence
of the LG is required.
The 2019 judgment also
acknowledged that the LG
must be informed of all de-
cisions of the government
but there is no requirement
of concurrence by him.
The apex court has said
in different places in the
constitution bench judg-
ment that the Delhi as-
sembly has legislative and
executive powers over all
subjects except three sub-
jects- police, land and law
and order. Notwithstanding
this judgment, the 2021
amendment clearly seeks
to give an upper hand to
the LG and the central
government in administra-
tion of the Capital. This
is unwarranted and erodes
centre-state relations and the
spirit of federalism.
Yours etc.,
Venu GS
Kollam

50 years of statehood

To celebrate or reflect

By Teiborlang T.Kharsyntiew

While private schools, col-
leges, and universities are
mushrooming in the state,
government schools and
aided schools and colleges
are left high and dry. It is dis-
heartening that now and then,
school teachershave to beg
and protest for their salary,
or advertised faculty post in
colleges are subject to whis-
pers of delay, nepotism, and
underhand appointments.
Out of the many private
universities that set up shop
in the state, few fly-by-night
universities continue to oper-
ate and fleece both students
and teachers disregarding
institutional rules and ethics.
The fact that these universi-
ties blatantly continue to
violate all norms begs the
question as to who they are
being patronized by? We all
know how teachers in most
private schools, colleges,
and universities are being
exploited with a bare mini-
mum wage that eludes human
dignity and labour rights.
For most teachers teaching
in private colleges, running
between colleges to supple-
menttheirincome is aregular
sight. While the presence of
private educational institutes
and universities allows for
healthy competition in the
education sector, the question
remains whether the majority
of our students can afford to
pay the high cost of private
education when about 12
percent of the state’s popu-
lation are still living below
the poverty line and three
fourths ofthe population are
landless. Tothe children from
this section ofthe population
or even those who are just
above the poverty line, the
choice is eitherto drop out or
continue their education ata
certain financial and personal
sacrifice. Perhaps none of
our policy makers or even
pressure groups- will bleed at
this except for an occasional
noise of reforming our edu-
cation system without much
conviction. Forthe rich, pow-
erful, and well-connected
the grim state of education
will not itch them. Their
children will be guaranteed
admission in ‘public-funded
state government schools' or
elite private schools in the
city, or better still in private
expensive schools, colleges,
and universities elsewhere
in India and abroad. There
is nothing at stake for them
or generations after them. It
would be interesting to con-
duct a study among college
teachers and bureaucrats and
find out how many of them
are sending their children to
study outside the state. And
how many ofour millionaires
and billionaires have in-
vested back inthe community
through the establishment
of schools, colleges, and
universities? Perhaps this
exercise will provide a few
ofthe answers to the state of
our education system.
Meghalaya which once
boasted as being the desti-
nation for students not only
from Northeastern states but
from other parts of India and
abroad to pursue their study

Fleecing
parents

Editor,

With regards to the above
subject I would like to bring
to your notice that, on March
16, 2021,1had gone to col-
lect the nursery report card
ofmy son from Tender Care
School (Bishnupur) as his
class teacher had called up
the previous night stating
that I could collect the report
card today. To my surprise |
was told that | have to pay
the March 2021 school fees
if | want the report card.
When | asked the staff that
since the last page ofthe bill
book was only till Febru-
ary 2021 and | had paid all
dues, they mentionedthatthe
government had asked the
school to collect the fees till
March 2021.1was surprised
and felt like a fool who could
not afford to pay my son’s
school fees. It was such an
embarrassment..

Also few months ago

is no longer the destination.
We are archaic! If parents
from outside send their kids
to study here, perhaps, it
is because they were once
students in one of our school
and colleges and carry good
memories of not only good
quality education but of
a welcoming and peace-
ful state that embraces all.
Today, as most states like
Nagaland, Manipur, Assam,
Sikkim, Mizoram are well
connected with other cities in
India by train and air, neither
geographical proximity nor
emotional attachment will
hold. Quality education, a
peaceful environment, and
unrestricted entry are what
most parents will contem-
plate before sending their
child to study away from
their hometown. No parent
would like to send their child
to study in a city that does
not provide quality educa-
tion, assuming that quality
education is available in that
city. But if safety is of con-
cern, or children are required
to take a permit every time
they come to visit we might
as well forget the beauty
and value that students will
learn while studying in a
multicultural and diverse
classroom.

Nothing empowers and
enriches children and young
adults more than a lived ex-
perience of being together,
observing, and learning other
cultures inside and outside
the classroom. Students are
the best ambassadors and
well-wishers. No matter
how much we talk about
tourism, successive govern-
ments fail to recognize that
the presence of quality edu-
cational institutions (notjust
in Shillong) is one aspect of
any tourism policy.

Talking about tourism,
so much for the attempt to
attract high-end tourists!
Meghalaya, indeed, did wit-
ness an increasing flow of
tourists over the last few
years but how many ofthese
are high-end. The dream of
attracting high-end tourist
is ironic when after 30 years
a five-star hotel at the heart
ofthe city is an eyesore that
is still under construction;
when rampant and illegal
mining has poisoned water
aquifers and river systems
and endangered the survival
of subterranean caves sys-
tem; when load shedding and
trafficjams are today memes
and jokes. The dream of at-
tracting high-end tourists is
buta self-deception of living
in cloud cuckoo land. So
which high-end tourist are
we fooling? A stop at any
tourist site will be met with
all sorts of garbage. Even
the cleanest village cannot
escape the filth and garbage
strewn around in comers
away from the public eye.
Along with the encroach-
ment of streams and river
banks and a failed garbage
disposal system, our streams
and river banks are being
encroached, mutilated, and
choked with garbage. The
hullabaloo ofthe banning of
plastic bags and styrofoam is

when | went to pay the last
installment which is for
January- February 2021, |
was told that all parents have
to keep the report card right
from KG till Class X so that
whenever the students go
for professional courses they
can produce all those report
cards. Is this just a tactic to
extract money and to make
sure the parents pay the extra
month’s fees?

I write this letter so that
such things do not happen
to the vulnerable. And after
all that had happened, they
finally agreed to give me the
report card of my son but |
refused to take it.

Yours etc.,
Name withheld on request,
Via email

Cancer

Institute at
NEIGRIHMS

Editor
On March 16, The
Shillong Times carried a

a brutaljoke when every cor-
ner of the city, town, and vil-
lages are inundated with the
sight of disposable styrofoam,
plastic bags, and packets.

Today, any attempt to ban
these items is defeated. In-
stead, there is a digression.
The plastic we are told can
be turned into wealth if we
collect and sell them to the
cement industry and turn
them into fuel for produc-
ing clinkers in the cement
industry. In other words, it
implies that there is no need
to ban plastic butwe can keep
polluting and then pick a few
kilos of them and sell them
to another polluting industry.
Such is the irony of tackling
pollution that no wonder in
the Swachh Survekshan 2020,
annual cleanliness survey of
the country carried outby the
Central Government, Shillong
ranked among the top 10dirti-
est cities ofthe country under
the category ofthe population
below 10 lakhs.

How are we going to get
out of this mess? There is
hope. But for now, we are
in limbo. We are in limbo
because pressure groups,
opposition parties, and even
the ruling government are
in a political game of one-
upmanship. It is easier to
blame than to take respon-
sibility. Or better, the adage
"if you can’t beat them, join
them". This is what happens
to interminable debates on-
the ILP. We have failed to
see beyond the ILP and think
of other ways and means of
balancing between the need
to protect the indigenous and
welcome others. Instead of
finding the real reasons - be-
sides the obvious- ofwhy the
demand for ILP keeps recur-
ring, everyone is in a game of
one-upmanship and electoral
politics. Political parties that
are in government and oppo-
sitionjump on the bandwagon
in support of the chorus.
The reason: when there is
little or no achievement to
show; when governance is
stalled because election and
party funds come before the
welfare of the citizen; when
leaders of the many pressure
groups are eyeing to contest
the next election what we get
are incessant bombardments
of terminologies like 'us' vs
‘others' and 'insider' vs 'out-
siders' and less on issues of
the economy, unemployment,
health, education, environ-
ment, crime, and violence.
We might deny all we can,
but the murder and attack
on labourers in South West
Khasi Hills on February 24
is an outcome of our leaders'
failure to see a larger picture
of the toxicity of die politics
of'insider'-'outsider' that is at
the core of the ILP Enough
of feeding us with optics of
awards and achievements and
public relations advertisement
on social media that we live
in a hunky-dory state. Yes,
we ought to celebrate our
statehood; but to celebrate
we also must start reflecting
on where we have failed and
what we can be.

(The writer is Assistant
Professor, Centrefor Euro-
pean Studies, School ofInter-
national Studies JNU, Email:
teibor@gmail:com)

news report regarding the
construction of Regional
Cancer Centre at NEIGRI-
HMS. This is indeed good
news because people of the
state as well as the whole
region will be able to get
treatment at affordable rates
closer to their homes. But
our goal must be to prevent
cancer than to cure it. Sadly,
the number of tobacco re-
lated cancer patients in this
state is very high. Itis indeed
unfortunate that while tour-
ists from far and wide flock
to Meghalaya to enjoy its
climate and natural beauty,
the people of the state suf-
fer the highest incidence of
cancer inthe country. A large
number of people, young
and old are addicted to this
deadly drug due to lack of
proper publicity. The State
Governmenthas to campaign
extensively through various
means so that the youth of
Meghalaya refrain from this
deadly intoxication.
Yours etc.,
Mithun Sikdar,
Shillong -1

(SIX)

Using people’s misery as a
Resource’ for govt is lamentable

Oil companies resume
their diabolical
pre-poll game

By K Raveendran

Whenever petrol and die-
sel prices go up, the gov-
ernment claims it is open
market forces at work. But
like all pre-election times,
fuel prices have suddenly
stopped rising and there has
been no increase forthe past
two weeks or so. While it is
true that international crude
prices have taken a breather
in recent days, the reason
for a stall in the century
run of fuel prices in India is
anything butthat. Itis a deal
between the government and
the oil companies.

Otherwise, how is that
whenever elections come,
the open market policy sud-
denly becomes people’s
friendly while at all other
times it works to generate
‘resources’ for the govern-
ment and the oil marketing
companies? There is, in
fact, a clear pattern in the
behaviour of fuel prices. A
month before any Crucial
elections —this time there
are important assembly elec-
tions in West Bengal, Assam
and two other states - prices
stop at whatever levels they
have been. But once the elec-
tions are over, sometimes

even before the results start
coming in, the companies
are back to their game and
prices start going up with a
vengeance. The companies
and the government more
than make up for the loss,
the worst part being that it is
only an opportunity loss.

Minister for Petroleum
andNatural Gas Dharmendra
Pradhan had recently assured
the people thatthe price hike
was only temporary and
that India was in talks with
oil producing countries to
reduce the prices. There is
no doubt Pradhan needs to
be complimented for flying
on the wings ofimagination,
but that is not going to have
any effect on the thinking of
the oil cartel, the sole focus
ofwhich is self-preservation
and enrichment.

Pradhan saystaxes are ‘re-
sources’ for the government
to help revive the economy
hit by the pandemic. He has
shown a small mercy by not
saying that people’s misery
isaresource forpursuing na-
tion’sprogress, although this
is what the government has
been practising all along, at
least inthe case ofpetroleum
prices.While recently there
has been much discussion
about petroleum products
being brought under GST,
which would have helped
prices come down a bit, such
hopes have been dashed,
with Finance Minister Nir-
mala Sitharaman clarifying
in parliament that there was
no such proposal under the

consideration of the gov-
ernment. Then she gave an
officious explanation that
such issues are decided by
the GST Council and thatthe
council has not so far made
any such recommendation.
The council may consider
the issue of inclusion of pe-
troleum products “at atime it
considers appropriate keep-
ing in view all the relevant
factors including revenue
implication,” she said,

So, it is obvious that the
government’s revenue con-
sideration is the main deter-
mining factor, when it comes
to pricing ofpetroleum prod-
ucts. All other issues, includ-
ing the hardships higher
prices bring to the common
people, are irrelevant, except
in times of elections.

It is sheer coincidence
that thfe international crude
priced have lost some mo-
mentum in their relentless
upward push ever since the
producers’ cartel decided to
be firm on their output curbs.
It is only due to setback in
the vaccination programme
that the prices have stayed,

within the $70-mark, which.

can translate into retail petrol;

prices in the vicinity of Rs
100 in India. Itis a different
matter that even when crude
prices were at their historic
peak, prices in India were
nowhere near the 100-mark.
Itisapoint of consolation for
the Indian consumersthat for
global oil demand to fullyre-
cover to pre-Covid levels, a
successful and rapid inocula-
tion ofthe global population
needs to take place. Before
the recent setback, there was
positivity that the campaigns
under way were on the right
track. Halting the application
of AstraZeneca’s Covid-19
vaccine in several countries
across the world has caused
many more nations to debate
a similar stance and has put
the speed of the oil demand
recovery at risk. It now
depends on how quickly
the vaccination campaigns
resume, for which some
scientific proof is needed
that the vaccines are safe and
unrelated to blood clots, and
providing that can take some
time to research and verify.,

Developments on the
vaccination front are in fact
moving in the reverse direc-
tion. An increasing number
of European countries have
suspended the use of Astra-
Zeneca vaccine over reports
of dangerous blood clots
in some recipients and the
countries include Germany,
France, Italy and Spain. The
company insists there is no
basis for the fears, but that is
not convincing enough. (IPA
Service)
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Yes to judicial service

A statement by Union Law Minister Ravi Shan-
kar Prasad in Parliament that a properly framed
All India Judicial Service on the lines of Civil
Services is important to strengthen the justice
delivery system in the country. However, not
much need be read into this statement as it has
come by way ofawritten reply, in Rajya Sabha,
and not as a policy push or affirmation of the
Modi-led central government.

The central government has not serious about
this proposal since 2012, or much earlier too.
The minister himself admitted that a compre-
hensive proposal was formulated and approved
by the Committee of Secretaries in that year.
Eight years have passed without any action,
other than casually circulating the matter for
comments from state governments. The matter
was left unattended thereon, rather than taking

things forward.

When the minister says such a service is good
for justice-dispensation, a question is why did
he, as minister for law, sit pretty on it for seven
years since he took charge of the ministry in
2014? What little was done by the government
thereafter was to include the proposal in the
agenda ofthe high court chiefjustices’ confer-
ence in 2015 and then conveniently put it back
in cold storage. Infact, the present ChiefJustice
of India, Justice Sharad Arvind Bobde, made a
statement shortly after he took over in 2019 that
he would push for a national judicial service. He

is to retire next month.

The judiciary was thought to be sacrosanct
until recently and then skeletons started tum-
bling out of its cupboard. Fashioned on the
British legal systems, it is facing problems of
ageing* corruption and much mGr&-whife are
well-known by now, at least in part. Crores of
cases are pending in Indian courts.

Lots o fthose manning the judiciary today are
relatives o fthose who held posts in the judiciary
in the past. What this means is all too clear.

The Modi govemment(s) hardly touched on
critical matters such as these on multiple fronts.
It is natural that, oyer time, the strengths of
systems get reduced, and reforms are the way
forward. Lack of strong leadership with the
vision and courage to change things for the bet-
ter is a problem that India is facing. Since the
turn of the century, things are going from bad
to worse. The judiciary is the last refuge ofthe
people, over and above the political leadership.
Itmust retain its original strengths and improve

upon it too.

Letters to tile Kclitor

A correction

Editor,

In connection with the
news item appearing in the
front page of your esteemed
daily under heading “12
member NGT panel....”,
(ST March 17, 2021), your
reporter has used the term
*“...dismiss the Justice BD
Agarwal Committee”. The
word dismiss attributed to
me was never quoted from
my end while giving my
observation on the devel-
opment. As Hon’ble NGT
has closed proceedings in
the entire case, Justice GD
Agarwal Committee ofNGT
for Meghalaya, after the
closure, automatically stands
dissolved and the 12 mem-
ber oversight committee,
constituted by NGT in its
March 15,2021 order, shall
assume charge, to ensure
implementation of all NGT
and Supreme Court orders
issued since imposition of
ban on coal mining in the
state.

| requestyouto kindly is-
sue a corrigendum forwhich
I shall remain grateful.

Yours etc
Naha Bhattacharjee
Shillong-4

Marten a
mountain of
garbage

Editor,

I happened to drive
through Marten earlier this
week because of a project.
A place | had visited a few
years back with fresh landfill
sites and processing units for
segregated waste, now seems
to have transformed itself
into a mammoth mountain
of garbage with no demar-
cation what so ever. It's
sad to see how none of the
machines are in use and the
only activity happening there
would be die blazing white
fumes flowing through the
entire place. I'm imagining
a few years down the line,
the only other option for
waste disposal would be to
cross borders and ask oth-
ers to take our trash. Why
aren't we doing something
about this?

We had international ex-
perts coming into the state
to help us with better waste
management practices and
solutions, but as is the case
with everyone else coming
into our state to help, they
get shown the exit sigh, and

Is Meghalaya staring
at a black hole?

Meghalaya’s financial
woes seem to have piled up
over the years. While we
cannot blame the cumulative
debts that have piled up for
the MeECL on the present
government, the fact is that
the MDA Government has
not shown any kind offinan-
cial discipline despite the
financial crunch that is star-
ing at the state. Meghalaya
has been fortunate to gamer
funds from international
agencies like JICA that are
investing in the region and
the state with an eye on long
term economic cooperation
since the North East is a
crucial link to South East
Asiaand countries like Japan
want to counter the influence
of China in the Asia-Pacific
region. Meghalaya is also
getting loans from the World
Bank, ADB etc. which are

By Patricia Mukhim

amount is only likely to go up
since Meghalaya is only fire-
fighting. In fact the situation
is quite alarming as NEEPCo
threatens to shut offpower to
Meghalaya.

The minutes observe that
the above statement reflects
an alarming situation. While
some states are paying regu-
larly, and some are trying
hard to clear the dues, Me-
ghalaya has become the sole
laggard. ‘Due to the accrual
of such outstanding dues,
NEEPCO is facing difficulty
to meet its day-to-day expen-
diture including fuel costs
required for operating its
thermal power stations,’ the
minutes observe. NEEPCo
has been pleading with its
clients to clear,the dues so

wm

some states are paying
wguljjrJy&tnd somzwre, trying hard
{lucsWleiihulitya hits
become the sole htgi>ai”* *‘Due'ttfo
the accrual of such outstanding A
dues, \EEPCV isfavmg difficulty >
to meet its day-to-day expiendituiiet;
including fuel costs required'foSp
operating its theimalpower”"
stations,'the minutes observe,
\EEP ('ohas been pleading with; B
its clients to clear thejlues so that it
continues to senve its clients.

returnable. We are unsure
how the debt servicing is
being done or whether the
above international funding
agencies are actually giving
grant assistance.

What is a matter of great
concern however are the
contents of the 148 page
minutes of the 21st Techni-
cal Coordination Committee
(TCC)-North East Regional
Power Committee (NERPC)
meeting held on Feb 3-4,
2021 atKohima, Nagaland. If
one goes through the minutes
and looks for Meghalaya’s
outstanding inthe document
one will get to know the
extent of the crisis faced by
the MeECL. It is the worst
performer among all North
Eastern states. A comparative
analysis shows that while
Assam owes NEEPCo 1.72
crore, Mizoram 1.82 crore,
Manipur 36.97 crore, Tripu-
ra 133.23 crore, Nagaland
-nil, Arunachal Pradesh .07
crore, Meghalaya is high-
est at 700.38 crore. The
break up is Rs 358.19 crore
outstanding over 45 days
and Rs 342.19 crore as late
payment surcharge. This is
mentioned in page 52-53 of
the minutes document. This

we endup only procuring the
hardware. The segregation
processes that had been put
into place in the state have
also lost steam.

Marten is a disaster wait-
ing to happen and it is en-
tirely our fault. A new waste
processing and disposal fa-
cility which should have
been the top priority of the
government of the day is
being ignored completely.
Political leaders are talking
aboutwaste to energy plants
and South Korean solutions
to help with waste manage-
mentbut all we see are fumes
slowly but steadily choking
up our city.

We can turn a blind eye
to all this today, but how
long can we ignore an await-
ing catastrophe. Marten has
lived it's life. Shouldn't our
priority he to find an alterna-
tive site for waste disposal?

Yours etc.,
Emica Nongkynrih
Via email

MeECL a
white elephant

Editor,

While the common peo-
ple have to dig deeper into
their pockets to pay their

that it continues to serve its
clients. NEEPCO has been
urging all its clients to pay
their dues regularly butto no
effect. This is what is noted
in the minutes of the meet-
ing. The question to ask is
why has Meghalaya run up
such a huge bill when others
have not?

Meghalaya also has out-
standing to another company
- the OTPC which supplies
gas-based power from Tripu-
ra. The amount outstanding
against Meghalaya is Rs
166 crore while other states
net in lower amounts. The
comparative figures are Ar-
unachal Pradesh 3.77 crore,
Assam 85.81 crore, Manipur
42.5 crore, Mizoram 6.30
crore, Nagaland 4.95 crore
and Tripura 74.34 crore.
The meeting observed that
auditors have been regularly
reflecting the issue of out-
standing dues and absence
of Letter of Credit from Me-
ghalaya as a special concern
in the NERPC Board Meet-
ings.

But the above are not the
only debts. On page 55 of
the document, Meghalaya is
shown as owing Rs 510 crore
to NTPC, the highest among

inflated power bills, the state
- owned electricity supply
corporation - MeECL seems
to outwit other ‘elephants’
present in and around the
state by granting contractual
supply workto firms outside
the state for its so-called
improvement while at the
same time turning itself into
a unique ‘'white elephant'. It
is astonishing to note that
the cost to supply chairs,
tables, UPS, CPU system,
compute): monitor, printer,
scanner, sever system and
all the gadgets to make itself
‘hi-tech’ (pun intended) has
been inflated to the tune of
Rs 3.36 lakh per work sta-
tion. To add insult to injury,
the "corporation mafia" as
I would call them have al-
lowed the purchase of a
‘networked laser jet printer'
at an exorbitant cost of Rs
1,19,888 without probably
going through the technical
aspects of such a cost. My
question is how such highly
inflated bills will be paid by
the MeECL management.
Are they planning to trans-
form the "White Elephant"”
corporation into something
of a 'Space Station' or into
some 'Super Power Station?"
If that is the case they had
better also equip their brains
with some good mathemat-
ics for a public audit when
demanded.

all NE states, and this out-
standing is past 45 days. If
allthe dues are added up then
the amount is a staggering
Rs 1,376 crore. With limited
resources at its command the
MeECL is at breaking point.
And it appears that we the
people of Meghalaya are not
being told the whole story.
The State has been borrow-
ing from the market to keep
the MeECL afloat but for
how long.

The problem of course is
populism. At a time when it
was prudent for the MeECL
to raise the tariff it could
not do so because the pub-
lic headed by the Rang-
bah Shnongs then protested
against the hike. Meghalaya
is paying the lowest per unit

atRs 5.58. This is simply not
sustainable. The industrial
units have been enjoying
power subsidies for setting
up shop in Meghalaya. The
ideawas that these units such
as cement companies etc.,
would createJobs for local
youth. There is no study as
yet to establish whether the
companies that are benefit-
ting from several subsidies
over the decades have added
any vale to the state or have
used up its resources while
only leaving behind a trail
ofpollution.

Sowhat happens now that
Meghalaya is staring at a
grim power scenario? Speak-
ing of digital connectivity
when power supply itselfis
not guaranteed is like flying
a kite without the wind to
propel it tp the skies. The
kite will come down to earth
instead of flying. For years
we have netted these out-
standing debts but politicians
have taken the easy way out
because they believe taking
hard decisions will hurttheir
vote banks. If politics has
to decide every step of the
development process then
Meghalaya will become the
worst performing state. To

Yours etc..
Dominic Stadlin Wankhar
Shillong-3

Take strict
action against
Covid protocol

violators

Editor,

With a huge spike in
Covid 19 cases again in
different states, the Health
Department has issued
guidelines to contain the
virus and advised citizens
to wear masks and maintain
social distance in public
places. Spitting and smok-
ing in public places should
be prohibited. Surprisingly
several people in Shillong
fail to strictly follow Covid
appropriate guidelines. |
urge upon the authorities
to take strict action against
those who violate the Covid
protocols since the virus
as stated by some doctors
is here to stay. We cannot
have a situation like that in
Maharashtra and other states
where Covid cases have
risen exponentially.

Yours etc.,
Prasenjit Das Purkayastha,
Shillong- 4

brandish figures around as
being the most well-governed
state will no longer wash.
Meghalaya has failed in
nearly all fronts from health
to education and now the
power sector. It is not as if
the central government has
not bailed out the state. The
amount of central funds that
have devolved to the state
are a staggering amount and
this is evident from the kind
of real estate acquisitions of
those in politics especially
the current crop of politi-
cians who seem to be buying
property the way ordinary
humans go to Police Bazar to
buy apair ofshoes or clothes.
It is indeed a sad scenario
when the voters have become
poorer by the year and land-
lessness is looming large but
politicians are getting richer
by the day. In fact it’s time to

evaluate their properties and
see whetherthese acquisitions
match their incomes. What
are the private businesses that
they are engaged in before
and after entering politics
which has pushed up their
wealth ranking?

Ifthe people ofMeghalaya
don’t wake up now and seek
transparency in every branch
of governance they are go-
ing to pay a price that they
cannot afford in the future.
Already ourroads even within
city limits are not motorable.
A bridge that is just a few
meters long takes years to
complete pushing people to
take the long route to their
homes and bum more fuel.
There is complete lack of ac-
countability from our elected
representatives and as voters
we overlook all these faults
when we are paid money to
vote for the same politician
again and again. This has
to end. People are supposed
to be the real rulers in a
democracy but we have put
democracy on its head by al-
lowing people to become rich
at our expense. The choice is
entirely ours whether we want
this elitist rule to continue
even while we are pushed to
the margins.

Politicians and
their blame
game

Editor,

Why are our politicians
playing the blame game
when it comes to the MeE-
CL? Ms Angela Rangad has
pointed out that so many
wrong deals are happening
in the Saubhagya Scheme
to be undertaken by the
MeECL. How long can the
Power Minister deny all the
wrongdoings inthe Corpora-
tion? When he was Home
Minister he handled that
portfolio badly by allowing
illegal coal mining andtrans-
portation to carry on. After
him Mr Lahkmen Rymbui
stepped into the Home De-
partment. But is there any
change in the illegal coal
mining business? No there
isn’t. Why? Because corrup-
tion is written into the DNA
of the MDA Government!
Now the MeECL will sink
into a deeper mess.

Yours etc.,
GM Nongrum,
Via email

Articles and letters ap-
pearing on this page are
the views of the writers/
authors and not that of
The Shillong Times
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Iwo day general strike in banks pivest
strong signal to centre

Anti-privatisation
movement gathering
national dimension

By Krishna Jha

Onthe concluding day of
the Bank strike on March 16,
there was enthusiasm among
not only the employees but
millions all over the coun-
try. The participation was
hundred percent, on both the
days. About future course
of action, they have told
the government that if the
privatisation bid isnotrolled
back, they would launch an
agitation that would be as
massive and long drawn as
the one by the farmers.

The strike was massive
with nine lakh bank em-
ployees taking to street in a
two- day protest. Nine banks
are facing privatisation. The
unions are demanding roll
back of the government
decision and concentrate its
efforts on strengthening the
public sector. According to
government data itself, 119
public sector units are earn-
ing profit for last five years
continuously, and only thirty
are running losses among
the total of 366 public sec-
tor units. Same is true about
airports also. There is the
proposal forthirteen airports
to be privatised whichwould
be a combination of profit-
able and non profitable both.

Among them are those that
are considered best in the
world.

First is Indira Gandhi
International Airport in
Delhi. Then come the other
four, that are Chhatrapati
Shivaji International Airport
in Mumbai, followed by
Rajiv Gandhi International
Airport, Hyderabad, Interna-
tional Airport in Bengaluru,
and finally the International
Airport in Chennai. The
story however is not without
its anti- climax. It would be
in these very airports that
the government has decided
there would be shedding of
stakes in AAI share. These
are Mumbai, Hyderabad,
Delhi and Bengaluru air-
ports. It is to be done pre-
ciselyto meetthe target ofits
ambitious asset monetisation
of Rs 20000 crore. Usually
the reason given for priva-
tisation of airports is that
more revenue can be earned
through minor stakes than
those that are fully owned
by the state.

According to the Civil
Aviation Ministry, the plan
to privatise 13 more airports
would be monetised through
the operation, management
and development (OMD)
model. The entire project is
awaiting approval for disin-
vestment ofequity shares of
AAL in the joint venture of
Delhi, Mumbai, Hyderabad
and Bengaluru airports. Af-
ter the approval, the govern-
ment wants to sell remaining
shareholding of AAl inthese
four key airports stakes.

The buck does not stop
here. Now it is the turn of
General Insurance, in which
government holds 85.78
percent stake.

As the government has
started mulling over the
theme, the obstacles are also
getting visible. 1t would not
be easy to disinvest GIC
since there are apart from
United India, which is at the

top for considering privati- m
sation, there are three other )
general insurance companies m
in its folds, National Insur- j
ance, New India Assurance, '
and Oriental Assurance. It m
has been the general obser- j
vationthat ifthe government
decides to privatise GIC, *
it has to leave the general
reassurance business too.
Then the privatisation itself
has its own devastating con-
sequences, and the consumer
who is the target of produc-
tion, bears the burden ofever ,
growing prices.

The government equity ]
in the form of AAI stakes is m
something that ensures the *
balance in terms of keeping
user cost within reasonable
limits. Once it is gone, gov-
emment would not be able <
to intervene atany stage, and '
thus the decisive steps can- 1
not be taken any more. >

The government has set’
anambitious targetofaround
3.5 lakh crore through asset <
monetisation in 2021-2022, '
comprising various asset.
categories across eightmin- ’
istries. \

It is proposed that NITI
Aayog should take steps
to identify twelve PSUs in

these sectors for privatisa- ,
tion. LV
The NITI Aayog, accord- )
ing to sources has listed the >
PSUs primarily from among J
those comprised in public .
sector banks, and then the 1
insurance companies.

The PSU disinvestment >
israrely reviewed by the de- '
partment of investment and
public asset management
(DIPAM). After getting the
required approval, it would
make a move to get principal,
approval from Cabinet Com- *
mittee on Economic Affairs .
(CCEA). ;

The Finance minister in '
her Budget speech had an- «
nounced thatthe government '
would privatise two banks .
together with general insur- >
ance company (GIC). The
government declared with-
outany mincing ofwords, its
intention to exitmanagement
control and limit the list of
PSUs in the country. The
government intends to keep.
only a very limited number
ofcore sector industries in its
hands. The remaining ones
would either get privatised,
merged or closed.

The saffron regime has
announced that the time .
for public sector units is
over. They are getting obso-
lete, without any relevance
in India. The government (
would now seek sources .
in listed PSUs that are pri-
marily comprised in public
sector banks, and then the
insurance companies. But
in all these ventures, Prime ,
MinisterNarendraModi had
declared that it was the duty ,
of the government to help m
the enterprises to grow but,
it certainly is in no need to
own them. ,

Thequestionremainshow.
the government would help
ifithas no stake. And its sole ,
stake is people themselves,
of which it is inalienable
part, for which it is elected.
to serve. (IPA Service)
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Lokayukta - toothless tiger
AFTER receiving a complaint from former
ChiefMinister and present leader ofthe opposi-
tion, Mukul Sangma on the illegal coal mining
and transportation with details of the modus
operandi, the Meghalaya Lokayukta observed
that the mastermind behind the illegal mining
and transportation of coal could be unearthed
only through an independent inquiry by a cen-
tral organization like the CBI. Earlier the Lok-
ayukta’s order for a CBI inquiry into the same
issue was challenged in the High Court of Me-
ghalaya. If the anti-graft ombudsman does hot
have prosecution powers then it might as well
not exist. The Lokayukta’s observations that it
is public knowledge that the racket is.being run
by some powerful syndicate against whom no
individual citizen could come forward to lodge
a complaint and reveal their identity, shows
how powerless the Institution of Lokayukta is.
In state after state the office of the Lokayukta
is reduced to recommending actions to the state
governments. Without prosecution powers they
cannot take action against the corrupt. In most
states the office of Lokayukta lacks basic infra-
structure and staff. Politicians conveniently sit
on the appointment of a new Lokayukta. The
sorry state of Lokayuktas across the country
suggests a deliberate attempt to undermine the
Institution. In West Bengal and Gujarat there is
the LokayuktaAct with no one holding the post.
The West Bengal Lokayukta office is manned

by two Group D staff,

In Goa, the Lokayukta, Justice (Retired)
Prafulla Kumar Misra stated publicly that his
powers were severely curtailed. The state gov-
ernment refused to take action on even one of
the 21 reports that he submitted against public
functionaries during his nearly four-and-a-half-
year tenure as the Lokayukta. He even gave an
interview saying the institution of Lokayukta
should be abolished as the Act is being trashed
by all state governments.

Indeed the LokayuktaAct needs urgent inter-
vention and must be given more teeth if it is to
have any meaning. As of now the Meghalaya
Lokayukta has recommended to the State Gov-
ernment that the CBI be tasked with enquiring
into the allegations of illegal mining and trans-
portation of coal. This is like asking a cat to
stand guard over meat. It is public knowledge
that coal is mined illegally and also transported
in ablatantly illegal manner with the frill knowl-
edge and consent o fthe Government, since some
o fthe ministers actually own coal mines and run
aflourishing coal export business. Also the NPP
had promised to lift the ban on coal mining if it
is elected to power. That was what ensured its
victory. Hence the present government is only
fulfilling apoll promise even if it is doing so by

the illegal route.

What’s the point o fthe Meghalaya Lokayukta
then? Why have a debilitating institution that

exists only in name?

Letters to the Editor

G
Education
for all

Editor,

As educational institu-
tions startreopening after the
closure oflast year, it's heart-
ening to see some semblance
oforder and discipline come
alive again for students who
have been living in a self
imposed limbo throughput
last year. Once again the
headache of parents who
need to get books and other
school supplies have come
to the forefront, the most
vulnerable being the poor
and daily wage earners, who
suffered the most because of
the pandemic.

I was however taken
aback when I heard ofamis-
sionary school in the suburbs
which caters to most of the
poor and marginalized, give
a date for buying of books
fortheir wards during the last
week of this month. They
have also been told to get
new uniforms for the chil-
dren as the uniforms bought
just last year are outdated.

Where are they supposed
to get the money for all this?
Their employers will not be
able to give them advance
as they themselves get their
salaries late because of the
financial year ending. Being
a school run by the Church,
much of the finances comes
from Church donations from
the faithful. So why can't
those in authority spare a
thought for these poor house-
holds who struggle to send
their children to get educa-
tion?

It is high time that such
schools actually serve the
poor and underprivileged
and not crush the hopes and
dreams oftheir children and
truly serve God by serving
the poorest of the poor.

Yours etc.,,
Angela Lyngdoh,
Shillong-14

Poor internet
connectivity
affects students

Editor,
The front-page picture

Identity issues to be major deciding factors in Assam elections

Congress-AlUDF alliance finally

feels upbeat against BJP front

Identity factor has always
played a role in the politics
of Assam — and this elec-
tion is no different. In fact,
with the Supreme Court’s
order in 2013 to complete
the pending updation of the
National Register of Citizens
(NRC) — based on the his-
toric Assam Accord signed
in 1985 by the Centre led by
Prime Minister Rajiv Gandhi
with Assamese organizations,
including AASU (All As-
sam Students’ Union) — in
the state, identity politics
took the centre stage. State’s
maiden BJP government led
by Sarbananda Sonowal, a
former member of AASU
associated with the Assam
agitation, which resulted in
the signing ofthe Assam Ac-
cord, took steps to fasten the
much-complicated process of
the long-pending NRC upda-
tion. The Supreme Court-
monitored NRC updation,

which gave birth to many
controversies not only across
the state but also across the
country, was finally com-
pleted in 2019 — although
failing to satisfy most of the
Assamese groups and politi-
cal parties, including BJP and
Congress.

The identity politics took
a more sharp turn with the
Citizenship Amendment Bill
(CAB) brought in 2018 by
the Narendra Modi led BJP
government — but the bill
failed to convert into law as
the government failed to get
required numbers in the Ra-
jya Sabha — unlike the Lok
Sabha. Even though CAB is
very much opposed by the
majority of the Assamese
speaking community, BJP
during the 2019 Lok Sabha
elections promised to bring
it back, if elected back to
power. In the 2019 general
elections, BJP returned to
power with a bigger man-
date at the Centre — and
even won big in Assam. As
promised during the elec-
tion campaign, BJP brought
the CAB again in the same
year and was successful in
converting the bill into a law
— Citizenship Amendment
Act (CAA) — by managing
the required numbers in the
Rajya Sabha. Subsequently,

of The Shillong Times of
March 18, brought out the
ground reality of how stu-
dents suffer the pain of poor
internet connectivity. The
caption reads: “Students
from lapngar, Mawlasnai,
Kyrdem and Bhoirymbong
villages in Ri Bhoi write
online examination from the
flyover bridge at Umiam due
to poor internet connectivity
intheir villages. The students
have urged the state govern-
ment to address the problem
of the poor network in the
area.” How do we describe
this situation when tender
school students are made
to run to a flyover which is
at a higher level in order to
write the online examina-
tion? This isjustthe tip ofthe
iceberg. Almost all sections
ofpeople/employees are left
in the lurch by the internet
service providers.

Have the customers not
paid money with the ex-
pectation of the seamless
service? What do you call it
ifthe company never budges
an inch on “demanding the

By Sagarneel Sinha

protests against CAA erupted
in Assam and the north-east
and later spread to different
parts of the country.
However, itwasthe Covid-
19 pandemic that halted the
anti-CAA protests — but
CAA remains a factor in As-
sam. Itis this anti-CAA factor
thathas given birthto newre-
gional parties inthe state. The
parties are the Raijor Dal,
Assam Jatiya Parishad (AJP)
and Anchalik Gana Morcha
(AGM). The Raijor Dal and
AJP — backed by influen-
tial non-political organiza-
tions like AASU, All Assam
Jatiya Yuva Chatra Parishad
(AJYCP), Krishak Mukti
Sangram Samiti (KMSS) —
are fighting together against
the two major other alli-
ances — BJP led NDA and
Congress-led Grand Alliance.

AGM led by journalist and
Rajya Sabha MP Ajit Bhuyan
is a part of the Congress-led
Grand Alliance. AJP is led
by Lurinjyoti Gogoi, former
general secretary of AASU,
while Raijor Dal is led by
Akhil Gogoi, who formed
the KMSS. Akhil Gogoi is
presently in jail and is con-
testing from the Shivsagar
constituency — an important
center ofAssamese regional-
ism. Importantly, the Assam
agitation against Bangladeshi
illegal immigrants gave birth
to Assam Gana Parishad
(AGP), which once was a
major player in state politics
and is now reduced into a
minor player and presently a
constituent of NDA.

With new regional parties
jumping into the election
fray, Assamese regionalism is
back into focus — although
issues like development and
peace are still the most cru-
cial factors in this election.
Particularly, AJP and Raijor
Dal are focusing on the anti-
CAA factor and Congress too
is leaving no stone unturned
to make it clear that the grand
old party is also strictly op-
posed to the CAA. Amid
this, Assamese regionalism is
more visible in this election
due to the Congress party’s
alliance with the All India

full pre-payment” for the
‘abysmal’ service? It is sim-
ply looting — it is daylight
robbery. | feel the Govern-
ment must not remain silent
when the public is suffering
S0 miserably.

Incidentally, there ismuch
uproar inthe banking sectors
too. Due to the frequent “in-
ternet link failures,” lots of
banking activities have been
badly affected. Booksellers
in lewduh B. Guatam and
Ranjit Singh says, “We can-
not get our banking transac-
tions done without glitches;
at times we have to wait as
long as two to three hours to
withdraw/deposit cash and
update our bank passbooks.
Itis disgusting to stand in the
queue for hours together for
petty banking transactions.”
Similar is the case with
the post office, particularly
during the load-shedding
hours.

It is my humble request
to the government authori-
ties to address this issue of
mobile and internet service
at the earliest possible. The

United Democratic Front
(AIUDF) led by Dhubri
MP Badruddin Ajmal. The
Assamese-speaking popula-
tion and the tribals view Al-
UDF as acommunal party as
they believe that it represents
the interests of the illegal
Bangladeshi immigrants.
Importantly, AIUDF was
formed in 2005 when the
Supreme Court in the same
year struck down the much
controversial IMDT act or
the lllegal Migrants (Deter-
mination by Tribunals) Act.
The IMDT act brought by
Indira Gandhi’s government
was seen by Assamese as a
pro-Bangladeshi illegal im-
migrant.

The Atul Bora-led AGP
— fighting for existence in
the state as an ally of BJP
— is now trying to recover

its ground by attacking Con-
gress for its decision to ally
with the AIUDF. AGP is fac-
ing threats from new regional
entrants like AJP and Raijor
Dal — as they all share the
same vote-bank, Assamese
regionalism.

No doubt BJP would face
some setbacks in Upper and
North Assam dominated by
the Assamese due to anti-
CAA factor but Congress is
unlikely to reap benefits due
to its alliance with a commu-
nal party like AIUDF. Upper
Assam and North Assam
account for 43 and 16 seats
respectively. Importantly,
it was the Congress party
that once used to label Aj-
mal’s party as a communal
one. Now the irony is that
the same Congress party is
reiterating repeatedly that
AIUDF isn’t a communal
party! On the, other hand, the
ideological divide whether
to ally with the Congress-
AIUDF alliance has resulted
in cracks between the two
regional parties — Raijor
Dal and AJP. Raijor Dal is
open for alliance with the
Grand Alliance to unite all
the anti-BJP forces but the
AJP has issues with AIUDF
and also with Congress. Both
the partners are also having
friendly contests in 9 seats.

companies have no right
to charge money from the
public without providing
better service. Ifthe compa-
nies cannot ensure seamless
service, the government
should consider looking for
other options in the larger
interest ofthe public. Asking
pre-payment for the worst
service is no less a crime.
Yours etc.,
Salil Gewali,
Shillong

Leaderless
politics

Editor,

As a political observer |
have noted that the common
people are quite frustrated
with the present government
and there is hardly any real-
istic governance happening
on the ground and we know
the reasons and causes. Not
one of the regional parties
including the NPP or BJP
have even looked back at
their manifesto or the prom-
ises that they made in 2018.

Amid all this, BJP with its
style of regionalism is trying
to negate the anti-CAA views
in the elections. To high-
light BJP’s regionalism card,
both Sarbananda Sonowal
and finance minister Him-
anta Bishwa Sarnia— party’s
strongman in the north-east
region — are attacking the
Congress for its decision to
ally with AIUDF and are
also focussing on work done
by the saffron government to
allot land pattas to indigenous
communities and grants given
to develop the Vaishnavitesa-
tras and namghars, including
the birthplace of Shri San-
kardeva, the 15th-16th cen-
tury Bhakti saint of Assam.

On the other hand, in the
Barak valley, which accounts
for 15 assembly seats, BJP
is expected to gain — as
the Bengali Hindus of the
valley are vocal supporters

of CAA. Also, Congress’s
alliance with the AIUDF is
largely going to affect the
party in the region as seen in
the 2019 polls. The Barak val-
ley is almost equally divided
between BengaliHindus and
Bengali Muslims — and the
region is now more polarised
among religious lines due to
the CAA factor. Significantly,
the Congress-AlUDF alliance
is expected to gain in Lower
Assam — as the region is
dominated by Bengali Mus-
lims, a major vote-bank of
both Congress and AIUDF.
Lower Assam accounts for
47 seats.

Actually, in Assam, ille-
gal immigration has always
been a major factor. This
was worsened by vote-bank
politics practiced for decades
by the Congress party, which
dominated mostly the state
since independence. Undeni-
ably, there has been a lack
of seriousness shown by the
ruling parties, including Con-
gress, AGP and also to some
extent by BJP, over the last
decades in the state to resolve
the identity issues of various
communities. That's the rea-
son the state keeps facing the
same old identity issues every
time — and this election isno
different. (IPA Service)

Unfortunately, the fact is
nothing is spoken on how
to deliver the right kind
of governance and solu-
tion to pressing issues. The
party that needs a different
kind of vaccination is the
state Congress Party which
seems leaderless without a
functional MPCC President.
With anumber ofcontenders
and internal support for an
acceptable candidate to lead
the party, the time for the
Congress at Delhi is to look
deeperrightto the grassroots
and reinvent itselfbefore the
water level hits the neck. If
the party is to take a serious
plunge in 20231 feel the time
is to kick out the rotten pota-
toes and bring in new seed-
lings that would regenerate a
new vision and a strategy for
its political future.
Yours etc..
Dominic Stadlin Wankhar
Shillong
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the views of the writers/
authors and not that of
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Equitable distribution of vaccines can

help world to combat crisis

HO report indicts rich

nations for initial tepid

response to pandemic
By Marc Vandepitte

A new World Health Or-
ganisation report, prepared
by apanel ofexperts, begins
with the findings that the
world was totally unpre-
pared for this pandemic.
For decades, however, ithad
been predicted that such a
viral pandemic would inevi-
tably come our way.

Five years ago, the World
Health Organisation (WHO)
even stated that there was
an urgent need for more
research into coronaviruses.
At the time, such research
was not profitable for phar-
maceutical giants. As a re-
sult, hardly any research
had been done. The pursuit
of profit had prevailed over
public interest.

Then the pandemic ar-
rived. In early January 2020,
a new coronavirus was dis-
covered in Wuhan. Or\Janu-
ary 24, itturned out this virus
could be transmitted from
person to person and that it
was also highly contagious.
One week later, on January
30, the WHO declared an
international medical emer-
gency.

Some countries did not
wait that long and reacted
immediately. Vietnam, for
instance, introduced so-
cial distancing and stricter
border controls from mid-
January onwards. As early
as January 12, Taiwan had
sent two epidemiologists to
Wuhan to study the virus.
In Africa, foreign travellers
were systematically screened
inmany airports from the be-
ginning of February.

The WHO and other
agencies repeatedly issued
warnings and pointed out the
seriousness of the situation.
Most Western countries,
however, thought they were
untouchable. “In far too
many countries, this signal
had been ignored,” the report
states.

The Western countries
did not take real action until
mid-March, after the stock
markets had collapsed (on
March 12). According to the
panel “the reality is that only
aminority of countries took
full advantage of the infor-
mation available to them to
respond to the evidence ofan
emerging epidemic.”

Thus, very precious time,
at least a month and a half,
had been lost. Yet every day
counts at the beginning of
an epidemic. In the initial
phase of the first wave, be-
fore protective measures had
beenimposed, the virus mul-
tiplied at a rate of ten every
ten days. In other words, if
the Western authorities had
intervened ten days earlier,
the infectionrate (the curve)
andthe deathtoll would have
been ten times lower.

Due to this late response,
the intensive care units filled
up quickly, at the expense
of other patients requiring
urgent treatment. This also
increased the total death
rate. The consequences were
correspondingly as the graph
shows. Richard Horton, the
editor-in-chief of the re-
nowned medicaljournal The
Lancet, therefore concludes
that most Belgian coronary
casualties could have been
avoided. The situation will
not be much different in
neighbouring countries.

The report also blames
healthcare sector officials
for being slow in respond-
ing to early stage indications
that people could spread
the new coronavirus with-
out any symptoms. Reports
from China and Germany,
however, had documented
this phenomenon at an early
stage. But leading health-
care authorities, including
the WHO itself, neverthe-
less gave contradictory and
sometimes misleading ad-
vice.

Most Western govern-
ments refused to learn from
the experiences of countries
that were hit first. Evident
measures such as social
distancing or wearing face
masks became the subject
of sterile political debates
in our regions. Lockdowns
were undebatable, because
they did not comply with our

.

“Western values” — until, of
course, there was no other
alternative.

In many countries early
in the pandemic there was
a shortage of essential sup-
plies such as face masks,
protective clothing, oxygen,
ventilators, etc. The market
is apparently inefficient in
dealing with an unforeseen
health crisis. Years ofneolib-
eral austerity had also caused
a shortage of (adequately
trained) available medical
staff, as became painfully
clear in the residential care
homes in Belgium and else-
where.

With few exceptions,
governments have failed to
establish ahigh-performance
system of testing, tracking
and isolation needed to con-
trol Covid-19. In Belgium,
this system still does not
work 100 per cent.

In the West the popula-
tion’s distrust of their gov-
ernments was already quite
high. The clumsy Covid
policy only increased this
lack of confidence. Yet such
confidence is essential to
achieve good results in a
pandemic fight. These are
lessons from the Asian coun-
tries’ experiences too.

As a result of this lack
of confidence, theijp is less
compliance with measures,
conspiracy theories are pro-
liferating and many mis-
conceptions are circulating.
The former leads to more
infections and an extension
ofthe sanitary measures. The
two other factors cause an
increase in vaccine scepti-
cism which is alarming in
many countries.

The WHO report says:
“The Covid-19 crisis has re-
vealed atrust deficitbetween
people, institutions and lead-
ership in some countries.
The trust deficit has also
fuelled the ‘infodemic’ and
setup avicious cycle of dis-
information and inadequate
response. The profound trust
gap combined with the use
and impact of social media
(...) illustrates once again
the failure of analogue re-
sponses [newspapers, TV,
radio,...], in a digital age.”

According to the report,
governments were and are
guidedtoo much by econom-
ic considerations, thinking
that excessively strict mea-
sures would harm the econo-
my too much. Wrongly.

“A preliminary observa-
tion by the panel is that eco-
nomic outcomes have been
better in economies where
strict public health control
measures have been imple-
mented effectively. In those
countries health outcomes
(...) have been substantially
better. The same pattern ap-
pears to apply to the pace of
recovery, with more strict
public health measures be-
ing followed by stronger
economic recoveries.”

The lack of decisive ac-
tion has led to months of
(semi-)lockdowns and un-
certainty inthe markets. This
cost the global economy 7
per cent, or $6,000 billion,
last year. “This is clearly
a case where billions can “
save trillions,” the report,
concludes.

In the past, WHO sec-1
retary general Tedros Ghe-
breyesus has repeatedly
expressed his anger at the
rich countries’ hoarding of
vaccines. While rich coun-
tries will have enough doses
this year to vaccinate their
citizens three to five times,
a large proportion of the
population in the poorest
countries will not receive
any dose.

The WHO report is very
critical about this: “The full’
potential of vaccines cannot
be realised if narrow nation-
al interests and economic
power determine who gets
access (...) We cannot allow
a principle to be established
that it is acceptable for high-
income countries to be able
to vaccinate 100 per cent
of their populations while
poorer countries must make
do with only 20 per cent
coverage. (IPA Service)



Sita as an icon of the
#MeToo Movement

By Vishnu Makhijani
hen Indian American

writer Sini Panicker, a

trained chemist who is
a heroin profiler for the US gov-
ernment, began her research into
the Ramayana in early 2018, the
#MeToo Movement was extremely
popular and highly successful in
the United States. And, in her de-
but novel, "Sita: Now You Know
Me", Panicker was inspired by
these MeToo voices to give her
protagonist a spirited and resilient
voice befitting the present-day af-
fairs that occupy the news cycles
and social media.

By the time Panicker began her
final editing process with Rupa
Publications on the novel, the US
and the world had been changed
considerably. Black Lives Matter
has gained significant strength;
millions and millions of people
have been protesting in count-
less cities and towns all over the
world against racism and social
injustice.

In addition, a pandemic was
raging on, killing people daily in
several thousands, across the con-
tinents. Isolation and loneliness.
These two words have started to
define life for almost everyone
on this earth, regardless of their
race, age, nationality or faith. In
an extremely cruel and punishing
manner, these words began to de-
fine death too, for millions.

"I thought the world in the
novel is surreal. It is an ancient
world, it is an imaginary world,
dating back to two millennia or
more, where we, the good-natured
humans fight the ghastly demons.
But no. The world outside - the
living, breathing world of ours - is
the surreal one,” Panicker, whose
normal topics of engagement are
organic chemistry, forensic sci-
ences, heroin investigations, and
intelligence information on global
heroin trafficking, told IANS in an
interview.

"There has been utter chaos
and deadly fear from the virus.
There has been torture and pain
inflicted upon humans by fellow
humans, just because they could.

All of this began to make me feel
like our world exists on another
unfamiliar and abnormal realm,"
she added.

"The George Floyd video showed
the demons are still here, that they
are in us. We are the demons. A mi-
croorganism, a simple messenger
RNA, is powerful enough to teach
us, the egotistical, narcissistic hu-
man race, a few tough lessons on
nature and humility. I compared
and contrasted the
world in my novel,
to the world we live
in, throughout the
editing process in
2020. Of course,
there were plenty of
chances for me to
ponder these things,
because of the iso-
lated and lonely
life under the pan-
demic,"” Panicker
explained.

Coincidentally,
the most continual
feelings Sita ex-
periences in the
novel are isolation
and loneliness. The
Dandaka exile is
not a series ofwon-
derful and joyful
excursions to the
hermitages for Ram,

Lakshman, and Sita

in the book. The

three of them are separated from
the rest of the world, from fellow
humans, and they lead an insulated
lonely life in the deep jungle for
13 long years; their struggles and
depression are openly discussed
in my novel. Then there is a year
of loneliness and misery for Sita
in Lanka, which is almost imme-
diately followed by her isolated
life at Valmiki's ashram after Ram
banishes her.

"l could not help but think about
our current feelings, under the
pandemic vs the emotions detailed
in the novel.

"l wrote this novel because of
MeToo. MeToo is still happen-
ing. There are several movements
occurring as we speak, under the
umbrella term Black Lives Matter

too. The pandemic is still not over.
It seems like everyone and every-
thing on this earth is a work in
progress. And anovel, a short story
or a poem often provides a great
opportunity for us to reflect on this
work in progress; on what we are
and what we should be, about our
past, present and future.

I hope 'Sita: Now You Know
Me' will provide such an oppor-
tunity for the readers,” Panicker

elaborated.

The novel introduces the reader
to a conflicted Sita, aged approxi-
mately 50, living like an ascetic
at Sage Valmiki's ashram. She is
evaluating her prospects for the
following day as she has been
ordered by her husband King Ram
to appear in his court in Ayodhya.
Sita suspects that she will be asked
to prove her chastity.

Overwhelmed by an array of
emotions - ranging from agony,
resentment, and distrust, about the
trial that occurs after long years
of her punishment in exile - Sita
realizes that in order to secure
the future for her young sons,
she has no choice but to appear
in Ayodhya. The message from
Ram, a husband whom she loves

very deeply despite their estrange-
ment, begins to torment Sita; and
she reflects on her life's events, a
series of misfortunes that led her
to the ashram.

Sita narrates her turbulent life
in extensive detail, revealing her
deepest desires, griefand horrors,
as well as her profound love for
Ram and for scripture. This Sita
is deeply rooted in two major ele-
ments of her time: the agricultural
practices that are further cemented
by her connection to the mother
earth and the magnificent era of
debates on life and the cosmos, of
the Vedas and Upanishads.

We journey inside Sita's mind,
to the steely core which sustains
her through a life of stark privation
and abundant emotional riches.
As she contemplates hymns and
the very meaning of life, we see
a woman evolved far beyond her
time, a woman who speaks to us
today, out of the narrative of one
of the oldest epics of our world.
"While keeping the epic’s storyline
mostly intact, | have changed some
events and subplots, added new
scenes or twists, and altered a few
characters as | needed to narrate
Sita's story for contemporary read-
ers," Panikcer said.

Sita journeys to Ayodhya and
enters the palace to face her es-
tranged husband and family. In-
stead of a formal trial, the reunion
becomes highly emotional. Ram
offers her a public apology and
pleads with her to stay with him
and their sons in Ayodhya. Despite
her intense joy upon seeing Ram,
the agony and resentment over
Ram's deceitful act cannot be for-
gotten or forgiven by Sita.

To Ram's utter shock and tor-
ment, Sita walks away from him
boldly, with a plan to convince her
boys to stay in Ayodhya, without
her. However, the cyclonic storms
of emotions that she has experi-
enced lately become unbearable
for her already weakened heart.
She collapses and dies in the hands
of Ram, as he laments, broken-
hearted.

"Sita: Now You Know Me" is a
novel that will stay etched in your
mind for ever. (IANS)

Rakeysh Omprakash Mehra
Iith a vision

.
By Sukant Deepak
xactly a year back, filmmaker

Rakeysh Omprakash Mehra
had shifted to his small village

man w

and the same with sound. This period
also gave me space and time to finish
other scripts,” Mehratold IANS.
Talking about the boxing sports
drama (‘'Toofan’), the director says that

in Maharashtra before the lockdatnia his second film on the streets of

was-announced. Luckily, he had his
writing material and was with his
family. Cut off from newspapers for
five months, Mehra requested the
post office for an Internet connection
and started working on his film "Too-
fan', starring Farhan Akhtar, Mrunal
Thakur and Paresh Rawal, which will
premiere on Amazon Prime soon.
"So, in a way, the lockdown was
liberating for me. | was working on
it for 20 hours in a day without any
disturbances. We managed to establish
an editing line with one ofmy editors,

Mumbai, and he is expecting a posi-
tive response from the audience. "It
is a lovely story carried by a strong
voice. Though it involved a lot of
hard work, it was real fun working
on it. Every moment on the set was
enjoyable. | hope this feeling can be
transferred to the audiences.”

For Mehra, who debuted with the
movie 'Airs' in 2001 and made the
smash hit 'Rang De Basanti' in 2006,
the fact that the latter still resounds
andremains relevant in contemporary
times is nothing short o ftragedy. "Yes,

I am notreally happy that its relevant.
The film tackled multiple issues in-
cluding corruption, tolerance towards
each other, the idea of India —which
| feel is not an abstract term but all
about people. All these issues still
remain. The many gaps have notfilled,
sadly,” said the director of 'Delhi-6'
and 'Bhaag Milkha Bhaag'.

The filmmaker, who spoke during
Zee Live's 'Arth: The Cultural Fest' on
March 19, and has explored diverse
genres says that he is always excited
about what he is going to tackle next.
"There are so many things, | cannot
even tell you. After finishing 'Too-
faan', | am once again on the cross-
roads. There are multiple subjects that
I have been working on for years. So
much is flying around, notjustin India
but globally as well."

He added, "So do you go with
something which is very contempo-
rary in today's time or back to mythol-
ogy and see ifitis relevant for today?

Now let's not forget that too has been
distorted. One can also work on a
futuristic movie —maybe look at a
utopian future which is a new happy
society, and where women will be
safe. And all these questions trouble
me constantly."”

Ask him if there is a method to
how he chooses his subjects, and he
says, "Absolutely. Whatever gives me
sleepless nights... Now we all want
to have a peaceful sleep, no? Doesn't
it make sense that you get over with
what is making you stay awake."

While Amazon will be taking
‘Toofan' to over 240 countries and
territories, Mehra does admit that
there is a flip side to OTT platforms
too. "There is always a price to pay
for gain. The experience and impact
of the big screen is unmatched.
However, | feel that in these un-
predictable times owing to the
pandemic, it was the right decision
to take on our part." (IANS)

What makes
publishing
Industry tick

The Indian publishing industry is
thriving with a wave of new pub-
lishers, international contracts,
and authors but the average Indian
reader and first-time author knows
very little about the intricacies of
the publishing process.

In an attempt to bridge this gap
between readers, writers, editors
and publishers, Mumbai-based lit-
erary company Bound's 13-episode
podcast, "The Book People”, will
be exploring Indian publishing
through the eyes of the people who
work in it.

Each episode will include se-
ries-host Aishwarya Javalgekar in
a conversation with an industry
expert about their role, experience
and opinions about the industry and
its future. Prominent guests include
Ishani Butalia (Zubaan Books),
Sayantan Ghosh (S&S India), and
Harshad Marathe (Designer), to
name a few. Packed with industry
insights and fun book conversa-
tions, each episode in the series
will be released every Thursday,
starting March 18.

‘Bound' founder Tara Khandel-
wal said she started the company
"because | noticed a lack of in-
frastructure for creative people
to learn and form communities in
India. Creative and artistic fields
like writing, podcasting, etc. have
always struggled to be taken seri-
ously, but with a growing audience
waiting to consume content across
platforms, writers and storytellers
ofall kinds are more important than

ever before. Our interactions with
writers during our retreat, classes
and services revealed the sheer
lack of information available about
books and publishing in India".

"In the last 6 months, we have
combined our experience and
extensive primary and secondary
research to create two comprehen-
sive projects that make publishing
‘transparent and accessible to ev-
eryone: content creators, curators
and consumers.

"With ‘The Book People’, they
can get to know the people working
behind the scenes, and understand
their roles and opinions about the
industry. We hope that together
these projects will demystify
publishing for writers, readers,
aspiring professionals, and people
and organizations working in and
around publishing', she added.

Aishwarya Javalgekar, the pod-
cat-host, commented: "As a writer,
reader and an editor, | found the
publishing and literary world to
be an echo-chamber, with conver®
sations that were inaccessible to
me due to lack of context or data.
There was no information available
on how to get published or work in
the industry. ‘The Book People-is
my attempt to show that behind all
the processes and data and lack of
information are real people with
a love for stories and books. Just
like the audience, | want to under-
stand what they do and how they
feel about books and publishing.”
(IANS)

Penguin India
to publish

China

hina Room by 2015 Booker

Prize nominee Sunjeev Sahota,
a riveting novel about two characters
separated by more than half a century
but united by blood inspired in part
by the authors own family history,
is to be simultaneously published by
Penguin Random House India and
Penguin Random House in the UK and
in North America.

Mehar, a young bride in rural Pun-
jab of 1929, is trying to discover the
identity of her new husband. Married
to three brothers in a single ceremony,
she and her now-sisters spend their days
hard at work in the family's I''/zchina
room', sequestered from contact with
the men - except when their domineering
mother-in-law, Mai, summons themto a
darkened chamber at night.

Curious and strong-willed, Mehar
tries to piece together what Mai doesn't
want her to know. From beneath her
veil, she studies the sounds ofthe men's
voices and the calluses ontheir fingers as'
she serves them tea. Soon, she glimpses
something that seems to confirm which
of the brothers is her husband.

A series of events is set in motion,
which will put more than one life at
risk. As the early stirrings ofthe Indian
independence movement rise around
her, Mehar must weigh her own desires
against the reality - and danger - of
her situation.

Spiralling around Mehar's story is
that of a young man who arrives at his
uncle's house in Punjab in the summer
of 1999, hoping to shake off an addic-
tion that has held him in its grip for
more than two years. Growing up in
small-town England as the son of an
immigrant shopkeeper, his experiences
of racism, violence and estrangement
from the culture of his birth lead him to
seek a dangerous form of escape.

As he rides out his withdrawal at his
family's ancestral home - an abandoned
farmstead, its china room mysteriously
locked and barred - he begins to knit

Room

himselfback together, gathering strength
for the journey home.

At once sweeping and intimate, lush
and propulsive, "China Room" is a stun-
ning achievement from a contemporary
master.

Sunjeev Sahota is the author of
"Ours Are the Streets” and "The Year
of the Runaways", which was short-
listed for the Man Booker Prize and
the Dylan Thomas Prize, and was
awarded a European Union Prize for
Literature. In 2013, he was named one
of Granta's twenty i*l/iBest of Young
British Novelists' of the decade.

Commenting on the book, Meru
Gokhale, Publisher, Penguin Press,
Penguin Random House India, says:
"China Room" is "one of those books
that stays with you long after you've
put it down. Set in rural Punjab, span-
ning across generations, this story is
full of moments of pain that are care-
fully layered within the plot - the pain
of what it was like to be a woman in
the 1920s, forbidden to love, and the
pain ofayoung man today who has lost
his identity. Sunjeev Sahota is one of
the most gifted fiction writers | have
read, and we are so delighted to be
publishing him." (IANS)
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E-book revisits Mumbal’s Dara shikoh Library
iIconic, British-era GPO

By Quaid Najmi

ike many of the magnifi-

L cent British-era buildings,

the iconic General Post Of-
fice of Mumbai is
a riot of turrets,
big and small
spires, minarets,
big and small
windows which
allow light and
air inside, topped
off by a majestic
dome looking at
the early-summer
clear blue skies.
Standing on a
tri-junction be-

hind its famed
cousins of the
same era -- the

Chhatrapati
Shivaji Maharaj
Terminus (CSMT)
and the Brihan-

Mumbai Munici-
pal Corporation
(BMC) -- the

108-year-old,
GPO Building is
unique and ex-
clusive on various
counts.

Now, the history of the impos-
ing building has come alive in
an e-book -- "Dawn Under The
Dome" -- released this week by
M aharashtra Governor Bhagat
Singh Koshyari.

The book was researched by
Post-M aster General (Mumbai
Region) Swati Pandey and a
staffer, Orchida Mukherjee,
with photographs by Krishna
lyer, Yash Kocchar and Orchida
Mukherjee. A paradigm of Indo-
Saracenic architecture, (blend
of Persian-Hindu-Gothic), the
GPO, with India's second largest
dome of 65-feet diameter, was
designed on the lines of the Gol
Gumbaz of Bijapur (Karnataka)
which has the country's biggest
dome of 125-feet diameter.

The huge construction which
houses the biggest postal hub in

By Pt. Ajai Bhambi

Asia, and among the biggest in
the world handles over 50,000
addresses per day besides offer-
ing other services, abuzz with
visitors and staffers daily, in

lush greenery, swaying palms
and shady trees dotting the GPO
campus.

The building, designed by a
Scotsman, John Begg and his
protege George W ittet, remains
a marvel for modern architects
for its interior designs, the
striking exteriors, and the well-
ventilated inner spaces which
never evoke claustrophobic or
cramped feelings anywhere.

Three different types of Indi-
an stones were used to build the
GPO -the Grey Kurla Basalt with
buff trachyte, the Yellow Malad
Stone and the White Stone from
Dharandhra in Gujarat, with its
subtly glistening quality.

"The GPO is a very important
building of Mumbai It helps
connect people and it is for the
general public," says Pandey,

‘Star - Gazing’

who helped bring out many un-
known facets of the structure in
the e-book.

She terms the postal headquar-
ters' striking construction style

THE DOME

as denoting the finest blend of
Indian-Islamic-Gothic architec-
ture in the neigbourbood tripar-
tite comprising Victorian Gothic
Revival (CSMT), Gothic (BMC)
and Indo-Saracenic (GPO).

Work on the GPO -- rising to
a height of 119-feet, length 522-
feet, spread over 120,000-sq-feet
— started on September 1, 1904
and completed after nine years
on March 31, 1913 at a cost of
Rs 18,09,000, as stated on a
commemorative plaque on the
building.

"The GPO's gleaming white
external dome at the top has a
diameter of 65 ft, almost half
that of the Gol Gumbaz, which
is the tomb of Mohammed Adil
Shah," said Pandey.

Though fully Indian in theme,
design and material, Begg ar-
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Sun istaming anangleof40degreeswithJupiter onyoursolar retumchartand itwill
give mixed results for thewholeyear. You willwork hard to achieve your targets and
keepthings going. Youwill also face stiff competition atyourworkplace. Butyouwill
make best use of opportunities thatwill be presented toyou inyour profession. Your
rivalswill try to conspire againstyou and alsotry to defameyour name and reputation.

Butyouwill enjoyfull backingof peersand superiorswhowill understandyouwell. New

Job offerswill keep coming.. Youwill face some minor health problems butyour mete
will remain onyourside in hour of need. You will take to Yoga, meditation and some
form of light exercises.

Aries: (March 21 -April 20)

.r-s

Itis goingto beanamazingweekforyou. Yourdestinywill have
something good instoreforyou. Planets arefavoringyou alot
Good news relatedto progresswill beall around. Youwill be get-
tinggoodjoboffers.Youcanalsostartanewbusinessventurein
collaborationorpartnership. Goodfinancial gainsare indicated.
Youwill also make plans to buy a newvehicle or property. Your
lifewill beonrighttrack. Peace and harmonywill prevail infamily
ties.Studehtswillfocusontheirgoals. Concentrationwill behigh.
Results ofcompetitiveexamswill comeinyourfavor. Lovebirds
will enjoy awonderful time.

Taurus: (April 21 -

21)

Iting%gtgbeaveryfavorableweekforyou.Youvvillbeﬁnancia]ly
rewardedforyourefforts. Theplacemsntsofplanetswil
thewayforfatebettermentYouwiH nitiestorisein
yourwork. Youwillbeabletocompleteitforalongtime.Youwillbe
blessedwithgoodhealthandyourspiritswillbehigh.Enemiesand
opponentswilltryto dominate buttheywill notbeabletosucceed
to harmyouorspoil yourwork-Yourfinancial positionwill remain
strongandstable. Youwill be makingnewinvestmentswhichwill
giveyou good benefits. Therewill beanincreasein respectand
recognitioninsociety.Peoplewillrespectandacknowledgeyouas
aninfluentialpefson. Afeelingofspiritualityandinclinationtowards
religiousworkand offeringwill flareinthe heart. Therewill bejoy
and cheer in family relations.

Gemini: (May 22 -June 21)

Cancer: (June 2%&%5\%

Youwill havetoface challengesateverystep. Butyouwill prove
equaltothetask.Financialstruggleandadjustmentswillcontinue.

Moneywillcomeinafterputtinglotofefforts. Takepropercareof
yourhealth.Youwilldefeatyourenemieswithyourcourage,wisdom
andcleverness. Yourworkwillstartgettingcompleted. Yourmaysign
someagreementstobringanelementofnewnessinyourwork. The
results ofjob related tests, departmental tests, competitivetests
willfavouryou.Yourfamily memberswill supportyouinthemost
demandingcircumstances. Youwillenjoyagoodtimewiththem.
Loved ones will come closer to each other.

%vorabletimeperiod.YowviIIreoeivefinancialopportuni—

ties andtherearechances of progress inyourjob/ork. Youwill
takeyourworkseriouslyandalso receive handsome rewardsfor
itYouwilluseyourcapabilitiesandcapacitiestotheirfullest.You
willalso receive good news regarding progress ofyourchildren.
The results forjob related examswill be favorable. Youwill get
successincompetitionsandcontests. Youwiilaisobesuccessful
inyour love relations. Youwill also receive the blessings ofthe
elderly people. Yourrespectanddignitywill increase. Yourgood
deedsandactswill spread likewildfire. Youwill also take initial
steps inthe expansionofyourwork. Andachieve meximumlevel
ofsuccess. Yourcolleagues will help you inyourwork. Youwill
receive blessings of your elders.

Leo: (July 23-August 2;

G

Youwill beﬁ?iving iotofopportunities. Youwiilnsefastinyourwork
field. Youwilialsohave monetarygainsand profitswiththe heipof
yourintelligenceandwork potential. Youwillmakealotofmoney.
Therearechancesof promotionorincrementinyourjob. Youwill
defeatyourenemieswithalotofpatience. Yourbosswill behappy
andsatisfiedwithyourwork. Youmayundertakeabusinesstrip.
Your businesswill improve day by day. The pressuretoachieve
yourtargetswill beinyourjobandyouwill comereally closerto
yourtargetstoo.Youwillenjoywonderfulbondingwithyourmate.
Youwillalso receivegood news reiatedtothe education, careeror
marriageofyourchild. Youwilltake careofelders. Lovebirdswill
have awonderfultime. You maydosomedeed because ofwhich
your fame and popularity will spread far and wide.

Virao: (August 24-September 22)

41

ItIs going to beaweekfull ofaccomplishments. Ifwetalk about
fate, itisavery favorabletime periodforyou. Youwilltakesuitable
and importantdecisions in business. Manynewpolicieswill get
implemented. Moneyinfloamwillbecontinuous. Therearechances
of promotions injob/work. Buthardworkanddiligence mustbe

putforthecompletionoftasks. Placements ofluptterwill helpin
childreneducation and career.Newromantic relationsleadingto
marriageareindicated. Therewill beanincreaseinyourrespect,
honour, reputation and prestige. Youwillalsodevelopinterestin
religionandspirituality. Youwill beknownasan Influential person
inthesociety. Youwillmoveforwardusingyourintellectualabilities.
You can expect cooperation from your relatives.

Libra: (Septemnber 23 -October 23)

ItIsagreattimetofulfill yourdreams. Conditionsatworkwill be
good. Youwillgetopportunitiestoriseinyourlife. Youwitlalsbface
challengesateverystepwith confidence. Youwillworkvery hard
and putinlotofeffortsinbusiness. Youwillgetpositiveresujtstoo.
Youwillalsoimplementnewplansandideasforexpansionofyour
work.Youwillhavecordialrelationshipinyourfamily. Thecouples
willhavebetterunderstandingandsupportforeachother. Youwill
getmoneyfrommanysources. Therearechancesofpurchasing
land, house, vehiclesflatsetc. Youwill maintainaperfectbalance
betweenyourpersonaland professional life. Youwillstarttaking
yourrelationshipseriously. Youwill alsolistentoviews ofathers.
There will be an increase in your fame and self-respect.

Scorpio:(OctDber 24 -November 22)

Youwillseeamajorimprovementinyourfortunes. Youreffortswill
alsostartgettingdueresults. Thecloudsofcrisiswillalsodissipate.
Youwillworkveryhardandgetgoodresultstoo. Moneywill come
inlargeamount.Youwillhavemonetarygains. Youwillalsotrynew
experimentinyourbusiness. Toal imentswill
proveeffectiveandfeasibletoo.Incaseofromanticties, situations
aretuminginyourfavor.Youcoulddecidetogetmarriedtoaperson
ofyourchoice.Thoughfewjeaiouspeoplewilltrytohannyoubut
youwilinotbeaffectedbytiiem.Workrelatedtohousebuildingwill
pickupspeed. Therewillbesomepianandsituationwillbecreated
foranimportantandauspiciousworktotake place. Studentswill
performwell. Theresultsoftestsgivenforajob,competitiveexams
and interviewwill also favor you a lot.

Sagittarius: (November 23 -December 21)

Itisagreattime periodforyou. Yourfortuneswill raise sky high.
Your boss and superiorswill be satisfied with yourwork. Your
colleagueswillalsohelpyou inyourwork. Youwill reapmonetary
benefits. Studentswill focusonstudies. Studentswhoarepursu-
ing careeroriented courseswill getsuccess. Youwill begoodat
achievingyourobjectives. Youwillalso have respectfor religion
andspirituality. Youremotional natureand kindnesswiill beyour
biggestplus pointYouwillalsospendtimeonreadingknowedge
enhancing book. Yourrelativeswillstand byyou inyourdifficult
times. You will get support of your family members.

Capricom: (December 22 -January 20)

Youenjoydecisionsinyourfavourwhenitcomestolegalaffairs.educa-
tion.andtravel Ainancialbenefrtsmaycomeyounnay. Yourmayfindthat
youhavetherightinformatk>nattherighttime. Youcouldal$ohavebig
ideasandplans.Work,especiallyincommunications.goeswell. Love
metters,finances,andsocialrelationshipsareespeciallypleasingand
satisfying. Youaregenerallymorecooperative, althoughoccasionel
willfulnesscouldbeadownfall.ifyousuccumbtoitNewfriendships,
or new spins on established connections, are inyour forecast

Aquarius: (January 21 -February 18

I+

You will make a new beginning in your life. You will work very
hard inyourbusiness. Therewill be opportunitiestorise inyour
professional worktoo. Youwill getsuccess withyour hardwork
anddedication.Yourfinancialpositionwillalsogetbetter. Youwill
getadmissioninyourchoiceofeducationalinstitute.Youwillalso
moveaheadundertheguidanceofexperiencedand responsible
people. You will make effortto remove the obstacles in family
relationship. Therewill be good bonding between husband and
wife. Your enemies and foes will be active. You will be busy in
spiritual, religious and special work.

Pisces: (Februalx(lg—!\/brdw o) . . .
‘ouwillfacechallengeswithease.Andbaskingloryofyourachieve-

ments. Your healthwill bea lotbetterand youwill remainbusyin
yourwork. Youwillfulfillyour objectivesatwork. Yourcolleagues
will bejealous ofyoubutitwill notstopyoufrommaking ress.
Youwill beableto increase yourearnings. Youwill also beable
tomanageyourfinanceswell. Youwill beabletoconcentrateon
yourstudies. Youwill alsoworktowardsyourobjectivewithtotal
dedication.Youwillgi rcareeroveryourlove-life.
Youwillfeelthateveninadversecircumstancesyourentirefamily
will bestandingwithyou. Marital relationswill be pleasant. Keep
awatch onthe healthofeldersand seniors inthefamily. Disputes
regardingdivision of propertywill getresolvedwith patienceand
tact. Itwill make everyone happy and satisfied.

tistically stamped motifs of the
Thistle (the National Flower of
Scotland) and the Indian Lotus,
in remarkable styles on all the
walls.

The GPO has total 9 gates and
at least 10 entrances, three base-
ments considered ararity even in
modern buildings, 3 tunnels and
a maze of staircases, besides 2
British era elevators.

The far-sighted Begg had
interconnected the 3 basements
and the 3 tunnels, which are
modeled like dark caverns, with
a wide hall, thick walls and mud-
dy floors, with two known open-
ings, one to the Mumbai Docks
and the other to the Mint, both
less than a kilometre away.

Historians believe that when-
ever there was danger from the
Indian freedorft-fighters aiming
to plunder His/Her Majesty's gold
stored in the treasury, the British
troops would simply scoot with it
and hide in the tunnels, safeguard
it in the Mint, or in worst cases,
directly ship it to Britian through
the sea-route via the Mumbai
docks.

The 2 eye-catching iron-wood
elevators were imported from
Great Britain, with exquisite mir-
ror works, fashionable windows
and artistically designed grills,
though the mechanism is now
modernized to electric, but GPO
is among the few in the city that
has preserved its ancient eleva-
tors. The GPO is also a regular
with Bollywood with many films
like "Lage Raho Munnabhai",
"Once Upon A Time In Mumbai",
"Daddy", "Sarkaar", "Big Bull",
and more shot inside/outside
here, capturing aspects of its
timeless beauty on celluloid.

Despite the Internet era, the
GPO remains a busy-bee with
staffers manning it 100 counters,
including an Indian Railway
reservation counter, an Aadhaar
Card centre, a postal stationery
shop, a postal ATM, and offering
a host of other philately services
since over a century. (IANS)

to be developed by
private party

he development and op-

I eration of the Dara Shi-

koh Library building in

the national capital has been

awarded to 'Monument Mitras'

under the 'Adopt a Heritage'

project, an official statement
said on Tuesday.

The Tourism Ministry state-
ment said that the 28th MoU
under the "Adopt a Heritage:
Apni Dharohar, Apni Pehchaan"
project has been awarded for
the Dara Shikoh Library.

"The project will be imple-
mented by the government
stakeholders, including the
Union Ministry of Tourism,
and the Delhi government, and
the private entities - Monument
Mitras, The Arts and Cultural
Heritage Trust (TAACHT) and
the Museum and Arts Consul-
tancy (MAC) acting in a joint
consortium," it said.

The ministry said that under
this MoU, Monument Mitras
plan to take up development,
operations, and maintenance
of basic amenities such as
cleanliness of building and
outdoor area including provi-

sion of garbage bins, benches,
toile,ts, interpretative signs and
directional signage, drinking
water facilities, illumination,
landscaping, provision for
ease of access or barrier-free
monument, accessibility for
all (differently-abled friendly
toilets, ramps, wheelchair fa-
cility, Braille signages).

Monument Mitras will also
'set up galleries including in-
teractive and experiential cura-
tion (projections, photo booths,
touch screens and walls), set
up the room for reserve col-
lection of antiquities/artefacts,
organise security and advanced
surveillance system and of-
fer advanced amenities such
as cafeteria (outdoor cafe),
souvenir shop, brochures and
leaflets, library and reading
area, art installations, website
designing, app based multilin-
gual audio-guide, and wi-fi.

"The duration of the MoU
is for an initial period of five
years, extendable based on the
performance of the Monument
Mitras," the statement said.
(IANS)

areer Option
IN Auditing

e are

VvV

money. Be it small amounts
or large amounts, everyone
is concerned about it and the
same is with individuals or
governments or corporations.
Government spent money for
the welfare of the people.
Different ministries spend the
money in various ways. Com-
panies or corporations earn
profit from their business and
then they need to pay tax and
other liabilities.

In the process it is important
for us to know what is the
amount being spent or how
much we earn. In this case a
common word that comes to
our mind is Auditor.

An auditor has a big role in
connection with finance. Au-
diting is a systematic process
of objectively obtaining and
evaluating the accounts or
financial records of a govern-
ment undertaking, department,
private business, or other en-
tity based on an established
criteria.

In other words, Auditing
involves the review, analysis
and evaluation of processes,
products, services, systems,
organizations and employees.
It is a specialized form of ac-
counting for an organization's
financial information, which
includes systems, policies and
records.

A person who is involved
in the process of auditing is
simply called an auditor. Audi-
tors determine the efficiency,
adequacy of the organization
whether a government or pri-
vate organization.

They also review the reli-
ability and integrity of man-
agement. Major types of audits
conducted by auditors include
financial audit, operational or
management audit and compli-
ance audit.

A financial statement audit

studying @xamines financial statements,
working because wecords, and
want to earn monéons to ascertain adherence to

related opera-

generally accepted accounting
principles.

TYPES OF AUDITORS

Internal auditors- Internal
auditors are employed by in-
dividual corporations, govern-
ment bodies or other entities.
Internal auditors work for
the organisation they audit.
Their job is to make sure the
organization runs efficiently
and effectively. They perform
financial, internal control,
and compliance audits for the
employer.

External auditors- External
Auditors are also known as
Independent Auditors or Pro-
fessional accountants in public
practice. An External Auditor
audits financial statements for
companies, and other organiza-
tions. They also give advice in
preparing income tax returns
and provide guidance in mat-
ters concerning compensation
and healthcare benefits for
employees.

Government auditors- Gov-
ernment auditors work in the
public sector; they are em-
ployed by local and state gov-
ernments. Government auditors

maintain and examine the re-
cords of government agencies,
apd audit private businesses
and individuals whose activi-
ties are subject to government
regulations or taxation.

There are more scopes for
auditors as the country is boom-
ing in many sectors. Financial
matters can be dealt with by
people who have knowledge
on auditing.

Students can opt for a com-
merce stream after their senior
secondary level. Being a stu-
dent from a commerce back-
ground and having accounting
as a subject is always helpful.
One can go for courses like
Chartered Accountancy to be-
come a Chartered Accountant.
There are advantages for stu-
dents having mathematics as a
subject as they get more oppor-
tunity in the field of auditing.
There shall be more demands
for auditors in coming years in
different sectors like govern-
ment, private, corporations,
nongovernmental organiza-
tions, philanthropic organisa-
tions, charitable trusts, etc.

(Ranjan K Baruah is a career
mentor cum sKkill trainer and
can be reached at 8473943734
or bkranjan@ gmail.com for
any career related queries)
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Corrupt regional parties
FREE-wheeling political corruption knows no
bounds. Several regional satraps and their politi-
cal outfits are reaping a rich harvest in the age of
coalition politics - and they do it from day-one,
or the day after they become part of a coalition
government. The age of coalition politics, both
at the Centre and states in the past couple of
decades, provided these uncouth sharks with the
best opportunity. Similarly India’s bureaucracy
lorded over by these politicos too has turned
venal. India is among the world’s most corrupt
countries today, and fresh testament comes
from a senior Mumbai cop who wrote to Chief
Minister Uddhav Thackeray that his home min-
ister was demanding of the police to collect a
bribe of Rs 100 crore every month from bars,
restaurants, hotels and the like in the western
metropolis. The minister, Anil Deshmukh, is a
leader of the Nationalist Congress Party (NCP)
headed by Sharad Pawar; aparty that PM Modi
had termed as the Nationalist Corruption Party
during his election campaign in 2014.

When such an expose comes from a senior
IPS officer, who was recently transferred from
the post of Mumbai Police Commissioner, the
inference as also fact is that this scenario is not
specific to Mumbai, but prevalent across, cities
and states, with a likely exception being Delhi
ruled by anti-corruption activist Arvind Kejri-
wal. AAP too is a regional party but apparently
has a different texture. Narendra Modi became
the leader of the nation in 2014 with a promise
to check corruption. Nothing goes to show he
changed India for the better on this count in the
seven years of his leadership and governance.
He might not be personally corrupt butthe huge
sums the BJP spends for election campaigns is
proofthat all is not well with this party. Some
top figures in the Modi government are known
to be corrupt. The bureaucracy remains hugely
corrupt. So much so, loads ofmoney need to be
pumped in to get a file moved from one table
to another at central government offices includ-
ing in Delhi. Modi as PM simply watched the
scenario turning from bad to worse. It is widely
acknowledged that he does not have a reformist
mindset and is more ofa status quo-ist. Nothing
is likely to happen after the expose from the
senior IPS officer. The nation is getting used
to such situations. Corrupt political parties and
their leaders are not only a huge curse on the
society but a larger threat to the system of de-
mocracy itselfin the long run.

Letters to the Editor

Power cut
woes & other

ISSUES

Editor,

I find it hard to believe
that in the 21st century we
in Meghalaya are going back
to the dark ages. People are
very fashionable and speak
good English and they are
also very active on social
media but when it comes to
fighting for the right causes
there is absolute silence.
What does silence in the
face of mis-govemance and
miscarriage ofthe law mean?
It means we are all complicit.
It means we all are part ofthe
corruption because citizen-
ship demands that we make
a noise for the right causes. |
used to remember an organi-
sation called ICARE whose
President writes articles
every once in a while. |
thought an organisation like
that would take on this ri-
diculously inept government
whose Power Minister and
ChiefMinister keep assuring,
us citizens that power cuts
will be reversed in the next

48 hours only to give us the
citizens a brief respite and
before long we are back at it
again. | am not one of those
who believe that government
is capable ofdoing business.
And managing the MeECL
and its subsidiaries is the
combined work ofamanage-
ment expert, a financial spe-
cialistand ahuman resources
management professional,
none of whom are currently
available to the MeECL.
The MeECL is and should
be a profit making corpora-
tion in order to survive and
thrive. It needs to have a
sustainable revenue model
like every business. It has to
have five or ten year projec-
tions on what it is capable
of achieving; which areas
require investment; where
those investments will come
from and capitalisation of
assets of the Corporation. |
am not sure that the MeECL
knows exactly how much its
properties are worth, includ-
ing that lovely guest house
in Umiam which is used by
higher-ups to have their and
their extended family’s pri-

Meghalaya - A
debt-ridden State

It is good to know that
Meghalaya is planning to cel-
ebrate with pomp and gaiety
the golden jubilee of State
nextyear. And because it also
coincides with the country’s
75 anniversary celebrations
in 2022, the Government
plans to organise a grand
year-long celebration in the
coming year. But the ques-
tion that begs the answer is
- what is it that we are going
to celebrate. What is there
to celebrate? What are the
State’s achievements so far?
Or to be precise, is there re-
ally anything to celebrate?

Much to the public’s dis-
may the Meghalaya Elec-
tricity Corporation Limited
(MeECL) imbroglio brought
to light the truth that the State
owes the different electricity
companies a huge amount of
money. To be more specific
MeECL owes North Eastern
Electric Power Corporation
Limited over Rs 700 crore;
to ONGC Tripura Power
Company Limited 166 crore
and 510 crore to NTPC.
In total the state owes the
different power agencies a
whopping 1,376 core. The

people of the State have the
right to question as to what
are the factors that led to the
Corporation reaching this
embarrassing situation. But
more importantly, how is the
Governmentplanning to free
the state and its people from
this quagmire.

The Government has also
failed to run the Meghalaya
Cherra Cement Limited as
the company’s health is in
the red. And now in order
to sustain the Company, the
Government is proposing to
enter into ajointventure with
another business entity. But
what the people of the State
fail to understand is why has
MCCL failed when other ce-
ment companies in the other
parts of the state are doing
very well and they are in fact
expanding their businesses.

In the education front too,
the state is not doing very
well. Schools particularly
the District Council Lower
Primary Schools which the
State has taken over from the
Councils are in total disarray.

vate parties. That guest house
costs money for maintenance
and generates nothing. It
should be given away to a
hotelier who will pay good
money and add to the kitty
of the MeECL.

Coming back to assets of
the MeECL, these days on
the way to Nongpoh at the
Umiam Viewpoint one sees
a number of eating joints
being constructed just at the
edge of the Umiam Lake.
How can land adjacent and
bordering the lake belong
to some private party when
the Umiam Lake is the prop-
erty of the MeECL? Did the
Corporation sell the land to
private parties? The buildings
are being constructed on a
slope. Where is the space
for a sanitary latrine and
kitchen waste? It is obvious
to anyone with brains that
everything will flow into the
Umiam Lake. Does the Gov-
ernment have eyes and ears
to see all these indiscretions
committed by the moneyed
class ofthe State?

Another question that
troubles me as a citizen is

By HHMohrmen

The buildings are in a dilapi-
dated condition and there are
not enough teachers to teach
in the schools. Not only that
but the school buildings are
in a decrepit condition now
there are notenough teachers
in the school. There are LP
schools with a single teacher
and sadly today there are also
few LP schools without any
teacher at all. In Muphlang
since the teacher retired
and the service of the adhoc
teacher has been stopped,
the school exists without a
teacher and in Moosakhiathe
school is being manned by a
single teacher for many years
now. And it will amaze the
readers of this column that
this happens in the villages
which are part of the Educa-
tion Minister’s constituency.

The only schools govern-
ment with at least a good in-
frastructure or school build-
ings are the Sarva Siksha
Abhiyan or (SSA) schools
in the LP and UP section and
the Rashtriya Madhyamik
Shiksha Abhiyan (RMSA)

are

schools at the Secondary
school level. Schools build-
ings of the schools estab-
lished in the above mission
are much better and some
schools were able to have
new school buildings be-
cause ofthe financial support
from the Asian Development
Bank. The problem is with
the schools which depend
solely on the State Govern-
ment support which suffer
the most.

Meghalaya’s plans to es-
tablish not one but two Medi-
cal colleges in the state, one
in Shillong and the other in
Tura, continue to be non-
starters. It seems like these
two important projects have
been kept in the backbumer
and it will be many decades
before they see the light of
the day.

The state is not doing
any better in the health front
either. The newly appointed
SDO (Civil) Amlarem Civil
Subdivision posted on the
official Facebook page of
the officer’s recent visited

that if Meghalaya is buying
power from so many power
producing companies (PPCs)
then what is the MeECL
actually producing? Can the
MeECL answer for the sake
of public knowledge as to
how much is the total power
requirement today in Megha-
laya and what is its current
production capacity? If we
are relying so heavily on so
many PPCs then isn’t the
MeECL anon-performing as-
set that should be disbanded?
The State should engage a
private company to look after
the transmission, distribution
and billing aspect.

Also if the MeECL is a
power producing corpora-
tion why does it have to run
a school? Is the school a self
paying projector is the teach-
ers’ salary also managed by
the Corporation. | am raising
these questions which actu-
ally should be raised by the
elected representatives in the
Assembly. I hope the MeECL
will answer my queries for
the benefit of the public.

Yours etc.,
Wanjoplang Swer,
Via email

to the Nongtalang CHC. To
his surprise the officer found
that outpatient service in the
CHC was not functional on
the day he visited the CHC.
But it is rather unfortunate
to note that the CHC is run
by a single MBBS doctor
with few Ayush doctors. The
CHC in Ummulong which
was inaugurated just before
the last election has remained
the same since then. There is
neither increase in manpower
nor improvement of infra-
structure ofthe health centre.
Now the Chief Minister has
laid a foundation stone for
upgrading the Mawryng-
kneng PHC to CHC. This
will again be another empty
promise because the Govern-
ment does not have enough
medical doctors to manthese
PHCs and CHCs. In fact if
one visits any Sub-Centre,
PHC or CHC one will find
that there is inadequate man-
power and even the buildings
are either inadequate or sub-
standard.

Before the last election
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the government has also
upgraded the Nartiang police
outpost to Police station but
three years have lapsed and
nothing happened exceptthat
the name has changed. As the
election is approaching the
people of the State will see
more foundation stones being
laid which will ultimately be-
come tombstones. The people
must therefore gear-up for
many more rounds ofrhetoric
and being taking for aride by
the politicians.

It is now as clear as day-
light that Meghalaya is a
State that is hugely in debt
and sadly it seems like all
the projects that the govern-
ment is implementing now
are with loans from different
agencies. Different MLAsS
(particularly the MLASs who
represent rural areas) are
fighting for a bite ofthe Rural
Infrastructure Development
Fund cake sponsored by Na-
tional Bank for Agriculture
and Rural Development. The
RIDF is a loan to states from
NABARD for construction
of roads, bridges and other

Education in
dismal state

Editor,

The recent statement
made by Lambokstar Mam-
gar, President Central Body
of the KSU at a function in
the State Central Library on
the deteriorating education
scenario is a fact. The lack
of commitment by those
who get elected for five years
and are empowered to frame
policies has actually led to
the messy state of education
in Meghalaya. The State has
failed to provide a curriculum
that will train students for
alternative career choices and
employment. The funds for
implementing the parameters
of Right to Education have
not been usedjudiciously nei-
ther is the education system
here going for a change to
address the challenges ahead.
The examples the KSU Presi-
dent cited shows that the state
of education in Meghalaya
especially in the rural areas
is pathetic. Even those liv-
ing in Shillong have to bear
the brunt of high school and
college fees. Many a times

development activities in the
rural areas. But here too the
question is how much loan
has the state been taking from
RIDF?

The State has availed sup-
port from Asian Development
Bank for construction of
school buildings and other
development activities. The
public have the right to know
how much of the loan has
been serviced and how much
remains to be paid. Earlier
IFAD supported the imple-
mentation of livelihood proj-
ects in state. The State Gov-
ernmenthas also availed loan
from the World Bank for other
development projects and
now WB even supports the
state in roads construction.
The Japanese funding agency
Japanese International Co-
operation Agency (JICA) is
also supporting Government
on various projects including
road construction and some
of the support is in the form
ofloans. The question is how
much ofthe financial support
from these institutions are in
the form of loans? What kind
of loan is being provided and
how much of the loan is yet
to be repaid by the Govem-

ment?

For so long the different
activities of the State Gov-
ernment were supported with
doles from the central govern-
ment. Unfortunately now the
fund flow from Delhi is not
forthcoming as it used too.
Hence loans from national
and international agencies are
the main source of support
for the State. The question
is how much "in debt is the
State now? The State Gov-
ernment has already taken so
much loan so how much more
loan can a small state like
Meghalaya absorb. The state
via MeECL already owes the
different power companies
about rupees one thousand
four hundred crore but obvi-
ously this isjust the tip ofthe
iceberg. What are the differ-
ent financial agencies which
the state still owes money to
and how much? The question
is also whether the State can
continue to operate in a simi-
lar fashion and for how long?
Or is the way that the State
Government’s functioning
sustainable?

Email hhmohrmen67@
gmailL.com
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such schools tend to bulldoze
parents to pay the fees on time
without any consideration of
the parents’ plight.

The other factor is, there
are families that live from
hand to mouth and struggle
to educate their children. In
such situations schools show
little empathy. The situa-
tion leads to drop-outs and a
growing sense ofdesperation,
anger and resentment against
those who deny them their
right to free and valuable
education. Today, education
has become a business and
if we call names like coal
mafia, limestone mafia etc.,
these institutions can also be
called ’educational business
mafias'. The need for regulat-
ing school and college fees
based on a set ofparameters is
an urgent matter lest we have
more drop-out and a debilitat-
ing society.

Yours etc.

Dominic Stadlin Wankhar

Shillong:

Avrticles and letters ap-
pearing on this page are
the views of the writers/
authors and not that of
The Shillong Times

Effects of green shoots in
economy may get neutralised

Covid resurgence
coming at critical
stage of demand curve

By K Raveendran

At a time when green
shoots had begun showing
up in the economy, the re-
surgence of Covid infection
across the country is indeed
bad news. According to the
latest numbers released by
the Union health ministry,
the country hasjust recorded
the highest single-day rise
recorded in 111 days. The
renewed intensity in infection
has some ofthe state govern-
ments, particularly Maha-
rashtra, actively considering
enforcement of lockdown
once again. The date for the
reopening of educational
institutions has again been
changed to March 31, while
restrictions in social gather-

mgs and entertainment ven-
ues have been reintroduced.

The economy’s shift into
the reverse gear is likely to
retard the release of pent-up
demand, which had started
occurring in right earnest as
the Covid situation seemed
to be getting under control.
In fact, the big drop in the
rate ofnew infection and the
increased speed in the recov-
ery of existing cases had led
to a sense of complacency,
which incidentally has con-
tributed to the resurgence in
infection.

The revival of demand,
particularly in some key sec-
tors, had revived optimism,
with an upward revision in
the overall annual GDP num-
bers, from a negative 24 per-
cent in the first quarter ofthe
year to only 7 percent less.
Similarly, both Industrial

ket, which is expected to
see a real turnaround this
year. The pickup in demand
would be on account of re-
placement purchases as also
new acquisitions, which is
always amomentum growth
area in India.

According to the Society
ofIndian Automobile Manu-
facturers (SIAM), the auto
industry registered a 5.97 per
cent sales growth in India
last month as compared to
January 2020. A total of 1.7
million units were sold last
month as opposed to 1.6 mil-
lion in January 2020.

As per SIAM, four-
wheeler sales in January
this year increased to 2.76

lakh units from 2.48 lakh
units in the same period
last year, marking a, 11.14
per cent growth. The most
impressive performance
was by the SUV segment,
which increased by more
than athird, although hatch-
backs and sedans registered
a small drop of a couple of
percentages.

Management consultancy
KPMG had last year forecast
thatthe pandemicwould lead
to changes in the demand
patterns in the automobile
sector, induced by marked
changes in consumer habits
and behaviours. The consul-
tancy forecast a shift away
from shared mobility options
as people prioritise social
distancing and personal hy-
giene. Thiswould effectively
translate into a higher prefer-
ence for affordable personal

The biggest improvement was, ofcourse,
predicted in the automobile sector, which
hadgone through a rough patch even
before thepandemic set in. Thepassenger
vehicle volume had dropped 18percent
in 2020 and was undergoing one ofthe
longestprotracted slowdowns in three de-
cades, before the lockdown-related disrup-
tionfurther compressed the volumes.

Production (1IP) and Pur-
chase Managers Index (PMI)
indicated recovery, with a
proportionate increase in the
collection of GST. Although
the retail sector did not yet
show the desired momentum,
there were signs of improve-
ment as access to products
and services became easier
andrestrictions intravel were
offto a large extent.

The biggest improvement
was, of course, predicted in
the automobile sector, which
had gone through a rough
patch even before the pan-
demic set in. The passenger
vehicle volume had dropped
18 percent in 2020 and was
undergoing one of the lon-
gest protracted slowdowns
in three decades, before the
lockdown-related disruption
further compressed the vol-
umes. Various consultancies
have since forecast that the
passenger vehicle sector will
not only pick up steam, but
record a 15-20 percent im-
provement over the previous
year. In fact, the Indian indus-
try is supposed to outperform
the global average, including
the figure for the US mar-

mobility, which could boost
sales for auto manufacturers,
especially in the entry-level
vehicles category, it pointed
out, citing a similar trend in
China, where car ownership
gained traction vis-a-vis
car-hailing and sharing. The
agency argued that this could
help reverse the declining
sales trend in the automo-
tive sector in India. And that
seems to have happened.

KPMG had stressed that
the most damaging and lin-
gering effect of the pan-
demic was the psychologi-
cal impact and argued that
the thrust to revive growth
would have to come from
government-driven expen-
diture as private investment,
consumption-led demand
and exports were all looking
weak. While there could be
two opinions about whether
the government initiatives
have succeeded to provide
the required traction, some
green shoots have started
appearing in the economy,
especially in terms of power
generation and some core
industrial activities. (IPA
Service)
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Meghalaya’s response

to second Covid wave

THE Chief Secretary had at a public function
stated that Meghalaya cannot lets its guard down
because the second wave of Covid infection is
a reality that cannot be ignored. Covid is infec-
tious and its spread can only be contained by
observing all the protocols laid out when the
country went into lockdown this time last year.
It is unfortunate that just when the economy is
set to take wings and small and big businesses
have started to open up after a slump, Covid
should return for the second time. Western coun-
tries have already gone into lockdown mode. In
India interestingly, elections are scheduled in
West Bengal and Assam and crowds are allowed
to gather in the election campaigns where the
Prime Minister and Home Minister are address-
ing election rallies. This sets a bad precedent as
crowding violates the social distancing norms.

That said, it is important that individual states
take their own precautions so that they suffer
lesser adverse impacts from Covid on the health,
economic and education fronts. Now schools
and colleges in Meghalaya have started open-
ing albeit after observing all Covid protocols
such as staggered classes where students attend
on alternate days to make space for social dis-
tancing. While such protocols are observed by
educational institutions and students are asked to
strictly wear masks, such is not the case outside
the institutions. The busy market places have
stopped observing Covid appropriate behaviour.
Some vendors wear masks; others don’t and
there is no one to ensure compliance. Unless
citizens themselves check one another, there
is very little that Government can do. A casual
observation shows that even students take off
their masks once they are out ofthe school/col-
lege campuses. Itis acommon sight to see two
students walking alongside and one wearing a
mask while the other doesn’t . Surely this is not
a case of lack of awareness. By now even the
young understand the seriousness of Covid 19
and its potential to claim lives. The second wave
is areality because air and rail travel has started
and people are travelling. It is possible that as-
ymptomatic travellers are perhaps carrying the
virus with them and spreading it unawares.

While the District Administration has cau-
tioned the public against moving around without
masks and also imposing a fine on those that
violate this rule, the problem is of enforce-
ment. Ultimately people themselves should take
responsibility for enforcing masking in their
respective localities. This would allow the law
enforcers to strictly police the public spaces.

Letters to the Editor

Domestic
violence; the
bitter truth of

today

Editor,

Looking atthe scenario of
the present society, the struc-
ture and values ofthe family
have degenerated due to the
growing number of sepa-
rated families. Abuse based
on gender has never been a
stranger to us and has been
better identified with the
victims being isolated. Previ-
ously, domestic violence was
a private family affair, but is
now viewed as a social issue
due to the increasing number
of cases that have been re-
corded. Domestic violence
has often been studied as an
abusive expression triggered
by financial stress, mental
stress and fear which has
given rise to cases of finan-
cial abuse and sometimes
even murder.

According to the Na-
tional Family Health Survey,
Meghalaya has the highest
rate of domestic violence in
the North Eastern region of
India. Countering the notion
that violence against women
was not an issue in the matri-
lineal society of Meghalaya,
Angela Rangad, a member
ofthe Freedom Project, said
that the state had the highest
rate of domestic violence in
the region, where 32% of
married women interviewed
admitted to have been beaten
or physically maltreated. In
addition, studies have also
shown that one in four wom-
en will experience domestic
violence in their lifetime.

The risk of domestic vio-
lence affectsnot only victims
but also their families and
children, as children are
exposed to violence and are
eyewitnesses to abuse.

Domestic violence is not
easy to identify at first; abuse
often begins subtly and gets
worse over time. It is ex-
tremely difficult to detect
and prove domestic violence,
as most victims cannot share
or open up because they
are under threat. Domestic
violence is identified when
the abusers believe that they
have every right to control
their partners for every detail
and also their movements.
The main objective of the
abusers is to exercise control
over their partners. So how
can the victim get help?
When one encounters or
experiences violence, one
should seek help, as there
are counselling centres and
support groups in different
communities for women in
abusive relationships.

In the last two to three
years, the Family Counsel-
ling Centre has recorded
quite a number of cases of
domestic violence, and it
seemed to be increasing with

each passing year. Although .

women in Meghalaya enjoy a
little more mobility and vis-
ibility than their counterparts
in the rest of the country,
their lives are not free from
violence, as counsellors have
come across women who
have experienced violence at
home. After along conversa-
tion, the woman expresses
feelings of shame, worry,
frustration, embarrassment,
and it takes her a long time
to say what she had gone

In defence of RAM

Adelbert Nongrum raked
up the issue of ‘9 Lad be-
ing a pick-up point for sex
workers’ again on the last
day of the Budget session.
Was it necessary? Was it
not sufficient for the North
Shillong legislator to work
behind the scenes ifthere is a
problem?The obsession with
the subject which he had al-
ready raised during question
hour on 10 March has further
humiliated the sex workers
and brought more stress on
them though they have com-
mitted no crime.

Ever since featuring inthe
Assembly ‘9 Lad’has been
talk ofthe town. The popu-
lar location called ‘PB’ has
been in the news non-stop.
This paper had two articles.
We also witnessed the new
development, that is, the
coming to light called the
Rot Association of Megha-
laya (RAM) that bemused
the public. In the meantime
a pressure group filed an
FIR against the association
demanding arrest of its lead-
ers. The police complaint
is unprecedented. It smacks
of intolerance and exposes
a ‘holier than thou’ attitude.
Just because we don’t agree
with someone orjust because
certain actions are unaccept-
able to us do we have to go
to the police?

RAM, if it has not done
anything illegal, has the right
to exist. As stated in media
one of the reasons for form-
ing the Association is/was
because of the abuse and
violations members face,
including from law keepers
themselves. The Association
came into being to spread
awareness among the mem-
bers on safety both from peo-
ple and from sexually trans-
mitted diseases (STDs). The
leaders are quite informed
and have attended state and
national seminars on related
issues. Therefore, it is pre-
sumed the Association was
created in accordance with
the law. It is also learnt that
the Association has moral
support from some prominent
citizens of Shillong. Even if
some might feel repugnant
by existence of sex workers
vilifying, defaming, degrad-
ing andjudging them is inhu-
man. Branding them as ‘ba
iaid awria’, ‘thei awria’ is
repulsive emanating from a
self-righteous mind set.

Those who have been
shaken by the ‘sudden’ emer-
gence of RAM may be in-
formed that the National
Network of Sex Workers
(NNSW) Indiaandthe All In-
dia Network of Sex workers
(AINSW) also exist. These
are ‘parent’ organisations
consisting of sex worker or-
ganizations or confederations

through. She is supposed to
carry this burden with her
until she canno longertoler-
ate the abuse. Only then she
decides to seek professional
assistance.”

The Women’s Security
Policies that we have already
put in place have had little
impact. While most of the
reforms are underway, there
are anumber of issues, such
as micro- aggressions, mari-
tal rape, which do not even
have separate provisions to
be addressed. TTie Protection
of Women from Domestic
Violence Act, 2005 reached
out to some women, butwas
largely flawed by an exhaust-
ing procedure and a non-
uniform protocol for service
providers that the victim
has to go through. Due to
this lack of seriousness, the
majority of systemic mea-
sures related to gender-based
discrimination has received
little attention.

While the more over-
looked aspects are still at
issue, the Bosco Integrated
Development Society has
set up a Family Counsel-
ling Centre, sponsored by
the Central Social Welfare
Board, New Delhi under the
Union Ministry of Women
and Child Development
and currently monitored by
the Meghalaya State Social
Welfare Board to combat
violence and traumathrough
counselling to individuals
who have experienced it so
that they can reach out until
the problem is resolved.
In addition to providing
guidance, the Centre also
serves as a service provider
under the Domestic Vio-
lence Act, 2005 to resolve

By Albert Thyrniang

from different cities/states
like AADHAR Bahuu deshya

.Sanstha, Jalgaon (Maharash-

tra), Jwala Shakti Samuh
(JSS), Jharkhand, Karna-
taka Sex Workers Union
(KSWU), Kerala Network
of Sex Workers (KNSW),
Kerala, Mahila Jagrut Sev-
abhavi Sanstha, Parbhani
(Maharashtra), Me and My
World, Andhra Pradesh,
Nirangal Federation, Tamil
Nadu to name a few. Itis only
inferred that RAM networks
with AINSWor/and NNSW.
Therefore, by extension
should FIR be filed against
AINSW or/and NNSW?
From the reply of the Home
Minister it is also certain that
the central government and
states government agencies
coordinate and network with
the sex worker associations.
Moreover, WHO or the UN
and International Sex Work-
ers Associations are also
associated with the Indian
associations (as well as with
organisations world-wide).
So what would the FIR in
Shillong mean? All these as-
sociations work for the rights
and welfare of sex workers.
They stand for human rights.
RAM does not encourage
prostitution per se. Just like
the above organisations it
works for the interest, dignity
and respect of its members. If
other sex workers’ organisa-
tions in the country (in fact
in the world) can contribute
to the society, so too can
RAM!

Legal perspectives could
aid us to grasp the situation
better. As pointed by others
the Indian Penal Code does
not prohibit prostitution per
se. Activities like soliciting,
running prostitution in hotels,
owning abrothel andpimping
are illegal. Trafficking of sex
workers is also punishable
under Immoral Traffic (Pre-
vention) Act, 1956 (ITPA).
Minors, of course, cannot be
sex workers. In 2016 a Su-
preme Court panel (formed
in 2011) recommended that
sex work be made legal in
the country. In the same year
the Apex Court judged that
‘consenting’ adult sex work-
ers cannot be arrested even
from a brothel as sex work
is not illegal. An owner of
a brothel may be arrested.
In 2018 the Karnataka High
Court ruled that there is ‘no
penalty’ fora ‘customer’who
uses the services of a prosti-
tute. In September last year,
maintaining that ‘prostitution
is not a criminal offence’
the Bombay HC ordered the
release of three sex workers
arrested in a hotel. So in
short sex workers cannot be
harassed iftheir activities fall

family disputes and restore
conjugal life through mutual
understanding, as well as to
serve all women victims of
atrocities.

Since its inception, the
Family Counselling Centre
has been able to meet the
needs of women by provid-
ing counselling assistance
to victims of domestic vio-
lence, or to any individual
facing family disputes, with
a marital maladjustment
problem. By providing guid-
ance, the centre is able to
help the individual cope with
their problems and bring
about positive changes in
their lives.

Yours etc.,
Name withheld on request,
Shillong

Mamata’s
injured ankle

Editor,

On Wednesday, March
10 after filing nomination
for contesting the Assembly
election from Nandigram
on her way back to Kolkata
Mamata Baneijee met with
an accident. In a statement
she said that she made a short
stop-over at Birulia Bazar,
Nandigram for interact-
ing with the local villagers
but she was 'heckled' by
goons and suffered severe
left leg injuries while getting
into her car after her public
interaction. Her security
guards rushed to help her
get into the back seat of her
vehicle. Baneijee informed
her guards that she suffered
severe leg injury and also
complained of chest pain.
She further claimed that
the attack was a premedi-

within, the law.

Now a word on morality
and legality! Morality can
be subjective. What is im-
moral may not be illegal. For
example adultery isimmoral
but it is not punishable in
most countries. Abortion
may be unethical but per-
sons can’t be taken to task
if termination of pregnancy
is legal. Prostitution may be
considered immoral but it
does not mean we ‘punish’
workers. It does not mean we
insult, humiliate, condemn
andjudge them. Prostitution
may not be appreciated but
moral policing is also wrong.
Itisin factillegal. Vigilantes
can’t beat up, apprehend and
abuse sex workers. More so,
in the first instance, the MLA
approached the problem
mfromthe moral point ofview
sansthe social and economic
realities. The Home Minister,
also the Education Minister,
did not understand the ques-
tion and hence gave a wrong
answer. He took sexwork for
human trafficking.

Immorality is not nar-
rowed down to sex work.
Corruption and bribe are
much more rampant than
sex work. The latest is the
Rs 233 crore scam in the
MeECL Smart Meter Proj-
ect as alleged by TUR, the
resultofwhich isthe 11 hour
unprecedented power cuts.
However, there is no com-
munity guilt. No agitation.
No pressure on the govern-
ment for a credible probe.
Few highlight it on social
media. The organisation that
has filed FIR against RAM
has not done so against any
corrupt politician or official.
Itiswell known NGOs thrive
on ‘donations’. They demand
‘protection’” money from
petrol pumps, companies,
enterprises, shops and from
individuals like contractors
and business persons. Some
organisations are formed to
make a living. How do we
explain the wealth of lead-
ers ofpressure groups? How
do we explain when leaders
contest and win elections?
Where do they derive their
cash from? It could be via
fair means but how is it that
there are hardly any anti-
corruption crusader groups?
How is it that most NGOs
have not said a single word
on corruption, illegal coal
mining and transportation?
No one has seconded the
Lokayukta’s recommenda-
tion for a CBI probe in the
illegal activities. No one will
raise a hue and cry even if
the government decides to
keep the CBI at bay. No one
is alarmed that the corrup-
tion watch dog is rendered

tated and a well- hatched
conspiracy to Kill her. She
complained that there were
no policemen around her
and a couple of men from
the crowd pushed the door
ofher car and left her badly
injured.

Later Banerjee changed
her statement from PG hos-
pital. She said her leg was
caught between the swing
door and the body ofthe car
while hurriedly closing the
door. There was no CCTV
coverage to prove that mis-
creants attacked her. Eye
witnesses also denied any
such attack. They confirmed
that her car hit an electric
post when the incident oc-
curred inflicting injury to
her ankle.

The incident has raised.

serious questions about the
safety of Banerjee. It also
raises doubts as to how the
crowd came so close to
her and why police failed
to control the crowd. It is
also unclear why Banerjee
occupies the front seat of
the vehicle on her outstation
tours thereby breaching pro-
tocols expected to be strictly
maintained by a W IP. Also
what made her stop at an
unscheduled location? No
W IP with Z+ security has
a record of ever breaching
protocol as Baneijee does. In
the preliminary investigation
report the police and state
administration discounted
the attack theory and termed
the incident an accident.
The Election Commis-
sion of India (ECI) took
stem action and suspended
the top cops in-charge of
Baneijee’s security. The ECI

toothless. All are eagerto end
prostitution not corruption.

Simple ‘solutions’ are on
offer to end prostitution! One
is areligious/spiritual answer
- ‘change your ways...trust
in Jesus...” This may work
but there are individuals who
don’tbelieve in Jesus. Should
they be excluded? Even for
Christians it is a simplis-
tic solution. The stories of
anonymous sex workers con-
firm that the common cause
is poverty. Abandoned by
husbands, death of parents,
death of husbands, alcoholic
husbands are reasons. Despite
their best efforts to find work
in people’s home (mostly
washing clothes) or in tea
stalls their earning is never
sufficient for house rent, food
for the family, education of
their children and other re-
quirements. Therefore, tojust
exhort to place one’s hope in
God in such cruel conditions
is insensitive.

Another ‘solution’ is for
Christian denominations who
run schools, colleges and
hostels. ‘Give free education
to the children of sex work-
ers. Place them in identified
hostels’. One is not a spokesT
person for Church leaders.
They could well accept the
suggestion but the difficulty is
that sex workers will not wish
to reveal their profession.
They are anonymous.

The socio-economic issue
has no easy solution. Sex
work has existed in all ages
and in all societies. If there
was a ready-made solutionwe
need not battle it today. Sex
work is there today, in rich
and poor countries in all the
seven continents and inall the
countries. It is not new here
in the ‘Ri Tip Briew Tip Blei’
too. It does notmean we don’t
do anything about it. We do it
without being judgemental.
We approach it not merely
from the legal point of view.
We may or may not be able
to eradicate it. There may be
individuals who find reasons
to indulge in the ‘oldest pro-
fession’. It does not mean ‘ki
Hynniewtrep’ will crumble.

We once again refer to
ourselves as being a ‘Chris-
tian’state. There are Christian
organisations working for
sex workers. In Kolkata |
once encountered members
of a religious society going
to a red light area carrying
loads of contraceptives and
condoms. Clearly they have
no easy solution. The next
best solution is to reduce
the spread of HIV-AIDs and
educate the childreninthered
light areas so that they need
not continue the occupation
of their mothers. So RAM is
part of the solution not the
problem.

Email: albert.thyr-
niang74@ gmail.com

also dismissed the allegation
of attack on her. Thereafter
the state administration had
to toe the same line. In fact
this is also a glaring fail
lire of Mamata Banerjee as
the Home Minister of West
Bengal.

Prashant Kishore, ap
pointed by the TMC is an
election strategist to help
the Party win the 2021 West
Bengal Assembly polls.
Kishore had earlier scripted a
similar plot for Jagan Mohan
Reddy in the last Assembly
Election of Andhra Pradesh.
As directed by Kishore,
Jagan Reddy played his
role perfectly, inflicted a
leg injury, was hospitalized
and discharged with a ban-
daged-foot. He campaigned
in awheel-chairandreceived
huge publicity. Mamata is
emulating the same script
as prescribed by Prashant
Kishore to win the polls!

But history repeats itself.
The anti- land acquisition
movement led by Suvendu
in Nandigram in 2007 had
catapulted Mamata Baner-
jee to power in 2011 by
defeating the longest-serving
democratically elected com-
munist regime ofthe world.
This time a battle oftitans is
onthe cards as Mamata takes
on Suvendu in Nandigram.
as an incident and not an
attack on Mamata Baner-
jee. Time will tell whether
Mamata’s injured ankle
would prove to be Suvendu
Adhikari’s “Achilles heel” in
the elections after a dramatic
“wheel-chair” campaign!

Yours etc.,
Samares Bandyopadhyay,
Via email

(SIX)

People politics

Women
leading the

way

By Dr Samhita Barooah

The new manifesto shared
by women's groups in Assam
is significant. Political as-
sertion through women's
collective efforts needs to
be incorporated across di-
verse leadership agendas of
social, cultural and political
leadership in Assam. When
women are discussed as sex
objects on stage, pitied as
battered persons in news,
projected as mere cultural
symbols of tradition and
heritage during events and
defeated as useless leaders
in crucial decision making
institutions and organisa-
tions, women need to assert

their presence, participation
and perspectives.
Sometimes one realises
when March 8 is celebrated
across the world to endorse
vaginal solidarity there is
meaning to the cause. With
the pandemic times, such
solidarity enabled, strength-
ened, positioned and trans-
formed many disgruntled
situations. This year's theme
#choosetochallenge provides
huge scope to restructure, re-
store and rejuvenate pluriv-
ersal struggles to survive and
sustain together. Fostering
leadership across gender
diverse identities is another
#choosetochallenge the het-
eronormativity within gen-
ders. We feel that we have to
challenge the norms which

working from and at home
shuttling between multiple
roles. Mobility of women
gotrestricted, migrant work-
ers who happened to be
women started begging on
the streets. Elderly farmer
women joined the farmers’
protests to be able to break
away from multiple pres-
sures of agrarian market
pressures and new economic
reforms. Women on the
streets of protests uphold-
ing constitutional values
challenged the cleavages
of systemic and structural
exploitation.

Does a woman choose to

challenge the body shaming
she faces every day? Dp.
queer women choose to chal-
lenge the hate crimes they
bear every day? Do trans-
gender persons choose to
challenge the public ridicule
they, withstand while work-
ing for their livelihoods? Do
the young married women
choose to challenge the mar-
ital rape they have to deal
with in the name of binding
or enlarging the family? Do
the women homemakers
choose to challenge their in-
ability to find financial free-
domand own inheritance and
family property? Do mothers
at any age choose to chal-
lenge the gender stereotyped
motherhood roles? Does the
underpaid female domestic

Sometimes one realises when March 8
is celebrated across the world to endorse
vaginal solidarity there is meaning to the

cause. With thepandemic times, such

solidarity enabled, strengthened, positioned
and transformed many disgruntled
situations. Thisyear's theme
#choosetochallenge provides huge scope
to restructure, restore and rejuvenate
pluriversal struggles to survive
and sustain together. ”’

stifle. We have ageist norms,
able bodied norms, produc-
tive male norms, married
motherhood norms, caste,
tribe, religion and educa-
tion specific society, driven
intimate alliance norms,
customary norms which may
bring out the worst in hu-
man beings. Body shaming
is something which every
woman, queer and man face
whenever they deviate from
the norms.

Being agender is becom-
ing a priority these days.
When it comes to leadership
during a crisis anybody with
a vagina is not considered
at all. During Covid 19 pan-
demic also women particu-
larly held the fort from the
kitchen to the ICUs. Within
homes also women's eman-
cipation was limited with
additional drudgery of the
household and free care
for the young and the old.
Women struggled between
online modes, keepingjobs,

worker choose to challenge
the lack of social security in
herjob? Does the CIS female
sex worker choose to chal-
lenge the client for not fol-
lowing health specific safety
measures? Does the female
head ofan institution choose
to challenge the angularity of
subordinate colleagues? Do
women in leadership posi-
tions choose to challenge
the misogyny and gender
bias which exists in every
layer of workplaces, public
spaces and political spaces?
Are women sold out to vote
banks, pre-election gim-
micks, jewellery, clothes,
scooty rides, peanut cash
transfers or are they using
their agency to choose to
challenge all glass boundar-
ies restricting them in all
walks of life.

The writer is a Social
Work Educator. Email: sam-
hitaworld@ gmail.com
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Is MDA imploding?
STRANGE things are happening in the MDA
coalition. Earlier the coalition partners, mainly
the UDP had sought the removal ofNPP M1, A,
James Sangma from the Home Ministry fol-
lowing exposes of the illegal coal mining and
transportation and names of his close aides
featuring in the public domain as being facili-
tators of the transactions. James Sangma was
replaced by UDP MLA, Lahkmen Rymbui as
Home Minister. But the illegal coal mining and
transportation carries on unabated even today.
And the UDP and other coalition partners are
silent on the issue. Now that the MeECL is in
a holy mess and electricity is being rationed to
just 13 hours a day, the UDP is back to what
it does best - seek the removal of the Power
Minister who coincidentally happens to be the
same James Sangma. This time the UDP also
wants the CMD, MeECL, IAS officer, Arun
Kembhavi removed. The Party attributes the
entire mess to the duo and believes a change
of guard in the Power Department might help
redeem the Power Supply Corporation.

Earlier the BJP had also been calling out atthe
corruption perpetrated by the NPP in the Garo
Hills District Council. At that time the UDP
had castigated the BJP for publicly exposing
corruption outside the MDA instead of sorting
matters out within the coalition. The UDP even
taunted the BJP to withdraw its MLAs from
the Government. The same can be said of the
UDP today which is pointing fingers at their
coalition partner the NPP. The UDP is only
playing a political game. It wants to be seen
as the ‘holier than thou’ partner in the MDA.
Come elections and the UDP will take a pious
stand that although it was part of the coalition
its MLAs/ministers had no hand in the alleged
corruption in the MeECL. This is too easy an
alibi. A coalition by definition is a conglomerate

having collective responsibility. Blame or.praise

is shared equally.

The HSPDP and PDF have had more def-
erence for the coalition dharma. They have
decided to remain silent and sail along for the
remaining term of the MDA government. Even
in the Assembly the PDF MLAs/ministers prefer
to remain silent and allow the Chief Minister
to field all questions on their behalf. That’s
more honourable than sharing power and also
deflecting the blame at another partner. The only
face saving action for the UDP is to leave the
coalition. But why would they do that? After

all, power is addictive.

When should
leaders apologize
and when not?

Editor,

When we wrong someone
we know, even uninten-
tionally, we are generally
expected to apologize. The
person we hurt feels entitled
to an admission of error and
an expression of regret. We,
in turn, try to ameliorate the
situation by saying, “I’'m
sorry,” and perhaps making
restitution. But when we’re
leaders or acting as leaders,
the circumstances are dif-
ferent. Leaders are respon-
sible not only for their own
behavior but also for that of
their members and follow-
ers, who (in our case) might
number in the hundreds. The
first question, then, is who
exactly is the guilty party
here? The degree of damage
is an issue as well. When
a leader feels obliged to
apologize, especially for an
inappropriate trespass into
civilized society in which
its followers were involved,
the harm inflicted was likely
serious, widespread, and
enduring.

So, after denying and
procrastinating for a few
days, we've realised that if
we wanted to get back on
the task of demanding for
our rights the right way, we
have no choice but to offer
an abject apology — and a
printed one, at that — for
having had an inappropriate
and controversial entry into
the Ri Tip-Briew Tip-Blei of
Meghalaya.

Well first and, foremost,
we'll begin by apologiz-
ing for illegally keeping a
temporary headquarter at a
rented house of one of our
members (Publicity Secre-
tary, D. Mawlong) without
receiving any such NOC
from the Headman or the
knowledge ofNongmynsong
locality representatives or
even the landlord. We only
did it since our permanent
headquarter at Mawi'ong
Rim had been busted a few
months back. We also apolo-
gize for revealing the good
name of Nongmynsong lo-
cality thereby tarnishing its
clean image. It was wrong
and we deeply regret it. We
apologize to the respectable
MLA of Pynthor Umkhrah,
the local Headman and local-
ity representatives as well.
We also apologize to all the
moral police NGOs who are
disgusted by our very pres-
ence in society.

We also apologize for
the obscene viral video that
was posted on our Telegram
group (@RotAssociation-
OfMeghalaya) featuring a
nephew ofrespectable MLA
from Mawlai, which accord-
ing to social media reports,
is also the main reason for
the death of the Lapalang
girl found inside a car at
Mawpat a few weeks back.
We apologize even though
we have nothing to do with
it — the public group was
created simply to receive and
tend to grievances of fellow
sex workers. And finally, we
would also like to apologize
for forming and illegally run-
ning an Association without
any legal permission from

When the police
plant bombs

That old adage says when
thieves fall out, honest men
come by their own. In Mum-
bai, there is nothing honest
in the air as yet with allega-
tions, wild and otherwise,
flying thick in the wake ofthe
scare caused by the discovery
of dynamite sticks near the
skyscraper home of Mukesh
Ambani.

The dramatic disclosures
in the case should put all of
India on notice, and bring to
attention the huge risks when
police forces that must con-
trol crime and maintain law
& order are allowed to run
amok and use unconventional
and illegal means to deliver
what the law requires them
to do by the rule book. What
we seetoday is at least in part
the continued fallout from the
time Mumbai police went on
atrigger-happy spree with the
so-called “encounter” killings
that led to the force becoming
split between two gangs. This
was an arrangement under
which gangs were being os-
tensibly eliminated but what
it delivered was something
very different as gangsters
outsourced the killing oftheir
rivals to the police. Soon, the
gangs outside were mirrored
with gangs inside the force,
eachpolice “encounter”team
known for its loyalties, in-
formation sources and the
price at which rivals could
be bumped off. This kind
of failureat the political and
professional level led to loss
ofcontrol andthe injection of
anew level ofmurkiness ina
system that has always been
on the edge of murky and
submerged in corruption.

Itis not a coincidence that
the man who had a hand in
planting the explosives near
Ambani’s home this time is
an old timer from those days
ofdisgrace and shame forthe
Mumbai police. He is him-
self a disgraced, low ranked
police, officer, making this
an inside job that in itselfre-
veals the kind ofrot that runs
through a police force that
years ago took pride in being
called the Scotland Yard of
India. There is also no doubt
that this disgraced officer, an
Assistant Police Inspector
named Sachin Waze, has in
the past worked as the ‘A’
team of the man who now
headed the force, the Com-
missioner of Police, Param-
bir Singh. This was in the
1990s, when Singh as Deputy
Commissioner had Waze in
his team as an “encounter
specialist”.

state authorities. Our mo-
tive was never to defame but
only to get the government's
attention, our voices heard
and problems solved too.
Our motive was simply to
demand for our rights.
Since leaders speak for,
as well as to their followers,
their apologies have broad
implications. The act ofapol-
ogy is carried out not merely
at the level ofthe individual
but also at the level of the
association. It is not only
personal but also public. It
is a performance in which
every expression matters and
every word becomes part of
the public record. So once
again, we apologize!
Yours etc.,
P Mylliemngap
General Secretary, Rot
Association OfMeghalaya

Meghalaya in
the doldrums

Editor,

A democratically elected
Government is by the peo-
ple, ofthe people and for the
people. But in Meghalaya
it is quite different because
although it is by the people
and ofthe people it is not for
the people which is evident
as load shedding is going
on for nearly a month with
empty promises made by the
Govt. What welfare can a
citizen expect from the Govt.
Which in spite of availing
loans from the Centre and
other sources is unable to
pay its dues to power sup-
ply agencies like NTPC,
NEEPCO etc? A small state
like Tripura is selling power

By Jagdish Rattanani

Singh has since been
shunted out, but he has hit
back saying the State Home
Minister, Anil Deshmukh of
the NCP, had asked Waze to
collect Rs. 100 crore from
bars, and assorted businesses
in Mumbai. Singh, of course,
cries foul now but was silent
all along, which in itself
raises its own questions about
his conduct, given that there
is political rivalry also at play
between the BJP-led Centre
and the Shiv Sena-led State.
The Commissioner’s “rev-
elations” therefore take on
a colour of someone speak-
ing out against one party to
stand for or seek cover from
another. Waze has been ar-

rested by the NIA, a little
over one year after he was
reinstated in service in a
rather odd move, after being
suspended and then resigning
from the police force way
back in 2007. -»

And who reinstated him?.,.
Singh headed the committee
that did the deed, though
Waze was being prosecuted
for the death in custody of
Khwaja Yunus, a 27-year-old
computer engineer, in a case
now pending in the courts.
The reason cited for the ur-
gent reinstatement was the
need to hire more police staff
intimes ofapandemic! From
the top to the bottom, the rot
runs deep and won'’t be easy
to clean since it is now so
much a part of the system
that ithas created its own effi-
ciencies, paybacks and away
of working that keeps the

and our state owes them also.
How and where the money
received is going that the
public has to bear the brunt
ofthe Govt’s inefficiency?
What ails the Govt is a
total failure in planning their
projects. Many projects taken
up by the Govt, and assisted
by the Centre remain incom-
plete and these are reflected
in the CAG report. Why is
there is no budget for the
MeECL towards receipt and
expenditure? How much ar-
rears are due from the Govt,
departments which consume
maximum power? In spite of
Centre’s loan for payment to
the power supply agencies,
to tide over the present crisis,
no payments have yet been
made to them. Why should
the public be penalized for
no fault oftheirs? In Megha-
laya no project is completed.
This results in time and the
cost overruns and the Govt,
goes to the centre with a
begging bowl for loans. It is
high time that the name of
Meghalaya (abode of clouds)
be renamed as “Loanalaya”
(abode of loans). Will the
Govt, be sincere in their
efforts to come out with
concrete plans for the most
urgent projects rather than
the projects that are less
important? It appears that the
Gowt, is not at all concerned
about the corruption which
is ailing its departments. If
proper steps are not taken up
immediately the good name
ofthe state will be tarnished
and it will be difficult to
bring it on track.
Yours etc.,
S.L. Singhania
President, Police Bazar
Welfare Society

machinery moving. There is
another death that could be
traced to Singh and Waze’s
hands now - one ofthe cars
used inthe Ambani case was
allegedly being parked at the
Police Commissioner’s of-
fice; the precise car carrying
the dynamite belonged to a
little-known businessman
who has since died in mys-
terious circumstances.

The truth will for long
remain concealed behind a
flood of allegations, innuen-
does and surmises. Whatever
the picture may be, there is
no doubt that the Mumbai
Police will not command re-
spect. It may well embolden
other members of the force

to test boundaries and further
lower standards.

Controlling this slide will
require a huge effort. But
what looks like a problem
ofthe police in Mumbai is a
problem that we see across
the nation, where encounters
have become the preferred
way to eliminate gangsters,
cut short the legal process of
prosecution and take cover
under the plea thatthe people
oflIndia supportthe killing of
gangsters. Whatthis simplis-
tic analysis refuses to see or
learn is that due process is
not a hurdle to be crossed
but the only way in which
the forces can be kept hon-
est, can be made to deliver
ontheir legal mandate and to
be able to truly control crime
and conduct investigations
bringing those truly guilty
to justice.

On extending
age limit

Editor,

Apropos the news item
which appeared in your es-
teemed daily on March 20,
2021 under the heading,
"MLA wants age limit for
job- seekers upped”. Many
would agree that Mr. Non-
grum's request to the state
government to raise the up-
per age limit to apply for
government jobs is a legiti-
mate one based on reasons
elaborated by him on the
floor of the Assembly. But
Nongrum's is a lone voice
in the wilderness having had
no support from fellow leg-
islators as ifthese legislators
have no unemployed youth
in their constituencies.

The Chief Minister who
expressed his personal res-
ervations about the proposal
of increasing the age limit is
requestedto instructthe rele-
vant department to study and
learn from Assam, Tripura,
Manipur, Jharkhand, Punjab
and other states which found
no hurdles in increasing the
age limit for their tribals.
Surely, the Chief Minister
does not think that these
states have done wrong.
Contrary to the CM’s view
that fresh graduates will
be discouraged if the age
limit is increased, | think
these young people will be
encouraged knowing that
they will be having several
more opportunities to crack
the job exams.

Regarding those persons

Any approach that short-
changes due process is an
invitation to disaster, as we
see happening in Mumbai.
Consider that if the so-called
“encounters” were investi-
gated, if Waze and his senior
Singh were held to account
for their actions, this'team’of
two would not have had the
capacity to rise to the levels
they have and sabotage the
system in the way they have
today. This writer is person-
ally witness to how these
“encounter” specialists have
gone about their work, al-
most all of it illegal, almost a
private den that is sometimes
dirtier than the code with
which gangs may operate.
More than two decades ago,
one ofthese “specialists” in a
private conversation revealed
thathe had the powerto listen
into any mobile conversation
without due process, kept a
set of guns in his locker in
the office which he displayed
and made no bones about
admitting that he was not
clean and that his team was
known for being the one that
made money - which was
a cause of jealousy among
many others!

What is the influence of
all of this on young police
officers who join and take
up routine city policing? A
retired DGP remarked that
the shootout at Lokhandwala,
the one which has a Bol-
lywood movie to its credit,
in which two police teams
foughtto claim the encounter,
wasn’t the best introduction
to the way the police oper-
ated in Mumbai. Mumbai,
and the nation, needs to put
a stop to short termism when
it comes to daily policing.
There is only one way to
control crime, maintain law
& order and build confidence
among the citizenry. It’s the
old-fashioned way of getting
this right. It takes time, effort,
skill and involves support for
the men who live up to the
pledge of the uniform. It de-
mands exemplary punishment
for those who break the rules.
This is called due process, in
letter and in spirit, and is the
only way. Whenever it is vio-
lated, we will get the murki-
ness that shames the Mumbai
police today. Whenever it is
followed., we will get a force
that makes the city proud of
its work and commitment.

(The writer is ajournal-
ist and afaculty member at
Bhavan$ SPJIMR. Views are
personal) (Syndicate: The
Billion Press) (email: edi-
tor@thebillionpress.org)

who wouldjoin government
service at an older age (in
case the age limit is en-
hanced) and would therefore
have less avenues forpromo-
tion and also less pension
benefits, the government
need not be paternalistic
about them for these people
would be adults and would
know how to plan for their
old age. The ChiefMinister
has apointthough in respect
of uniformed services, the
members of which need to
be in peak physical condi-
tion. Hence, this category
of service may be exempted
from any age hike.

As done by other states
mentioned above, our gov-
ernment could start by en-
hancing the age limit for
Group 'B' (non-gazetted),
Group 'C' and Group "D'
categories of posts. After
all, our government has al-
ready increased the eligible
age limit for teachers to 37
years.

Also the KSU chief ex-
pressing concern about the
plight ofjob seekers during
the swearing in ceremony
of new office bearers of his
organization is hopefully not
just tokenism. Will the KSU
finally take up the genuine is-
sues ofyoung people whose
interests it professes to be
fighting for?

Yours etc.,
Samuel Swett,
Shillong-2

Articles and letters ap-
pearing on this page are
the views of the writers/
authors and not that of
The Shillong Times
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The traffic
Impasse of
Shillong

By Barnes Mawrie

First of all 1 am full of
admiration for the traffic
police of Shillong. Their
perseverance and patience
is something worth mention-
ing. How diligently they
stand at their specified posts
in order to control the daily
insurmountable traffic which
in fact keeps increasing with
every, passing day. How pa-
tiently they keep repeating
the boring task of placing
and removing road divid-
ers and no parking kiosks
all over the city. It is not an
easy task to keep blowing
the whistle and keep waving
your hands throughout the
day. With the indisciplined
kind of drivers we have in
the city, the task is rendered
more challenging. Kudos to
our traffic police and indeed
they deserve a pat on the
back.

However, the question
is: how long will our traf-
fic police continue with
this haples” task? They are
also human beings with the
possibility of reaching their
patience limit. In the present
situation, there is a real traf-
fic impasse in Shillong. Our
traffic police are functioning
ad experimentum for we see
them trying out every pos-
sible combination inthe traf-
fic puzzle. Unlike any other
puzzle which has a solution
on repeated trials, the traffic
puzzle of our city does not
seem to have any solution at
all. Changing routes, putting
and removing no parking
kiosks every now and then
many times only confuses
the drivers. We cannot blame
these civil servants for they

are only trying their best to
ease the congestion.

The other day, it took me
two and ahalfhours to reach
Third Mile, Upper Shillong
from Civil Hospital. Is it
not a crime to waste so
many precious hours of our
citizens? A distance of ten
minutes taking two to three
hours means that two hours
are a real waste. Multiply
this with just loo travelers
and itis awaste 0200 hours
ofworkingtime. No wonder
our State does not progress
because we have no sense of
the value oftime.

Very often we keep ask-
ing, whether our leaders are
blindto this reality. How can
they be at peace when they
are aware of such deplorable
situations? | implore upon
our political leaders who are
atthe helm ofaffairstoday to
sympathize with our traffic
police who are beset with
tension whenever they step
into the roads. The only solu-
tion lies in the hands of the
government. Traffic snarls
take place generally at big
junctions like at Umshyrpi,
Polo Bazaar, Dhankheti,
Mawlai lewrynghep, Khyn-
dailad, Barik Point and also
Itshyrwat, two years from
now. In all the above junc-
tions, flyovers could easily
be constructed. We have all
witnessed how the recent
flyovers in Guwahati city
have solved much of the
traffic congestion in that city.
We from Shillong cannot but
feel envious of the flyover
networks seen in other cit-
ies of our country. The only
flyover we have in our State
is ironically the one built by
the NHAI at Barapani which

of course does not serve our
purpose.

We have heard of talks
and debates on this issue
at every level of society,
but they have just remained
empty talks. Government
after government has wooed
the public with false promis-
es on this issue. So far noth-
ing concrete has been done.
All our governments so far
lack far-sightedness and vi-
sion. Take for example, the
present road project from
Itshyrwat to Mawpdang is
only a two-lane highway.
Five years from now, this
particular region would be-
come an extended part of
the city and would be buzz-
ing with life and economic
activities. Traffic is going to
increase by a huge volume as
it is being seen already. This
project should have been a
four-lane project keeping in
mind the future growth of
the area. Unfortunately, our
government does not learn
from experience and we will
be caught up again and again
in the same mess. Now it
would have been easier for
the government to acquire
land for the four-lane project
as not many buildings have
come up. A few years from
now, the government would
have to pay through the nose
to get an inch of land. It is
true that the State is going
through a financial crunch*
but it takes good leadership
to negotiate with the central
government to get fund al-
locations for road projects
and in this perhaps lhe State
has failed miserably.

In conclusion | would

emphasize the fact that our
traffic police are attheir wits
end to solve the on-going
traffic impasse and so we
need to turn to a permanent
solution. As of today, the
only solution available is
to go back to the lockdown
period. We the Shillongites
would like to have the joy
of seeing flyovers coming
up in our city in the coming
few years. Thatwould be the
permanent solution to our
traffic headache. It is good
to remind ourselves here that
development comes with
fast communication and fast
transport. In Meghalaya we
lack both ofthese and so we
little wonder why our State
is left behind in the race
for development. Everyone
knows that roads, railways
and airways are a secret to
economic prosperity. Coun-
trieswhich excel in these like
Chinainthese past few years
have progressed by leaps and
bounds. In Meghalaya roads
are our principal means of
communication and so they
should have been intopmost
conditions. Because our ru-
ral road networks are miser-
able, tourism has remained
stagnant and that means a
great loss of State GDP. As
someone has rightly said
“you canjudge the prosper-
ity ofa country by its road
system.” Our State which is
going to celebrate 50 years
of its birth, need to harness
all its energy and muster all
its wits in order to get on
the road of progress. For
this public infrastructure
like roads, electricity, water
supply etc., need to be tre-
mendously improved.
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“Your hardest times often lead to the great-
est moments ofyour life. Keep going.
Tough situations build strongpeople
in the end.”

— Roy T. Bennett
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Targeting Kejriwal

THE fight between the BJP-ruled central govern-
ment and the AAP-ruled Delhi state is ongoing
ever since the regional party swept the polls in
2015 and has ruled the state ever for two straight
terms. A new legislation was brought forward
by the Modi government to curtail the powers
of the state via a bill on Tuesday. With the Lok
Sabha passing the bill, it moved to Rajya Sabha
for passage. Considering the new strength of
the BJP and its allies in the upper house too, its
passage was a foregone conclusion. The new
legislation is seen as a move to facilitate the
Centre to call the shots in Delhi state through the
office of the Lt Governor, who is a nominee of
the Centre. Previous and present Lt Governors
in Delhi have rubbed the Kejriwal government
the wrong way. With the new law in the making,
Kejriwal’s cup of woes will be full. The new
law makes it obligatory on the part of the Delhi
government to consult the Lt Governor and take
decisions, whereas a Supreme Court ruling some
time ago had said the Lt Governor, under the
existing law, should act as per the advice ofthe
state council of ministers.

The BJP, it is well-known, had tried its best
to grab power in Delhi and this was a matter of
prestige for it. Kejriwal, with his direct touch
with the masses, outwitted the BJP and won
hugely in both the past assembly polls. Now,
his AAP has 62 members in a house of 70, and
the Congress got no seat. The BJP’s attempt in
2015 to wrest power failed and there started the
fight between the AAP and the BJP. The Delhi
government already has less powers compared
to the powers enjoyed by other state govern-
ments. The police in Delhi is under the control
of the central government, which remains a
major handicap for the state apparatus. Now,
the state will be further tied to the whims ofthe
Centre. Centre-state relations must be main-
tained at all costs in a federal structure. Both
the Centre and the states have a responsibility
to keep up the good relations. It is often alleged
that the Modi government tries to impose its
writ on states. Such allegations had been raised
during the UPA period too. Now, the scenario
is noticeably worse as is also evident from the
unleashing of central investigative agencies on
opposition-ruled states even in situations that
might not warrant such over-reach. This is not

a good trend either.

Rome was not
built in a day

Editor,

As the popular saying
goes, "Rome was not built
in a day,” so also the mis-
management of the affairs
of MeSEB, now MeECL,
had been there for some
decades after it was bifur-
cated from the erstwhile
Assam State Electricity
Board (ASEB). With the in-
heritance of Umiam Dam
which served the cheapest
raw material i.e. water, for
generation of electricity
at the Stage-l and Stage-II
Power Houses including
Umtru Power House, which
later on added Stage-IIl and
Stage-1V Power Houses,
the citizens of Meghalaya,
particularly the employees
ofMeECL, proudly claimed
that in the whole North East
region of India, Meghalaya
is the only State to have
surplus power. As amatter of
fact, electricity was supplied
to Assam State Electric-
ity Board (ASEB) till the
Bymihat Industries, small
and large, were established.
The defective MoU between
the industries MeECL for
uninterrupted power supply
at a rate that is lower rate
than the actual cost ofpower

generation is at the heart of
the matter. It necessitated
that MeECL supply power to
industries by even purchas-
ing power from outside at
higher rates.

As the rules and laws are
made by man and nothing in
this world is unchangeable,
this arrangement could have
been reviewed and renewed
to maintain a balance be-
tween both parties- supplier
and consumer. The sordid
state of affairs of the MeE-
CL in power supply sector
and revenue earning sector
which are two sides of the
same coin, started declining
when the Government of
Meghalaya could not spare
the services of experienced
bureaucrats as full-time
Chairman/CMD to run the
MeECL which is the largest
autonomous public sector
undertaking in the State be
it as a Board or Corporation
in terms ofbusiness volume,
number of employees and
most importantly the value
of essential commodity -
electricity - the importance
of which is second to none
for the daily needs of hu-
man activities and which is
integral to the running ofall
industries.

As to what prompted a
political partner in the Gov-
ernmentto demand ouster of
the Power Minister is best

Prime Minister Narendra
Modi told Chief Ministers
that rise in COVID cases in
some States could “lead to a
national outbreak of the dis-
ease and quick and decisive
steps are needed to prevent
an emerging second wave of
the infection”. He pointed to
the possibility of spread of
the disease to villages from
Tier 1l and Il cities where
it seemed to have spread,
and said that controlling
the disease in villages would
pose a big challenge to health

infrastructure.

Daily cases of COVID-19
crossed 40,000 for the first
time after 111 days on 18
March. Active cases were
over 19,000 that day rais-
ing rumours of return to
lockdown regime and strict
enforcement of official regu-
lations.

The 7-day average rose by
more than 5% for 6 days at
a stretch, which was said to
be the highest rise since the
outbreak ofthe pandemic. In
the week 15-21 March, the
surge was still worse at 75%
of the number recorded in
the month of February which
confirms the re-emergence of
the virus and portends bad
days ahead. The second wave
is not confirmed yet directly,
but often mentioned by con-
cerned experts as imminent.

Five States - Maharashtra,
Punjab, Kerala, Karnataka,
and Gujarat are identified
as the chief contributors to
the threat of second wave of
COVID-19 - not unbeliev-
able as Europe is facing
a third wave. According to
data in the Union Health
Ministry, 70 districts in 16
States registered over 150%
increase in cases in the first
fortnight of March and in-
fection is increasing at 100-
150% in 55 districts in 17
States. Maharashtra’s second
COVID wave is reported to
be mild, but spreading fast.
Itreported over 27,000 cases
on 20 March. In 15 other
States also, daily number
which iessened in the last
3-4 months shows sudden
increase. With approaching
summer, chances of further
spread of the virus is feared
aspeople startusing ACs and
room coolers.

known to them. | prefer not
to comment on this matter.
However, the demand for
transfer of the present in-
cumbent CMD, Arunkumar
Kembhavi, IAS, from the
MeECL needs to be properly
examined. The employees
ofthe MeECL and even the
pensioners are expecting
lots of improvement in this
most important Public Sec-
tor Undertaking (PSU). His
relentless efforts would need
some time more to prove that
the MeECL is on the right
track of recovery from its
long sickness.

Comingto the installation
of smart meters it is not the
righttime to do so now when
the MeECL is struggling to
pay salaries and pensions
on time. The services of the
3000+ employees could be
utilized to bring change in
the work culture, promot-
ing integrity and sense of
belonging to the Organiza-
tion that feeds them not only
while in service but after
retirement and beyond to
the family members of the
deceased pensioner. Human
asset is more important than
all the other equipments. The
management could think of
judicious transfers and post-
ings of the employees in the
two main sectors of power
supply and revenue earnings
after proper analysis.

Vaccination drive

COVID-19
second threat

By Dr. S.Saraswathi

Indications of possible
second wave despite timely
precautionary measures point
to inadequacies and lapses
somewhere in the line. Nei-
ther the governments, nor
the administration can be
blamed as the pandemic is all
powerful and unpredictable.
Medical and health personnel
are doing their best at great
personal risks and need to be
rewarded, not blamed.

The main reason for
resurgence of the virus is
suspected to be blatantly
indifferent attitude ofpeople
in following norms. Most
people do not wear masks
despite announcement of
spot fines and those who
wear, also do not wear it
properly. Social distancing is
hardly followed and with the
opening oftemples, theatres,
malls and restaurants in many
places, cannot be enforced
without stem action. Social
gatherings in marriages and
other celebrations go on as
special occasions in one’s
life. Less said about political
meetings, the better.

Relaxations in lockdown
are misunderstood as weak-
ening of the virus. A Union
Health Ministry team has re-
ported that 10 to 20 pilgrims
and equal number of locals
test positive for Coronavirus
in the ongoing Kumbh Mela
in Uttarakhand.'Still, the
anxiety of the authorities
seems to centre on conduct-
ing the festival allowing free
movement of pilgrims and
not on enforcing pandemic
norms to prevent the second
wave that is waiting at our
doorsteps.

Vaccination is universally
believed to be a powerful
intervention in the present
pandemic emergency to ar-
rest its uncontrolled escala-
tion, butnot aremedy against
the outbreak of the disease
in future.

.Both Vaccines used in
India - Covaxin and Cov-
ishield - are said to be equally
effective and no complaints
have been received against
their use. Emergency use of
the two COVID-19 vaccines
was authorized by the regula-

The affairs ofthe MeECL
are mainly run by a team of
Directors/Members appoint-
ed by the Management and
the Government. No single
superman is responsible for
the mess in the MeECL. In
fact, every individual em-
ployee has a responsibility
to discharge his/her duties
with a sense of belonging to
the Organization.

Yours etc
Thrumen Sangma,
Shillong

Bhagat Singh:
A forgotten
hero!

Editor,

Bhagat Singh, Shivaram
Rajguru, and Sukhdev
Thapar, the bravest heroes
and true patriots, were
hanged on March 23,several
decades back. They are icons
of India’s freedom move-
ment, and had inspired a
generation of youths to fight
for India’s independence
from British rule. The date of
their death is recognized as
Martyr’s Day that is March
23 every year!

However, of late we the
people, and the govern-
ments, have totally forgotten
these revolutionary leaders.

tory agency on 3 January and
healthcare professionals were
chosen as the top priority cat-
egory for taking the vaccine
followed by those in essential
services. The second phase
began on 1 March for the
elderly.

Vaccination coverage is
a technical issue and pur-
posive, and does not adhere
strictly to definite criteria
like age, sex, etc. Questions

of equality are irrelevant.
From healthcare angle, vac-
cination aims at preventing
mortality and severe attack
of the virus causing serious
health problems. From pub-
lic health perspective, it is
intended to put a break in the
chain ofthe disease to control
its spread which will help
restoration and continuation
ofnormal life and activities.
Both objectives are equally
important and the ultimate
target is to cover the entire
“eligible” population - eli-
gible in the medical sense.

Therefore, vaccination
programme needs a logi-
cal time schedule to be de-
termined by administrative
authority in consultation
with medical and public
health experts and not a mat-
ter for political debates and
exchanges.

Further, it is repeated
again and again that vacci-
nation is not a final solution
for anybody to permanently
escape COVID-19. Not only
does it take time to build
immunity after the first and
second doses of the vaccine,
it is now said that the vaccine
effect may stay for about 10
months which means that it is
introduced as an immediate
requirement to counter cur-
rent emergency.

Under-utilisation ofvacci-
nation facilities is often men-
tioned as a problem in India,
areputed vaccine producer in
the world, creating problems
ofvaccine wastage thatworld
canill-afford. Indiais able
to supply vaccines to many
countries, but at home has
faced challenges in vaccina-
tion drive including positive
opposition. Those who are
vaccinated are repeatedly

This year, there was practi-
cally no mention of these
patriots in the public forums.
It is a sad commentary on
the people in general and the
governments, at the Centre
and the States, that we have
forgotten the true patriots.
At this rate, Subhas Chandra
Bose, Swami Vivekananda
would also soon be erased
from our memories
Yours etc.,
D Bhutia
Guwahati - 24

On being
called ‘dkhar’

Editor,

I am a person whose an-
cestors were bom in Shillong.
I have always respected
people for their character
and not their race or reli-
gion but I dont understand
the hypocrisy of the society
here. When atribal person is
insulted in any part of India
it becomes national news.
This also shows that people
are against such behavior
but what about non-tribals
in Meghalaya who are in-
sulted by repeatedly being
called ‘Dkhar,” ‘Kharbang’
‘Khardai.” etc? | have a
name and dignity and should
be addressed by my name.
The murder of a non- tribal

advised not to relax the es-
sential precautions ofwearing
the mask, maintaining social
distance, and washing
hands frequently and avoid-
ing touching one’s face. This
perhaps acts as a disincentive
in operation vaccination.
For, it raises a crucial
question in everybody’s mind
regarding the purpose of
vaccination programme. The
authorities have to come up
with easily understandable
explanation for the massive
vaccination programme that

will answer all doubts of
people. Advice and stress
on vaccination, assertion of
the safety of the vaccines,
expansion of vaccination
centres, and concessions and
incentives to get vaccinated
are necessary, butmustbe ac-
companied with educational
programmes to convince peo-
ple of the purpose and effect
of vaccination. The need for
that education increases with
increase in the propaganda
made to take vaccination.

Several television chan-
nels are conducting inter-
views with medical experts to
impart vaccination education
that is very much needed in
the country. But, how much
of it is actually accessed
by people is a big question.
More official information
directly addressing people
is needed, but of course with

+ *no-exaggerated claims*,ft is a
difficultresponsibility in view
of the tendency growing in
the country to politicise every
issue.

Those likely to face prob-
lems in taking allopathic
medicines and injections want
more detailed information
regarding possible reaction
to the vaccine and facilities
for treatment for them. It is
partly the fear of side-effects
and reaction of the body to
the medicinethatis hindering
progress of the vaccination
schedule. People who think
that they can avoid catching
and carrying COVID virus
by scrupulously following
COVID norms rather than
subject themselves to the
unknown  reaction to the
vaccine have to be addressed.
In our country, such people
are not a negligible section.
— INFA (Thewriter isformer
Director, ICSSR, New Delhi)

is just news which no one
is concerned about. Never
has anyone been punished
for such crimes. Why this
,double standard even when
there is plenty of evidence
and witnesses? What crime
has one committed to put up
with such humiliation and
injustice? A non-tribal per-
son being beaten withoutany
rhyme or reason is the usual
scene. This gives more cour-
age to the aggressor. Can
they beat the same person
outside Shillong? So much
for courage! | believe we
live in a planet called earth;
all are humans and everyone
deserves respect; everyone
feels equal pain. So | request
all right- thinking people to
take a step back and let the
national media also know
that there are criminal ele-
ments who need to be pun-
ished whether in Delhi or in
Shillong or any other North
Eastern capital. There should
be equal voice forjustice for
the innocent.
Yours etc.,
Name withheld on request,
Via email

Avrticles and letters ap-
pearing on this page are
the views of the writers/
authors and not that of
The Shillong Times
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Deprivation
In the face of
privatisation

By TS Haokip

When Angam ofMolnom
village in the North-Eastern
state of*Manipur joined a
public sector bank in 2008,
he was not only ecstatic but
relieved to finally land a
job in the public sector. His
entire village was happy for
him. In fact, he was the first
to crack a Bank PO exam
from his village. That the
Indian Government has an-
nounced in its budget 2021
about the privatisation of
Public Sector Banks and the
subsequent announcement
of the probable banks to be
privatised, which included
his Bank, has left him in-
secure and depressed. He
cannot believe that all his
efforts then, when preparing
for the Bank PO exam, were
for him to become a private
employee now.

Employees ofpublic sec-
tor banks, uponjoining their
organisation have to sign an
agreementwith the organisa-
tion. It goes without saying
that, the employees believe
thattheir service condition is
an agreement between them
and the organisation which
has majority shares owned
by the Government. They
feltthatjob security is given
in a public sector and hence
decided to settle with thejob
without venturing for more
employment opportunities.

With privatisation, the
ownership of the Bank will
be relinquished from the
Government and the service
rules governing the em-
ployees would then be open
for modifications as per the
owners’ liking and require-
ments. Though job security

concerns of the employees.
But it is not clear to what
extent and how long the
Government can interfere
in matters as internal as pay
and promotion of a private
corporation. Notably, many
intellectuals and experts are
against the privatisation of
public sector banks. Former
RBI Governor said in an
interview with PTT on March
15,2021, "I think itwould be
a colossal mistake to sell the
banks to industrial houses."”
Some however feel privati-
sation of PSBs is necessary
considering the alarming
number of NPAs in PSBs.
What is important though is
that the largest contributorto
the NPAs of PSBs is in fact
wilful-defaulter corporates.

As witnessed earlier in
other instances like the Bank

Unions’ opposition to the
merger of banks, the Gov-
ernment could be tempted
to move ahead with their
plans to privatise PSBs, but
the ensuing scenario will
certainly see a disruption of
the financial systems as”™e
Bank employees Union are
hell-bent on resisting the
move. Also interesting is the
concern felt by many that
the present protest against
privatisation goes beyond
the PSBs; they believe that
privatisation of PSBs will
pave way for further change
in ownership of many other
public sector undertakings.
The Railway Minister's as-
surance that Railways will
not be privatised could not
deter many employees of
PSUs from feeling the heat.
Evidently, it is not just the

After the two days strike, AIBEA <
Secretary CH Venkatachalam told PTI <
the March 16,2021, "Wegot supportfroml
trade unions, somefarmer organisations <
several political parties have supported i

is one factorthe Government
ensures its employees, it is
not a priority for corporates
who are purely driven by
profit-making decisions.

Still, one of the most
important factors which
many public sector bank
employees feel is the pride
and satisfaction of having
contributed to the welfare
of society by implementing
the Government's flagship
programmes and being part
of the financial inclusion
movement, which many
development experts believe
is akey tool forpoverty alle-
viation. As per the Ministry
ofFinance reports, the Prad-
han Mantri Jan Dhan Yojana
has more than 40 crore bank
accounts opened by public
sector banks, out of the total
41.7 crore accounts opened.
Thus, handing over banks’
ownership to the corporates
will not only rob employees
of their job security but the
all-important commitment
andreason forthemto putin
extra efforts and their belief
ofdoing something good for
the society will fade away in
the new environment.

The Honourable Finance
Minister in her speech, on
March 16, 2021, amidst the
two days Bank strike called
by the United Forum ofBank
Unions in protest against the
Government's privatisation
move, has assured to look
into the salaries, scales, and

bank employees the Govern-
ment has to worry about if it
plans to go ahead with their
PSBs privatisation plans

After the two days strike,
AIBEA General Secretary
C H Venkatachalam told
PTI on the March 16,2021,
"We got support from all
trade unions, some farmer
organisations and several
political parties have sup-
ported us." He also warned
that more strikes will hap-
pen if the Government is
not ready to listen and goes
ahead with its decision to
privatise PSBs. Whatever
be the circumstances, the
nationalisation ofBanks was
undertaken with the main
intent of using banks as a
vehicle to usher in develop-
ment with the element of
deliberating social welfare
concerns well-imbibed in the
decisions and policies ofthe
Bank. Thus judging public
sector banks from the angle
of profitability alone could
portray the wrong picture.
For a country that still has
issues like unemployment,
poverty and job insecurity,
privatisation of public sec-
tor banks could bring more
misgivings. And employees
of the PSBs like Angam
are well within their rights
and actually right to oppose
privatisation ofpublic sector
banks.

(The writer is an author
andfreelance writer)
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Covid on rebound
THE Covid-19 scare is on arebound precisely a
year after it raised its head. After the weeks-long
vaccination drive worldwide, hopes were that
the Chinese-induced pandemic will be turned
on its head and people would sooner than later
heave a sigh of relief. But, fact is that we are
faced with a second wave with projections being
that it could peak by mid-April. The deaths are
fewer, though, but fear is that the fatalities could
be higher if the scenario turns worse.

In a rare moment, this was time for India to
show to the world that it mattered. Thanks to
the achievements of the private sector Indian
pharmaceutical firms over the recent years,
several nations across the world looked up to
India for support and generous supplies of the
vaccine. Prime Minister Modi turned it into a
PR exercise and offered an olive branch even to
hostile Pakistan. Thiswas time for the country to
make some earnings too via foreign exchange.
It turned out that this led to a shortage in the

domestic market.

But, the vaccination programme is more or
less carried on as per schedule except for some
disruptions. The export of the vials has been
withheld for now to stabilize the domestic
market situation. Appreciably, the vaccina-
tion programme has been carried forward in
a systematic manner, set against the usual bu-
reaucratic drag and apathy. Health, for sure, is

important.

The night curfews are back in some major
cities a year after the Centre ordered a Janata
Curfew in March last, followed by the series of
lockdowns, first at the national level and then
localized. Holi celebrations will be low-key this
time and there have been major restrictions on
the Haridwar Kumbh Mela; its duration hav-
ing been curtailed to a month. It will take time
for normalcy to return. This year too could be
a washout in several respects. The economy,
though, is regaining momentum both here and

across the world.

Several states have reported fresh surge in
cases, the daily national tally now is ofthe order
ofnearly 50,000. Faced with aworsening scene,
Madhya Pradesh has extended Sundays’ lock-
down to four districts and Mumbai is limping
too. Restrictions are in place on public events in
all cities where daily Covid count is more than
20. Deaths, though, are fewer now, the total in
India so far being around 1,60,000. New strains
of Coivd-19 are aworry too. Despite the reign-
ing scare, election campaigns are seeing huge
mass presence in state after state and how this
too will impact on the overall figure remains

to be seen.

Why target
only the Power
Dept?

Editor,

Much hasbeen said about
the Power Department, be
it in the Budget Session of
the Assembly, social media
and the print media. This
issue became the ‘center of
attraction’ for all the people
questioning why this depart-
ment is suffering and why it
is under-performing.

I, however am appalled
by how many ofus overlook
the other sectors and depart-
ments in the State. We have
the education department,
health and family welfare
department, amongst many
others. Why are they not
brought into the limelight as
well? Yes, the Power Depart-
ment has its own ailments
that are crippling it. But is
this the only department
which is ailing in our State?
I am very sure that is not the
case. Why then is the Power
Dept the only target?

Inthe recently concluded
Budget Session, Education
and Health were very scant-
ily discussed. Are these de-
partments and sectors not
of equal importance? We
all know of the roles that
education and health play
in our lives - notjust physi-
cally but economically as
well. Let us take the health
department. People can-

not survive without proper
health care. Ifthat is the case,
then why is this sector not
also taken into consideration
when issues are raised? As
far as we know, the health
sector also has not been
functioning well; in fact it
is crippled. Just recently a
reportreleased by the Comp-
troller and Auditor General
(CAG) said that there is a
dearth of doctors in govern-
ment hospitals including
shortage of health centres.
It was also mentioned that
the government had failed
to implementthe bonds with
MBBS doctors under state
quota. The Health Minister
however made light of the
CAG report and rejected its
observations. There isalso a
shortage of PHCs and CHCs
in the rural areas and even if
they are present, there is a
lack of basic health facilities
that prompts citizens includ-
ing pregnantwomento travel
several miles long to come
to the city in search of a
hospital. Surprisingly, the
Health Minister has rejected
the CAG’s observations.
We also know that the
Education Department is not
performing well. There is a
lack of qualified teachers.
There is an ongoing teach-
ers strike for various issues
such as pending salaries.
The quality of education
itself is questionable. We
also know that because of
the MTET, there are now
schools without teachers.

Chief minister Nitish Kumar has to own the final responsibility

NDA ministers have blackened the

face of democracy in Bihar assembly to consider before
giving orders

By Nitya Chakraborty

Even a hardened JD(U)
supporter will be ashamed
atwhat chief minister Nitish
Kumar did on Tuesday inthe
Bihar assembly. It is beyond
imagination how he could
defend the entry of the Bihar
police inside the assembly
precinct and thrash the op-
position legislators.

Opposition members
squatting or sitting on dhama
at the doorstep of the office
of the speaker is not an un-
usual development. In such
a situation, the leader of the
House takes the initiative
and resolves the issue. But
on March 23, Nitish instead
of talking to the opposition
members summoned the Bi-
har police personnel to teach
lessons of parliamentary
procedure.

The opposition was agi-
tating against introduction
of the Bihar Special Armed
Police Bill, 2021, by Nitish
Kumarto give the state police
more teeth. The opposition
claimed that the existing law
was sufficient to tackle law
and order inthe state. Butthe
Nitish government claimed
it was necessary in view of
the increasingly complex
security needs of the state.
The opposition members
were against insertion of a
line “if the police presumes
that something is wrong”
it can arrest and prosecute
the person. The line utterly
lacked clarity.

The Opposition, however,
termed it a “black” legisla-
tion, taking strong exception
to provisions that empower
the Special Armed. Police,
previously known as the Bi-
har Military Police. The new
law will empower police to
apprehend people without a
specific warrant issued by
competent courts and will
give powerto conduct search
without a warrant.

Some women legislators
protesting the introduction of
the bill rushed to the podium
of the speaker and prevent-
ed him from occupying his
chair. By this time some male
members had also rushed to
the well of the house. After
the speaker came back to his
chamber some opposition
also reached to the doorstep
and started squatting.

While the members were
squatting Patna DM Chan-
drashekhar Singh and SSP
Upendra Kumar Sharma,
followed by a huge contin-
gent of around 100 police-
men descended to the house.
The police moved inside the
house and started forcibly
removing the members. They
also removed the legislators
who were sitting outside the

The Meghalaya Teacher
Eligibility Test (MTET) has
been made mandatory for
all teachers. However, the
recently declared results left
hundreds ofteachers without
jobs since most had failed
to clear the test. This has
led to serious problems with
schools now re-opening after
ayear-long break because of
the pandemic.

So why is it then that the
Congress legislators being
the opposition as well as
other leaders (regional) not
rake up these issues too?
These are also issues affect-
ing the State and the citizens
at large. These issues need to
be voiced out as well. They
need to be given as much
importance as the Power
Department which has been
the talk of the town. This is
something that makes me
wonder and also question as
to why don’t we as the public
put these questions out in
the open to our legislators
who have been mudsling-
ing and targeting a single
department. As an educated
citizen of the State, | would
very much appreciate having
the press fraternity also raise
such questions. Why over-
look the other departments
in the State and lamtjast one
department when there are
many other issues plaguing
Meghalaya!

Yours etc.,
Natasha Pariat
Shillong - 3

By Arun Srivastava

speaker's chamber. Kiran
Devi, RJD legislator said,
"The administration has beat-
en several Opposition legisla-
tors inside the House. Male
and female legislators have
been beaten by the police."
After reaching the as-
sembly the police swung into
action and started brutally
assaulting the opposition
members. MLAS were even
pulled by the hair and kicked,
in disturbing images circulat-
ing on social media. Tejashwi
Yadav shared photos of one
his MLASs being carried on a
stretcher from the assembly.
Anita Devi was one of
over a dozen opposition
women MLAs who were al-
legedly assaulted and dragged
outside the premises of the
Assembly by policewomen.
CPI (ML) MLA Mahboob
Alam said hundreds ofBihar
Police personnel have been
deployed inside' the Assem-
bly with bamboo sticks in
their hands and that opposi-
tion members were afraid to
enterthe assembly in view of
what happened on Tuesday.
“It was unprecedented as the
anti-riot police force was al-

erupts the watch and ward
personnel lift the members
and move them out of the
house. They never thrashes
or assault the members. But
yesterday the Bihar police
in complete violation of the
rules and procedures of the
parliamentary practise and
showing utter contempt to
the Constitution entered into
the house while the members
were protesting against the
police bill. The members
were thrashed and beaten by
the police.

The video tape which is
already viral makes it ex-
plicit that the personnel of
Bihar police and even some
personal security guards of
the members of the ruling
party and ministers assaulted
the opposition members.
One police officer hit a RID
MLA in his chest and abdo-
men with his boot.

Speaker of the Bihar as-
sembly is the right authority
to summon the state police.
Buthe has to getthe consent
of the leader of the house.
Obviously speaker had got
the permission of Nitish
which is why the police

“Nitish loses cool the moment Tejashvi

confronts him inside the house andputs

some question. In the last assembly session

too he was quite aggressive towards Tejashvi

and even dragged the name ofhisfather

Lalu Prasad to insult him. ™’

lowed to enter the Assembly,
beat up opposition MLAs and
physically lift them out. Two
MLAs fainted and dozens re-
ceived injuries during police
action. Such an incident has
never occurred inside the as-
sembly before,” he added.

Some RIJD MLAs and
its ally CPI(M) were seen
lying on the ground outside
the assembly after being car-
ried out by security person-
nel, apparently unconscious.
They alleged later that they
were "severely beaten up".
Another RID MLA appeared
before the camera with his
hand in a cast and declared
that "members of the ruling
coalition broke my arm in
presence ofthe ChiefMinis-
ter (Nitish Kumar) who chose
to look away".

Under the parliamentary
rules and practices, the watch
and ward staff of the assem-
bly isthe competent authority
to take action and maintain
peace. In case the bedlam

Tackling
second Covid
wave

Editor,

In view of the fact
that the second wave of
COVID-19 is surging
through India, it is of
paramount importance to
formulate a policy to com-
bat the pandemic. As
lockdowns will once again
destroy livelihoods and
damage the economy, India
cannot afford to repeat
what was done last year. It
was, inmany ways, counter-
productive.

As the world has
learned a lot since the
outbreak of COVID-19, it
is important to appraise the
policies and practices that
have worked out or failed
across the world. Although
the Asia-Pacific region has
been successful in control-
ling infection, it did not
impact economic growth.
On the other hand, the
Indian economy contracted
hugely last year. Active
intervention in the form
of test, trace, quarantine
and personal hygiene like
wearing masks and hand
washing brought success.

The Asia-Pacific
achieved success in com-
bating the pandemic while
the North Atlantic region
failed miserably in com-

entered into the house. It is
really deplorable how could
aperson who boasts ofbeing
secular and socialist stoop so
low. Nevertheless of late he
is often seen losing his peace
and patience. He is drifting
away from rationalism.

What is a bad omen for
him is Tejashvi appears to
have turned the red rag for
him. Nitish loses cool the
moment Tejashvi confronts
him inside the house and
puts some question. In the
last assembly session too he
was quite aggressive towards
Tejashvi and even dragged
the name of his father Lalu
Prasad to insult him.

In protest against anti-
riot police personnel and the
Rapid Action Force entering
the Bihar Assembly, misbe-
having, beating and force-
fully ejecting opposition
MLAs who were opposing
the passage of the Police
Bill, opposition members
on Wednesday refused to go

bating it. The success was
achieved by the policies
imposed by governments
and peoples’ compliance .
Personal liberty and privacy
of personal information are
essential aspects of North
Atlantic culture. It has
proved to be an obstacle
to  successM controlling
of the pandemic.

India must learn les-
sonsfrom this. The Centre
must formulate policies
and the States must imple-
ment them. The success of
implementation is depen-
dent on the administrative
efficiency of the states
and the political culture
that prevails there. Take
the examples of Kerala
and Maharashtra. Initially,
Kerala was successful in
controlling the infection.
However, when rules of
personal behaviour were
relaxed and neglected, it
caused a surge in infec-
tion cases. Even though
Maharashtra has good
administrative abilities, an
intense second wave is
surging through the state.
What went wrong here is
that the state that has a
professional work culture
went at full speed in get-
ting back to work.

Most importantly, it is
not reasonable to entrust
the police with the task
of imposing mask wearing
and social distancing rules
in public places. Instead of

inside the assembly and take
part in proceedings.

Meanwhile RIJD leader
Tejashwi Yadav described
Nitish Kumar “Nirlajj Ku-
mar”, and said the entire
opposition will boycott the
state assembly for the next
five years if action was not
taken against police officials.
“l and all opposition mem-
bers have decided to boycott
the assembly if action is not
taken against police officials
for beating MLAs and if Nit-
ish Kumar does not tender
a public apology for it. |
will never forget the abuse,
misbehaviour and beating of
women MLAs inside the as-
sembly,” he added. Tejashwi
also tweeted: "Nitish Kumar,
if you are indeed a man, get
us shot instead of getting us
beaten up".

Showing solidarity Con-
gress leader Rahul Gandhi
said “It is clear from the
shameful events in Bihar As-
sembly thatthe chiefminister
is firmly under the influence
of BJP and RSS. “Those
stripping democracy have
no right to call themselves a
government “Gandhi said in
atweet in Hindi.

Nevertheless the Bill was
passed by the assembly late
Tuesday evening, amid a
“walkout” by opposition pro-
testing the manner in which
they were ousted from the
hall by the men in uniform.
Meanwhile, in a press confer-
ence on Wednesday, a group
ofsenior RJD leaders includ-
ing Jagdanand Singh and
Abdul Bari Siddiqui attacked
the CM and questioned the
role of Speaker Vijay Kumar
Sinha, a senior BJP leader, in
the police action against op-
position members inside the
assembly.

Incidentally Nitish was not
bothered of what happened
in the assembly. Instead said;
"There Seem to be many new
legislators that need to be
trained in parliamentary be-
haviour. Had the opposition
allowed the House to rim,
the government would have
addressed its concerns. But,
that opportunity was frittered
away". Though Nitish was
angry with Tejashvi, the left
members, particularly of the
CPI(ML) were at his target.

Communist Party of India
(Marxist-Leninist) general
secretary Deepankar Bhat-
tacharya called the devel-
opments in the assembly
“complete murder of de-
mocracy and Constitution”.
“This is what has happened
in Uttar Pradesh also. It is
all a blueprint of the RSS to
make an autocratic state. But
Bihar will never accept it.”
(LPA Service)

assigning this task to the
police, political workers
must be deputed to do it.
They can employ strategies
of persuasion and firmness
in implementing it. Young
people must be chosen for
this and they must be pro-
vided with badges as part
of identity. If all important
parties  take it seriously,
the task could be carried
out easily.

This is a crucial time
and vaccination won’t be
of much help at this junc-
ture. In view of the fact
that only a few crores of
people have been given
one shot of vaccine so far,
a considerable time is re-
quired to give the first shot
to most people. Herd im-
munity cannot be achieved
unless at least 60% of the
population is vaccinated. As
along term goal, extensive
vaccination is required.
Only then can we expect to
beat the virus. In order to
achieve this, the vaccina-
tion rate must be speeded
up. The state governments
must take responsibility for
implementing this.

Yours etc.,
Venu GS,
Kollam

Avrticles and letters ap-
pearing on this page are
the views of the writers/
authors and not that of
The Shillong Times
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CJI has a historic responsibility to stay
issue of electoral bonds

Important facts

The Supreme Courtin its
hearing on electoral bonds
petition on Wednesday ex-
pressed right concerns about
the misuse ofelectoral bonds
but the important point
which the learned judges,
especially the CJI SABobde
should know is that this
electoral bond issue is just
a small part ofthe BJP gov-
ernment’s systematic efforts
since its coming to power in
2014 to steamroll the opposi-
tion parties through financial
muscle power and thereby
ensure its stability through
funding by the big corpo-
rates. In the process aunique
system of quid pro quo has
been institutionalised in the
Indian business world which
was never in existence in
this country's history since
Indian independence.

The Supreme Court has
reserved the order on the pe-
tition appealing for staying
ofthe nextissue ofthe bonds
scheduled to start from April
linthe course ofthe current
assembly elections which
start from March 27 and
end on April 29.The learned
judges must have observed
through the media reports
how the defections are going
on in Bengal on the eve of
the poll and there are talks
ofhundreds of crores being
spent by the BJP for coming
to power in Bengal after
May 2.There are reports
going around in Kolkata
that some ofthe stars of Tol-
lygunge have been offered
Rs. 10 to Rs. 20 crores for
defecting to BJP.

The functioning of de-
mocracy in the states in
India is under threat due
to this money power. The
level playing field has been
lost for the non-BJP par-
ties and all these have been
possible due to the huge
resources mobilised by the
BJP through corporate do-
nations, active support of
the big traders and the big
iunds supply by the overseas
Indians close to BJP as also
the VHP dominated overseas
religious bodies.

There is nothing wrong
in the BJP in collecting
funds from its supporters.
It is entitled to do so as any
other political party. But the
problem is when it tweaks
the laws in its favour in a
partisan way through its
hold over the government
and makes use ofthe central
agencies in hounding the
moneyed people who, in
some way fund the opposi-
tion parties. The use of the
central agencies like ED,
CBI and the IT department
has been so blatant that no
corporate takes any risk to be
involved with the Congress
Party which is still the main
opposition in the country.
As a result, the coffers of
the Congress have reached
an all time low and in many
states which are going for as-
sembly polls, the state units
are desperately clamouring
for more funds but they are
not getting.

The electoral bonds can

be purchased by the cor-
porates but the names will
be known to only issuer
meaning State Bank of In-
dia and not the Election
Commission. This means
the names will be known to
the centre and as the present
government is known, the
few people who dared to
donate some funds to some
opposition parties, will be
blacklisted..The big houses
are generally dominated by
businessmen with Hindu
faith, they have general sym-
pathy for the BJP and that
has grown in the last two
decades, but many of them
also sense democratic values
and they are interested in
giving some donations to
other non-BJP parties. Even
they are scared.

Anyone of the business

world in India will talk in
confidence that they can not
run business by ignoring any
request from the ruling party.
Those who are very close to
the BJP, are prospering and
this gives a signal to the oth-
ers which path to follow. It
is aprecarious situation now.
Many of the young scions,
alumni of Harvard or Yale
who have ideals and who
care for real democracy to
thrive in India, are becoming
unhappy atthe presenttrend,
butthey love their business,
they look for expansion and
they have to fall in line. Who
can take abig risk ofannoy-
ing ruling dispensation at
this time of pandemic when
every corporate is struggling
to survive and sustain.

The Attorney General K
K Venugopal has totally pre-
sented a confused picture in
reply to the CJI query when
he said inthe hearingthatthe
bonds have ensured white
money, not black money
through cash. The issue is
really not that, the issue
is transparency. Why the
Government and through
that the ruling party will
know who has bought the
bonds and in whose favour?
Further, this bond can be
repurchased which opens
up the possibility of dubious
transactions. It is a double
benefit for the ruling party.
Since these days, no one will
take the risk of doing such
transactions in favour ofany
opposition party. Ifit is done
for the BJP, the concerned
party will be safe. There will
be no raid.

The CJI must assess what
is the percentage ofthe elec-
toral bonds benefitting the
BJP till now and how dis-
proportionate this is. The
next tranche of bonds is
scheduled from April 1 to
April 10. The CJI Mr. Bobde
will be doing a great service
to Indian democracy and the
Constitution if he stays the
next issuance of electoral
bonds in his reserved order
which is expected before
April 1. That will be our
CJI’s best contribution be-
fore his retirement during the
present phase of assembly
elections. (IPA Service)
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Victory for free speech
EVERY once in a while the Supreme Court
delivers an enlightened judgment that restores
the peoples’ faith in the judiciary. Each time a
judgment that upholds the cherished principles
ofthe Constitution is delivered, democracy gets
aboost. At atime when the democracy index of
this country is on a downslide, this ruling has
set a precedent that the judiciary is seized of
this country’s predicament and is determined
to stem the rot. By quashing a criminal case
registered against the editor of this newspaper
in connection with a Facebook post of July last
year decrying the systemic violence against
non-tribals in Meghalaya, the apex Court has
given a strong message that those who critique
the government and police for their failure to
uphold the rule of law cannot be considered to
have committed a criminal offence. The apex
court observed that the Facebook post was
directed against the apathy shown by the Chief
Minister of Meghalaya, the Director General
of Police and the Dorbar Shnong of the area in
not taking any action against the culprits who
attacked the non-tribals youngsters inside a

basket ball court.

The Facebook post, the apex court further
observed is an attempt to highlight the discrimi-
nation against non tribals in the State OfMegha-
laya. The Court took cognisance ofthe fact that
the Facebook post had made it abundantly clear
that criminal elements have no community and
immediate action has to be taken against persons
who had indulged in the brutal attack on non-
tribal youngsters playing basketball. Perhaps it
is for the first time in the history of Meghalaya
that the Supreme Court was given an idea of
the real situation obtaining in the State. Hence
the Court further observed that the Facebook
post read in its entirety pleads for equality of
non-tribals in the State of Meghalaya. The
Court ruled out any attempt by “the appellant
to promote class/community hatred,” which the
FIR filed by the Dorbar Shnong, Lawsohtun had
claimed. The apex Court termed that allegation
a ‘figment of imagination.’

Another important observation of the apex
court was that disapprobation of governmental
inaction cannot be branded as an attempt to
promote hatred between different communities.
This is a stinging indictment on the ruling of
the Meghalaya High Court which had refused
to quash the FIR against the editor. The crux of
the ruling is the parting remark of the Supreme
Court that “free speech of the citizens of this
country cannot be stifled by implicating them
in criminal cases, unless such speech has the
tendency to affect public order.

This landmark ruling has upheld the right to
freedom ofexpression uponwhich hinges media

freedom in a democracy.

Setters to the Editor

Welcome
Supreme
Court Verdict

Editor,

The FIR filed against
Patricia Mukhim and the
orderofthe Meghalaya High
Court, was firmly quashed by
the Supreme Court (Shillong
Times, Mar 26,2021). This is
a victory for social justice,
freedom of speech, and the
upholding of law and order.

A perusal of the 14-page
order ofthe apex court makes
reassuring reading. Several
passages are worth quoting.
Firstly, “Free speech of the
citizens of this country can-
not be stifled by implicating
them in criminal cases”.
India’s ranking in the World
Press Freedom Ranking has
fallen from a high of 80 in
2002 to adismal 142 in 2020.
Our country trails behind
even totalitarian regimes in
the Gulf and dictatorships
in Africa. Fortunately, the
Supreme Court has upheld
freedom of speech in this
landmark ruling.

A second quote, “crimi-
nal elements have no com-
munity”. This observation
makes it clear that once a
criminal act is committed,
no amount ofjustification for
the protection of that com-

munity can be entertained.
In other words, the act has
to be judged primarily on
its criminality, and less on
its causes or extenuating
circumstances. In this case,
a criminal act of assault had
already been committed.
Putting the tail inthe front of
the horse, the FIR strangely
claimed that the Facebook
post calling for police ac-
tion was an act of communal
incitement.

Athird quote, “The Face-
book postread in its entirety
pleads for equality of non-
tribals in the State OfMegha-
laya. ..there was no intention
to promote class/commu-
nity hatred...the Facebook
post can be understood to
highlight the discrimination
against non-tribals in the
State of Meghalaya.” This
is a humanitarian statement,
and calls on all of us to
show empathy and equality
in how we view and treat all
residents in our state.

Right-thinking people of
the state applaud Patricia
Mukhim for her courage
and appreciate the Supreme
Court for this timely judge-
ment that has wider ramifica-
tions. It comes at atime when
the government is curbing
free speech and peaceful pro-
tests under outdated sedition
laws, instituted by the British
in 1870, under which free-

Community seed banks & community seed fairs

Reaffirming seed
sovereignty

At the height ofthe pan-
demic, in 2020, members of
the Madanrtiang Agroecol-
ogy Learning Circle (ALC)
looked up to two of their
elder members, Shildamon
Lamare and Wing Lamare
to help them document and
preserve the local seed va-
rieties in their community.
“Most young farmers”, they
said, “are losing the knowl-
edge of the crop diversity in
their community.” Hence the
need for a collective effort
to safeguard the traditional
seeds was felt. Madanrtiang
became one of the ten com-
munities across Meghalaya
and Nagaland to take part in
the initiative to conserve and
promote traditional seeds un-
der the Rural Electrification
Corporation (REC) supported
project “No One Shall be Left
Behind Initiative: Biodiver-
sity for Food, Nutrition and
Energy Security, Meghalaya
andNagaland”. This initiative
is the Community Seed Bank
which according to Pitambar
Shrestha, Ronnie Vernooy
and Pashupati Chaudhary in
their 2012 book “Commu-
nity Seed Banks in Nepal”
is an example of local level
institutions created to address
issues of seed conservation,
particularly of farmer variet-
ies which includes see selec-
tion, production, improve-
ment and marketing.

Indigenous people across
the world have long pre-
served seeds and have in
depth traditional knowledge
about the locally adapted
varieties. In many such com-
munities women have played
aprominentrole inthe saving
and collecting of the seeds
of traditional crops. Such
seeds are stored by indi-
vidual households and there
are wide variations in the di-
versity and'quantity of seeds
and planting materials saved
by the family. The choice of
seeds to save is influenced
by preference for consump-
tion, market, suitability to
climate and cultural factors.
This is supported by seed
sharing and seed exchanges,
an important practise inthese
informal seed system that,
ensures the seed diversity
in a community. The diver-
sity documented by NESFAS
during its participatory map-
ping revealed that there is an
average of 200 food plants
found in a single village.
Most of these are from the
traditional varieties which
have been saved by the com-
munity for many generations.
The Community Seed Banks
are meant to be storehouse
of such traditional varieties,
especially ofthe onesthat are
under severe threat.

In recent years, the lo-

dom fighters were jailed. In

Britain itself, sedition laws

were abolished in 2009, but

this relic of colonialism is

used to oppress free citizens
even today.

Yours etc.,

Glenn C. Kharkongor

Via email

Land-owner
out, tenant in

Editor

The recent call by the
UDP General Secretary for
the immediate removal of
the incumbent Minister for
Power exploded as a political
bombshell though it was not
entirely unexpected. Now
even the coalition partner
of the MDA itself is ques-
tioning the integrity of this
Government. People are in
fact fast losing faith overthe
integrity of this Govt as far
as its ability to maintain hon-
our between what it says and
what it actually does. What
faith does the common man
retain regarding the ability of
this Govt to deliver on what
it promises. In political par-
lance it can be claimed that
the credibility of the MDA
Govt is at stake!

Under such circumstances
the press report ( Front page
ST March 25, 2021) titled
“Keen to resume Marriot

By Gratia E Dkhar and Bhogtor&m Mawroh

cal seed systems in most of
the local communities have
come under threat from eco-
nomic, environmental and
socio-political factors that
have resulted in narrowing
down of the genetic diver-
sity in the community. This
has put to risk the food and
seed sovereignty essential
for maintaining resilient local
agro-ecosystems. Further-
more, Unfavourable policy
initiatives can exacerbate the
problems, while favourable
ones can strengthen it. The
Draft Seeds Bill, 2019 falls
in the former category.

Matters of seeds in India
are governed by several legis-
lative and policy frameworks
such as SeedAct(1966), Seed
Rules (1968), Seed (Control)
Order (1983), New Policy on
Seed Development (1988),
Plants, Fruits and Seeds (Reg-
ulation of Import into India)
Order (1989), Protection of
Plant Varieties and Farm-
ers’ Right Act (2001) and
the Essential Commodities
Act (now amended) (1955)
including Seeds (1955), Na-
tional Seed Policy (2002) and
Seed Bill (2004). The last one
was meantto replace the Seed
Act (1966) while the 2019
draft attempted to overcome
the drawbacks of the 2004
Bill. However, there have
been resistance from many
quarters who feel that the
latest Bill is meant to benefit
the MNCs (Multi National
Corporations) rather than the
local farmers. A look at some
of the provisions seems to
justify that fear.

In the new Bill the defini-
tion of a “farmer” has been
changed from one “who cul-
tivates crops either by culti-
vating the land himself (or
herself) or through any other
person but does not include
any individual, company,
trader or dealer who engages
inthe procurement and sale of
seeds on acommercial basis”
to now denote “any person
who owns cultivable land or
any other category of farmers
who are doing agricultural
work as may be notified by
the Central/State Govern-
ments.” What the change in
definition has done is brought
the corporations under the
definition ofa “farmer” creat-
ing an asymmetry of power
relations which will lead to
the marginalisation of es-
pecially small and marginal
farmers who constitute more
than 2/3rd of the farmers in
India and Meghalaya.

Some other indications
that the Draft Bill is looking
to bring the corporate sector
especially MNCs into farm-

Hotel Project : Dhar” has
raised quite a few question-
ing eyebrows. Those in the
know claim that the assur-
ance of the Urban Affairs
Minister to call for ameeting
to deliberate on the future of
the Marriot is all bunkum. Its
fate has already been sealed.
It has already been sold lock
stock and barrel to the new
contractor. The examination
of whether the demands of
the new contractor are rea-
sonable ornot, already done;
views ofthe law department,
already submitted; modifica-
tions to the old agreement as
demanded by the new party,
already agreed to. Actually
the only loose end left is to
sell the deal to the public.

If that is the fate of the
Marriot, the fate of the
Shillong Municipality is
even worse. The new modi-
fications stipulate that the
new Marriot owners will not
house the proposed office of
the Shillong Municipality
within the Marriot complex.
Govt apparently has already
agreed to this. So where does
the Shillong Municipal Of-
fice go? Shillong Municipal
Board will now have to start
house hunting to accommo-
date itself. How can this be
possible when the Marriot
is built on Municipal land?
Is it fair to render homeless
the landowner simply to

ing is in the section titled:
Powers of Committee to
specify minimum limits of
germination, purity, seed
health, etc. The term trans-
genic seeds, i.e., GM (Geneti-
cally Modified) seeds have
been inserted which was not
there in the past. Some may
argue that this is because of
the technological changes
thathave taken place in seeds
development and therefore it
was importantto include new
terms. Butthe factthat this is
the domain ofthe MNCs and
over halfofthe world’s seed
market is controlled by only
four companies viz., Mosanto
(US), DuPont (US), Synge-
nta (Switzerland) and Group
Limagrain (France) makes
one wonder ifthat is the only
cause. In India the figure is
more than 60%. Such mo-
nopolistic tendencies are not
very reassuring for small and
marginal farmers.

What is important to re-
member is that the debate
over GM crops is still quite
contested in the country. Of
the GM crops awaiting per-
mission for large scale field
trials and seed production in
India, brinjal is the first one
to getthe approval ofthe Ge-
netic Engineering Appraisal
Committee. The other one is
Bt Cotton. Environmentalists
argue thatthe long-lasting ef-
fect of GM crops is yet to be
completely understood and
they can bring great harm to
humans and the environment

in the long run. By including,

GM seeds under the Draft
Bill an indication has been
given as to who the State
thinks is the winner in this
debate. Most worryingly, the
fact that the companies are
all based in the First World
has the potential to create a
neo-colonial circuit of ap-
propriation of the resources
ofthe third country like India
and dismantle its Seed Sover-
eignty in the process.

On its parts, in an effort
to address the alarming situ-
ation of loss of Seed Sover-
eignty, NESFAS has used
the Community Seed Fairs
as an approach to facilitate
the exchange of knowledge
and to enable the access to
and use ofdiverse and fanner
managed local seeds to pro-
mote local seed security.
The Community Seed Fairs
are managed and organised
by farmers, supported by
NESFAS. The PGS farmers
of Nongtraw, Umsawwar
and Agroecology Learning
Circle (ALC) farmers of
Pahamshiken hosted com-
munity seeds fairs on De-
cember 2020, January 2021

accommodate a new tenant,
however tantalising may
be the terms of occupancy?
Even if the new Marriot
owner is willing to build
the new Municipal office, is
adequate Govt land available
for the purpose?

The Shillong Municipal
Office is to serve the areas
under Shillong Municipal-
ity which are located within
old Shillong. Locating the
new Municipal Office at
New Shillong will be totally
unfair to all the Dorbars un-
der Shillong Municipality
and therefore not accept-
able. Shillong Municipal-
ity is part of the history of
Shillong and is part of our
urban governance system,
however decrepit that might
be. To treat it as the private
property ofsome fly by night
and opportunistic politician,
who is insensitive to the sen-
timents of this city is loath-
some and disgusting. What
underhand deal has taken
place to make the Urban
Affairs Department agree to
such a monstrous proposal?
The sharp stink of a sell-out
once again fills the nostrils
of the citizens of Shillong.
Question is will other politi-
cal representatives tolerate
such a sell-out?

Yours etc.,
Toki Blah,
Via email

and February 2021 which
was attended by communities
from Sohra, Mawkynrew and
Umling clusters respectively.
In these seed fairs, more than
50 types of seed varieties were
displayed and communities
who maintained the highest
diversities were acknowl-
edged. These seed fairs have
made it possible to evaluate
the level of diversity within
the area and provide oppor-
tunity to exchange experi-
ences on crops grown, level
of seed production capaci-
ties, exchange and sharing of
planting material and creation
of market linkages. Many
communities have managedto
recover varieties of crops such
as millet, heirloom tomatoes,
rice bean etc through these
informal seed exchanges.
Bibiana Ranee, a custodian
farmer from Nongtraw notes
that “seed fairs have provided
a space for us to interact with
fellow farmers and discuss
on strengthening our food
system.” Such fairs showcase
the capabilities of farmers to
build social interaction and
strengthen their seed system.

The Community Seed
Fairs efforts have been well
received by government offi-
cialswho are increasingly rec-
ognising the role of fanners
in securing diverse crop that
would be critical to addressing
the risk of food insecurity due
to climate change and conflict.
Mr. Gavin M. Mylliemngap,
the MLA Sohra Constituency
applauded the communities
and NESFAS for “enhanc-
ing the farming systems by
going back to the traditional
methods” and reducing the en-
vironmental impact of Green
Revolution.

Community Seed Banks
and Community Seed Fairs
are measures that NESFAS is
taking in order to counter the
threats to the traditional seeds
which are under severe threat
from many quarters. Some of
the proposed policies like the
Draft Seed Bill 2019 have the
potential to worsen the situa-
tion. Whatthe initiatives hope
to accomplish isto combatthe
aforementioned threats and
help indigenous fanners in
Meghalayato protect and sus-
tain their Seed Sovereignty.
This is not just an important
struggle for the farmers of
Meghalaya but the country
as awhole.

About the writers:

Gratia E Dkhar is a Lead
Associate, Agroecology at
NESFAS and can be reached
atgratia. nesfas@gmail.com

Bhogtoram Mawroh is a
Senior Associate, Research
and Knowledge Manage-
ment at NESFAS and can be
reached atbhogtoram.nes-
fas@gmail.com

Infighting in
MDA

Editor,

Coalition politics is a
tricky affair especially when
political parties with a na-
tional standing versus re-
gionalism come into play.
Take for example the bick-
ering and emerging 'rift'
amongst the coalition mem-
bers where the statement of
the UDP General Secretary
isn'ttaken note ofby the NPP
vis-a-vis the power scenario
of the state. It seems, that
within the ruling government
political parties don't see eye
to eye and none can deny that
the UDP is up to it’s antics
of portraying it's holier than
thou image. The UDP in the
government has lacked any
display of courage, political
vision and failed to assert
itselfon several issues. Even
the illegal coal transportation
has been a major embarrass-
ment for all of the coalition
members. People aren't fools
and many are watching the
political games these re-
gional parties are playing.
What achievement would
they collectively show in
2023? That year will be the
litmus test for the MDA.

Yours etc...
Dominic Stadlin Wankhar
Shillong-3

(SIX)

People have big responsibility in
meeting norms to fight corona virus

Vaccine hesitancy
among citizens must
be fiercely combated

By Sushil Kutty

The new word that's get-
ting usage despite not being
in the dictionary is 'vaxtard'
which is a name for follow-
ers ofthe vaccine cult, basi-
cally people who have set
themselves up or have been
set up for "mass suicide."
According to propounders
of this theory, before the
next two to three years are
history, the human race is
due for a culling, Earth's
human population will be
cut to size, from 7 billion to
just about 4 billion.

There's a mistake in the
theory, though. Vaxtards
are outnumbered by those
who haven't the time of the
day for the vaccine. Unlike
in the United States, where
President Joe Biden says
he was elected to beat the
pandemic, the pace of vac-
cination hasn't picked up in
India, as evidenced by the

factthatyou don't see insane
numbers of Indians throng-
ing vaccination centres. Not
all Indians are keen on being
hailed as "vaxtards". That's
an American concoction,
Starbucks not Coffee Day!

A soldier who took VRS
says he wouldn'tVax himself
no matter what happens. He
doesn't have confidence in
the vaccines. And he has
even less trust in the Central
government, specifically
in Prime Minister Naren-
dra Modi, who a year ago
thought a combined bang-
ing of pans from balconies
would keep the coronavirus
away. The sad fact is Covid-
19 has already killed tens
of thousands of Indians.
And that comes with a daily
rise in coronavirus positive
cases.

In Maharashtra alone,
almost 36,000 new Covid
cases are reported daily.
Mumbai reports above 5,000
per day. The second coming
ofthe coronavirus is making
a respectable comeback.
Cases have boomeranged
in several states, many of
which were celebrating too
early by half the near-total
annihilation of the death-
dealing novel coronavirus.
Some dreams do not wake
you up, they take the shape
of nightmares.

The reasons for the surge
in caseloads across India
were not hard to pin down.
The opening up ofthe econ-
omy, and people disregard-
ing the mask rule and the
social-distancing mandate. It
was as if Kindergarten kids
had been given the keys to
the playroom. Humankind's
always placidly unworried
about consequences, till the
whack on the butt comes.
A look at what's happening
at the Prayagraj Kumbh is
a lesson. But are PM Modi
and PM in waiting Yogi
Adityanath attending the
tutorial?

Nope. Politicians, when
it comes down to the nitty-
gritty of humdrum politick-
ing, are ingloriously un-
aware of the consequences
of overcrowding in packed
enclosures, with Modi shout-
ing, asking the assembled
to chant after him 'Vande'
thrice in succession, just so
that he can return to his gov-
emment-allotted pad in New
Delhi to feed the peacock,
knowing not and caring not
what havoc the coronavirus
could do in cheek-by-jowl
situations.

That's politics, the kind
which's being played in West
Bengal. In Kerala, there's
Rahul Gandhi maskless at
the podium. Both Rahul
Gandhi and PM Modi per-
haps believe hi-fi security
will keep the coronavirus

away. Newly selected Ut-
tarakhand Chief Minister
Thirath Singh Rawat thought
s0, and now he's quarantined
with Covid-19. Itmight have
got in through the ripped
jeans that's so much in Ra-
wat's mind these days.

But let's keep our jaun-
diced eyes on Maharashtra
which reported 35,952 new
coronavirus cases on March
25, along with 111 deaths.
Mumbai logged 5,504 new
infections, a new single-day
high. Infections in Mumbai
are doubling every 75 days.
The Mumbaikar's romance
withthe coronavirus isa suc-
cessful wholesale enterprise.
It's impossible to keep peo-
ple away from workplaces,
shops and malls; airports and
railway stations. There's no
fun in isolation. Bum that
on the chest and don't ever
forget it.

So, we return to the topic
we began with: Vaccination.
Ask aModi Governmentbot
and he'll swearvaccination is
hurrying along at breakneck
speed. But is that so? How
many Indians have so far
had thejab? Health ministry
figures put the total at 4.72
crores, as of March 25, out
ofthe total Indian population
of 135 crores. A dropin the
Pacific! Atthis pace vaceti&t-
tions would still be on when
Prime Minister Narendra
Modi gets his comeuppance
in 2024!

Maharashtra is reeling.
And it's not just because
of Vazegate and Vasuli-
at-large. Millions have re-
turned to work, in offices
and factories, and there's lots
of high-fives and handshak-
ing. The Uddhav Thackeray
Government his got one
eye on the coronavirus, the
other on the political virus
that's got its eye on political
overthrow. Meantime, local
administrations have been
instructed to impose local-
ized lockdowns.

To add to the chaos in
the bathroom, there's a new
variant of the virus in Ma-
harashtra called the "double
mutant." The question being
asked is, would Covishield
and Covaxin be effective on
this double jeopardy. The
Astra Zeneca is facing flak
in a dozen countries. And
Covishield is the Oxford-
AstraZeneca. So far, most
Indian media have main-
tained distance from report-
ing onwhatvaccinations are
doing to Indians, but there's
some disquieting news that
ought to be reported.

Isn't it telling that the
Modi Government is not
making a blitzkrieg of ask-
ing, persuading the general
population to go take the
Covid-19 jab? The deci-
sion's been left to individual
judgement. Youwantto take
it, go ahead. You don'twant,
stick around in the basement.
The hard truth is that lots of
people don't have trust in the
vaccine. They believe like
the no-Vaxers in the USA
thatthe Covid-19 package is
a Vaxtard conspiracy to cull
the population to half.

So far, India's overall
death tally is 1,60,692. But
the number, as long as it
stands in the background,
doesn't alarm, The major-
ity of Indians are not Vax-
tards. They don't want to
be Vaxtards. They want the
government to open up the
economy before the festival
of Holi, lift all restrictions
so that large crowds can
throng shopping areas in gay
abandon. It's as if Covid-
19 can be persuaded with
large numbers to stay out of
trouble! (IPA Service)
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Documentary
with Theatre In their veins

By ShomaA, Chatterii

omen in Indian theatre have
occupied considerable space
since its inception. However,

their contribution to the jatra format
and opera performances, including folk
theatre like tamasha and khemta have
never received much attention. Sohini
Dasgupta’s new documentary Drama
Queens pays tribute to three doyens of
theatre in India.

Sohini Dasgupta’s Drama
Queens traces the journeys of
three internationally renowned
women theatre personalities
of India who have made their
presence felt in the past few
decades.

Dasgupta shot into promi-
nence for her earlier documen-
tary | Could Not Be Your Son,
Mom, the first ever film on a
transgender more than a decade

ago about a boy who decides to
go through reconstruction sur-
gery to become a woman.

The three personalities who

have devoted their lives to the-
atre in the new documentary
are B. Jayashree, Moloyshree
Hashmi and Sabitri Heisnam.

hina -

By Atul K. Thakur

mish Raj Mulmi's un-

believable jubilation of

‘Nepal's turn to China
and his painstaking efforts in
proving the flawed argument
how all roads lead north--
sweeps over the possibility
of a genuine and unbiased ac-
count coming from him on
China's misadventures in the
South Asian region, their his-
torical progression and Ne-
pal's continuing vulnerability.
With 66-pages in notes and
purposefully featured details
without connecting the dots,
the book puzzles even a keen
watcher of Nepal. The chosen
plot is serious and the authors
preoccupied romantic notion
in dealing it makes the whole
narrative reductionist-- and
deeply biased in favour of
China, an expansionist force
in the northern neighbourhood
of Nepal.

The chosen plot is serious
and the author's preoccupied
romantic notion in dealing it
makes the whole narrative re-
ductionist -- and deeply biased
in favour of China, an expan-
sionist force in the northern
neighbourhood of Nepal.

With hindsight, the author
was not expected to juxtapose
the ground realities with his
uncaring assessment and pro-
jections -- overlooking the
fragile polity in country and
regional geo-strategic sensi-
tivities.

The misinterpretation knows
no bound when one reads it at
the fag end of the book (page
209-210):

hroug

"China in many things at

B. Jayashree is the creative
director of Spandana Theatre, an
amateur theatre company based
in Bengaluru established in
1976. Her grandfather was noted
theatre director Gubbi Veer-
anna, who founded the Gubbi
Veeranna Nataka Company. She
graduated from the National
School of Drama, Delhi, in 1973
where she trained under noted
theatre director and teacher
Ebrahim Alkazi. Jayashree
has also acted in films, worked
as a much-in-demand dubbing
artiste and is a gifted playback
singer.

However, Dasgupta focuses
more on her struggle as awoman
wanting to venture into theatre
and make it her way of life.
Jayshree performs and directs
mainly in Kannada, her native
language.

Moloyashree Hashmi is the
widow of renowned theatre
personality Safdar Hashmi who
was Killed by Hindu Right wing
goons in January, 1989, while

his group was -perform-in-g—a—

street play.

Moloyashree took up the
mantle he left behind and has
been carrying on the flag of the
group he founded, Janam (Jana
Natya Mancha) from the day

after his demise till this day.
Her mode of expression is street
theatre that explores topical
themes presented from a Leftist
perspective attacking capitalist,
feudal and exploitative forces in
the country.

Sabitri Heisnam is from Ma-
nipur. She received the Sangeet
Natak Akademi Award in 1991
and is also a Padmashri awardee
in recognition of her contribu-
tion to Manipuri theatre.

She is a legend in her life-
time. Those who have watched
her perform on stage will never
forget the mesmerising effect
she can create for her audi-
ence. After the demise of her
husband, mentor and teacher
Kanhaiyalal not very long ago,
she has helmed his theatre group
Kalakshetra. Her plays are often
based on great literary works of
Tagore (Dak Ghar) and Mahas-
veta Devi (Draupadi) investing
them with her own unique touch.
Her theatre combines dance,
song and histrionics which has

vested her with the prefix ‘Ima
meaning ‘mother’ in Meitei
language.

M oloyashree performs in
Hindi and attracts a massive
audience with her group’s street
theatre in Delhi and across the
northern parts of the country,
mainly in the Hindi-speaking
belts.

Asked if that the film on the
three women, legends though
they are, just touch the surface
of women’s contribution to In-
dian theatre, Dasgupta says, “I
selected my Drama Queens on
the basis of their genre of the-
atre primarily. Their forms are
very different from one another
- B. Jayashree does proscenium
theatre based on music and folk
theatre, Moloyoshree Hashmi is
into Street Theatre and Sabitri
Heisnam is into experimental
theatre. That gave my film a
nice variety.”

“l intended to explore their
lives and their work but mostly
their identity as an artiste - the

(SIX)

fight they fought as unconven-
tional women in a rather chal-
lenging time in society. It makes
me happy when | see the film
reaching out to a larger audi-
ence,” Dasgupta says.

Moreover, she says, in a 52-
minute documentary she could
not have included more subjects
and do justice to their stories.
“l am looking forward to a se-
ries in three parts focusing on
some more pioneering women
thespians. The Films Division
has produced this one. Perhaps
they will be interested in this
idea too,” she hopes.

The film, dotted with the
three women talking about their
long journey is interspersed
with a few abstracts from their
performances.

W hat strikes one is the op-
timism they radiate even as
they speak of their personal
tragedies.

Drama Queens was screened atthe
26th Kolkata International Film Festi-
val and atthe IFFIIn Goa. (TWF)

Nepal relations seen
the lens of a book

stand for, he travelled extra

once in Nepal today. It is miles and hurriedly write off
a superpower, a beneficent India as 'non-performing asset'
aid-giver, a friend in need, (page 213):

an essential provider, a de- "Far away, in Delhi, one
manding neighbour,

an older brother, a

competitor, a model

of development and AMISH RAJ MULM

a vision of a devel-
oped future. China
is changing regional
and global dynam-
ics in unprecedent-
ed way than Nepal.
As China declares
itself on the world
stage, Nepal wants
to tag along for the
ride. Relations have
never been better
than in the con-
temporary era, but
they need to be sus-
tained, nurtured and
developed as they
evolve. It is in Ne-
pal's interest to do
so, and imperative
to do it in a way that
acknowledged its
own aspirations."”

Mulmi's prose
would have earned
praise provided
he had written his
maiden book as an
official spokesper-
son of People's Re-
public of China, as an indepen-
dent observer, he had all the
reasons to cope any compul-
sion that made him voicing for
China despite its excesses at
home and in the world.

Just to shun India and down-
playing the complementar-
ity that India-Nepal relations
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could imagine a chuckle in
the corridors of South Block.
Nepal's politics, and its poli-
ticians, are a quagmire. Its
leaders play each other and its
neighbours constantly in the
struggle for power. India had
long waded into the puddle,
played the game and lost. Now,

it was China's turn."”

Such words are disservice
to Nepal, China -- as well as
India. While presenting Nepal
as a welcoming turf for 'tug

war',its sovereign status
is undermined. India's ties
with Nepal hold not much
significance, this book
suggests -- and China is
at loss as it is represented
in poor light as the 'next
interventionist power' in
Nepal.

The author acknowl-
edges the significance of
‘optics' in international
relations, however, he
appears .unassuming as
he selectively drops it as
a 'virtue' for judging the
political‘course of action
at homeland. Mulmi has
not enlightened his read-
ers' with loads of prefer-
ential sourced materials
-- besides his travels to
the places, meeting people
and presenting them as the
only authentic beholders of
truth. More often than not,
it seems, Mulmi counts not
much on the text, context
and people that have not
come his ways.

The author missed an
opportunity to write the
first major book about
India's share of contribu-

tions and mistakes in Nepal
as the closest ally integrated
through the tenets in social,
cultural, economic and dip-
lomatic realms -- Nepal's in-
ability to dissect the fallouts
of mixing the domestic and
international policies -- and
China's expansionism lever-

aging the hiccups in bilateral
relations between India and
Nepal. As a sovereign country
and functional democracy, Ne-
pal should claim for a greater
stake in South Asia.

It would be undeserving on
anyone's part, if such a chance
is denied for just polarising
the discourse -- thus leaving
behind the aspirations' of mass
Nepali.

Even from the nationalist
point of view too, it would be
much more worthwhile to give
due weightage to own action
-- rather accusing neighbours
of interventionism and still ex-
pecting them to stay involved
in rivalry at the geostrategic
hotspot, Nepal. No longer an
imagined one, it is very much
real now. A clear demarcating
line between the official and
social historiography is es-
sential for featuring the most
pressing issues, concerning
masses.

The book fails to observe
this and sadly offers confron-
tation rather the. peaceful co-
existence, its well-deserved
due (page 218-219):

"Kathmandu’s determination
to stand up to what it calls
Indian 'bullying' has been par-
tially driven by the weight of a
newly resurgent China behind
it. And China will only become
stronger hereon, and Delhi's
ability and influence within
the Kathmandu establishment
will continue to weaken if it
does not swiftly recognise
and address the. foundational
shortcomings in the bilateral
relationship.”

Negating the actual obser-

vations of King Tribhuvan
and King Mahendra on the
significance of accepting the
neighbourhood in its shape
and spkit can't be pragmatic
at this point of time when
Nepal's 'tryst with the de-
mocracy' is still fogged with
self-inflicted challenges like
endemic corruption and lack
of responsibility bearing in
public life. Be it the political
or economic repercussions of
China's excesses in Pakistan
and Sri Lanka and letting both
the countries compromising
their sovereign status under
guise of the 'developmental
projects' they found no partic-
ular elaboration from Mumli.
This is again very disappoint-
ing since he could have done
some damage control here by
commenting on China's territo-
rial aggression, including near
the borders with Nepal.

Mulmi's book should get a
long shelf-life, in the official
circle, it should be used widely
for reference. His words are
comforting for

Nepal's northern neighbour,
the book should get translated
in Mandarin for adding up to
China's existing archives of
propaganda and misnomers.
More than the diplom atic
cables, this will give moments
of fleeting happiness to the
muscle-flexing policy mak-
ers in China. The political
classes in Nepal will remain
indifferent, this way, they will
continue to avail their inno-
cence. India will continue to
be a friend, both officially and
people front. Lest we forget
it! (IANS)
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Stories take time to
come on paper

By Vishnu M akhiiani

n idea, an experience or
even a fleeting moment
can become a story. But

unique way that amalgamates
technology and spirituality
through the internet; a man full
of love who can sing Bulleh Shah
and the woman who has lost her

the story does not get wrikfeih the 1984 anti-Sikh riots;

immediately after you think
of it.

Sometimes the story ideas live dor-
mant in the mind for years and then one
day, become stories, says the multifac-
eted Dr C.S. Lakshmi.

Lakshmi, an independent
researcher and archivist in
Women’s Studies for more than
40 years and who, writing
under the pseudonym Ambai,
has been a significant voice in
Tamil literature for the past four
decades with her stories about
love, relationships, quests and
journeys.

"One can mull over a story
idea every day after it has oc-
curred and yet not write it.
The mind keeps going to it and
working on it and then one day
when one sits down it is ready
to become a story.

It is only a question of rec-
ognising that moment when it
can become a story,” Ambai told
IANS in an interview.

"A Red-necked Green Bird",
her seventh collection of short
stories, translated from Tamil
by G.J.V. Prasad, a former Pro-
cessor of English at JNU, has
just been published by Simon

Schuster.

« Myths and legendsjostle with
jthe contemporary in these sto-
ries where social issues of our
Jtimes resonate with the inevita-
bility of the past.

I The lyricism of Carnatic
ragas permeate the pages of
this quiet and powerful book in
.Which love is rendered in all its
immeasurable avatars - paren-
tal, carnal, platonic, romantic,
divine.

* There is the woman who re-
invents the notion of love.in a

the woman in the title story who
stands by her deaf daughter but
understands why her husband
must leave the home they have
built with love all these years;
the man who finds out what it is
to be awoman after a dip in the

Red nerted.
Urevn

Bird
Ambai
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pond. These are stories shorn of
sentimentality but have a deep
understanding of what it means
to live, to love and to die.

How did ,she come to adopt
the short story format?

"That is the only format that
worked for me. When | was
young | tried writing poetry
but they were really bad poems!
I have kept them for myself.
Even now occasionally | may
write something like a poem but
I know it is it is not a poem. |
wrote an adventure novel for
children when | was 16 and
another iYViadult' novel when |
was about 19. Both of them won
prizes. The adventure novel is

fine considering | was only 16.
But the other one on platonic
love is a very immature novel
written when | knew nothing
about either love or the body.
Since then the novel format has
not worked for me.

I enjoy writing short stories
and | find the short story for-
mat quite challenging,” Ambai
explained.

To that extent, her writing
blends seamlessly with her work
in the sphere of Women's Stud-
ies over the past 40 years. How
has the scenario evolved, what
are the deficiencies that remain
and how can they be resolved?

"l have done work on Tamil
women writers and their writ-
ing and have also done work on
women musicians, dancers and
painters.

The work done on writers,
musicians and dancers has come
out as books. Women's Studies
came out of the women's move-
ment and it took time for it to
evolve as a discipline and get
due recognition.

"Itis an interdisciplinary area
of studies and a lot of work has
been done and a lot remains to
be done like in any other dis-
cipline.

There will always be lacunas
in any area of studies which
keep getting pointed out and
then new studies come up to
fill the lacunas. Considering
the vast area Women's Studies
covers,

And don't remain separate.
They have a way of blending
into one another. One can't make
out where one ends and the other
begins, the borders are very
blurred. It is like not knowing
where the river ends and the sea
begins. One does not really have
to make an effort. 1 do research
because | am interested in the
human condition with gender as
a factor and | write for the same
reason,” Ambai maintained.

Her third avatar is as Direc-
tor of SPARROW. What does
this entail?

"This is avery difficult ques-
tion to be answered briefly. Like
someone once asked me to speak

about Tamil literature in five
minutes!
To put it briefly, in

SPARROW ,which is an acronym
for Sound & Picture Archives
for Research on Women, we
collect oral history and visual
material on the life and history
of women. We do this in many
different formats like books,
journals, films, visual material
like photographs.

"It is an archives registered as
a trust and we feel that archiving
is also being actively engaged in
bringing about change.

We have also made documen-
taries and published books. We
take up many activities like
workshops, writers' meets,
photo exhibitions and so on ba-
sically because we believe that
positive change is possible only

I think a lot ofgood work haswhen we understand women's

been done taking into consid-
eration many different aspects
that cover women's lives in their
varied identities and activities
and women's history,” Ambai
elaborated. .

How does she balance these
two activities?

"W hatever activities one
takes ujp they are what one's life
is all about.

‘Star - Gazing’

By PL Ajai Bhambi

Moon parallel Sun on your solar retum chart and It win give wonderful resullts lor
the whole year. You will be having a lot of energy End passion to get the things
right And will have a killer instinct to hit the bull's eye. New opportunities will knock
your door and you will grab them with both hands. Your ability © focus on matteis
of importance win bring praise from colleagues. You will also be given some big
responsibility in your job. This will bring you name and fame. People wilt take note
ofyou. Your standrig in professional and social circle will increase. Your monitoly
condition will be excellent. And you may receive some property in gift from
relatives. You ww also get Involved in a long lasting romantic relation. Utimately
you may decide to get married.

Aries: (March 21 - April 20)

The doors of progress are going t open for you. Your income
will rise. You will have achievements at your workplace. Every-
thing that was studk up ttl nowwill gather momentum There are
chances of buying movable and immovable property. Your boss
and seniors will be happy with your work.  You will receive good
news regarding career and progress of your children. You will
give a stiff challenge to competitors and commercial opponents
and put difficult objectives in front of them. You will work diligertly
and with full seriousness fulfill your tasks. You will get desired
assistance from friends and you will be ready t© help your friends
in an possible ways. You will enjoy excellent relationship with
your spouse/partner.

Taurus: (April 21 - May 21)

You will keep your fife balanced. You will plan expansion of
business on a large scale. It is a very favorable phase tor
business or business related activities. Your bosses wiH be
happy with your performance. If you keep on working with
devotion, success will come to your way for sure. You need
keep extreme focus on your work and business. Your financial
pasition will be stable. You will wai< hard t eam money. Stu-
dents will focus on their study whole heartedly. The people, who
are doing hard work to get a job, will achieve their goal ulti
mately. Give proper attention to your health. And friends will also
help you financially. Auspicious events will keep taking place.
Keep your spirits up.

Gemini: (May 22 - June 21)
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You will be meking best use of your talents and capab\Wies. You
will shine in your work. You wit also increase your profits. You
will take tough decisions in business and trade, which will keep
your influence and domination intact. You will be in a strong and
stable position financially. You will find inspiration for new woik.
Do not trust others in money matters. You will also extend a hand
of friendship to a relative or friend. You will have good gains from
family side. Your family members and friends will look forward
towards you for help. You will enjoy good bonding with your
mate/spouse. Auspicious functions will keep taking place. Your
noble deeds will bring you good name and fame.

Cancer: (June 22 - July 22)

You will receive some good news from a relative. It wiH lift your
spirit. Something will come to the fore that you wanted to keep a
secret. Money might be stalled, but you will make all efforts to
obtain your am. Change in your attitude and behavior will take
you towards betterment. You will be active for achieving your
am. Guests may arrive. You will develop contacts with new
people. You will also take some permanent work in hand. You
will also get money from unexqected sources. You will be inter-
ested in religious woiks, although busy; you will be immersed in
social work. The blessings of eiders in the family will help you
mowe ahead. You will be elated.

Leo: (July 23 « August 23)
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There will be marked improverment in your health. You might take
part in a function. There can be some minor altercations be-
tween partners but matter will get resolved quickly. You will
contact your near and dear ones. There will be happiness in
mamed life. You will move towards your objective with concen-
tration. You will also get success in govenment related works.
Your hard work and dedication will yield positive results. You wil
also do socially useful work whose resullts will be long-esting.
You win get positive and fruitful results if you use your intell-
gence and thinking power. There will be financial gains. You will
also make investments in property and shares.

Virgo: (August 24 - September 22)
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There will be increase in positive domestic ervironment. You will
feel more energetic. You will do each work with full sincerity, hard
work and responsibility and will get the desired results. Thase
doing jobs will be busy in pleasing their bosses. But you will
focus your attertion on future goals. There will be mutLel under—
standing between husband and wife, there will be profit in your
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business and your self confidence will improve magically. The
pah of money going out is stronger than that of money coming
in. There are chances of infamy in matters of love. Be careful and
cautious, thase whom you trust will betray you. People might take
advantage of your emotional nature. But you will have common
sense to arrive at a correct decision. You will undertake busi-
ness related trips which will prove beneficial in the long run

Libra: (September 23 - October 23)

You wH be sharing your feelings with your closed ones. Your
chance meeting with an influential person win pave the way of
success foryou. You will do all your woric with sincerity. You will
be given a new responsibility at woift. They will get completed.
You will also listen to people's problems very sympathetically
and try o find solutions t them. You will meet an old friend or
relative and feel happy. You win get respite fiom worries. Your
work will get completed soon. Due to your team efforts long
pending disputes and problems will be settled. Your personality
will grov and you will get credit for things. You wH establish a
good balance with your partner and business people. You will
try new practices in business.

Scorpio:(October 24 - November 22)

There is going 1 take some significant tum with regard t your
career. You ocould be promoted all of a sudden. There are
chances of being successful in competitive exams. You will
invest in your children and will get the blessings of your parents.
You will also listen t people’s problems and try o find a solution.
Lovers will be united after a long gap. You will decide © do
something new and would not rest till the work is done. All your
tasks will get completed. Thase doing jobs will get the desired
work You wiHalso meetan old friend or acquaintance which will
make you nostalgic by evocation of past

Sagittarius: (November 23 - December 21)

Your work will get completed with ease. You will also get Support
of some senior official. You will be very ambitious in yourjob. You
will be highly extolled and will have special interest In spiritual
matters. Plans for doing something special will be made. You will
be more than busy in family programs and functions. You will
also take out time for romance, hobbies and entertainment. You
will also get morey fram somewhere. Your hopes and expecta
tions will soar. And your attitide towards life will be positive. Your
efforts will be fruitful. You will also get the blessings of your
parents and elders. In matters related to division of property time
will be in your favor.

Capricorn: (December 22 « January 20)

The number of your contacts will expand. it will prove beneficial
for you. You will achieve your aims and objectives on time. You
will be in a strong and secured financial condition. There will be
an indination t do something new at every momert, there will
be an inflow of money. The graph of your respect and prestige
will go up and you will be successful in competitions and exami-
nations. You will be energetic at work: Despite your busy sched
ule your family will be your priority. You will not compromise with
self-respect at any cost. You will be busy in prayers, meditation
and religious works. Dont be careless at any cost.

Aquarius: (January 21 - February 18)

Your dominance at your workplace will continue. f you decide t
do something, you will be able to do it at any cost There will be
an increase in your fame and respect. You will work hard in your
field and win everyone's heart. The blessings, advice and
inspiration will help you to meke progress in your career. Ad
financially also you will be strong. You will complete a¢ works on
time by the grace of god. You will be busy but will retain the
amicability in personal relationship. Most of your time will be
spent in amusement and entertainment. I govemment mattels
you are moving towards success. The wony that was inere for a
long time will be put o rest.

Pisces: (February 19 - March 20)

The peth of money going out is stronger than that of morey
coming in. You will get full credit to your some worthy deed. You
may also care for your social obligations which is must. You will
use your experience to expand your business and you will get
success. You may touch a peak of success, as this phase is quite
favorable. Your family members and colleagues will extend their
full support  you. You will enjoy vehicular and properly comfort,
and affection fram your mother as well. You may get promotion in
service. You will work on your strategy reaching greater heights
professionally while also discharging your domestic duties with
responsibility. You may have to attend some function and per-
form some religious ceremonies. It will keep you busy.

lives, history and struggles for
self-respect and human dignity,”
Ambai said.

W hat next? Is she working
on a new collection of short
stories?

"l am eternally working on a
new collection of stories. That
is something | will never cease
to do | think," Ambai concluded.
(IANS)

(SEVEN)

Dante's 700th
death anniversary
In Italy

vents were held across
E Italy to commemorate the
700th birth anniversary
of poet Dante Alighieri, whose
"The Divine Comedy" is deemed
the most important poem of
the Middle Ages and the great-
est literary work in the Italian
language.
More than 100 events were

held on Thursday after March 25
was decreed as a National Day
("Dantedi") last year, reports
Xinhua news agency.

"His coherence must be a
model for us," President Sergio
M attarella said in an interview
with the country's leading daily
Il Corriere della Sera.

"Although I'm not fully con-
vinced of the opportunity to ac-
tu~lise historical figures and to
compare the medieval country
to what Italy is today, I think
we must emphasize his (Dante's)
ability to transcend his own
times and provide teachings
that are forever valid," he ex-
plained.

M attarella said that Dante
has been "a point of reference
and a source of inspiration for
generations of Italians, regard-
less of their specific situation

across the different centuries
and ages”.

Dante was a poet, a renowned
scholar and a philosopher.

He was born in Florence in
1265. He is primarily known
as the author of "The Divine
Comedy", an epic poem di-
vided into three books 6f equal
length and considered by critics

and historians
to be the pre-
eminent work
in Italian.

The largest
celebrations on
Thursday were

held in Flor-
ence, Verona
and Raven-
na, the three
Italian cities
that hosted

and protected
Dante during
his turbulent
life.
Florence
was his birth-
place; in Verona, he stayed
after fleeing Florence and that
is whfere his descendants still
live; and he spent his last years
in Ravenna, where his tomb is
also located.

In the city of Parma (ltaly’s
Capital of Culture in 2020-
2021), a complete series of
illustrations of "The Divine
Comedy" was on display, and
an exhibition in Forli brought
together depictions of Dante's
image by ancient and modern
artists.

All events on Thursday were
restricted and many were held
online due to the coronavirus
measures currently in force in
the country.

The celebrations will con-
tinue throughout the year with
numerous conferences, lectures,
readings and shows.(IANS)

Career options In
Nutrition

By Ranjan K Baruah

e eat food for getting
energy and we also get
engaged in different ac-
tivities for which we need good food
for good health, We have been study-
ing about the importance ofbalanced
diet since our school days. In simple
we can say that nutrition is must
for pour progress. Well, nutrition is
the biochemical and physiological
process by which an organism uses
food to support its life. It includes
ingestion, absorption, assimilation,
biosynthesis, catabolism and excre-
tion, In simple it is the process of
taking in food and transferring it
into energy and additional essential
nutrients vital for our life. It plays
a pivotal role in leading a healthy
life.
In a country like India there is
a paradox which tells us that there
are people who can easily afford
nutritious foods where as there are
millions who still needs it. There are
scopes ofexperts to work in the field
of ensuring nutrition to children
of this country in many parts like
rural areas or people belonging to
financially marginalized communi-
ties. We are talking about it because
nutrition can be a career options for
many in India and also in abroad as
there are changes in lifestyles.
There are courses like nutrition
and dietetics in many colleges and
universities which can be pursued
after completing senior secondary or
graduation. There are graduations,
post graduation, diploma courses
available in the country and in
abroad. Aspirants shall get a broad
understanding of clinical nutrition,
food science, sports nutrition, pub-
lic health nutrition and its control
on human health and well-being. A
Nutrition professional offers super-
vision to people, families, and or-
ganizations on how to change food,
lifestyle, etc., for healthy living.
Career opportunities in the field
of nutrition includes - Certified
Nutrition Specialist, Clinical Dieti-
cian, Dietetic Technicians, Holistic
Nutritionist, Licensed Nutritionists,

Nutrition Specialties, Registered
Dieticians, Registered Nurses,
Rehabilitation Counsellors, Sports
Nutritionist, among others.
Students may also choose home
science or community science as a
subject of their studies if they want
to be in the field of nutrition.
Nutritionist may work in different

sector which includes government
as well as private sector. They may
also become selfemployed and start
their own ventures. Some of the
area where they may work includes
Hospitals (Government and Pri-
vate), Multinational Corporations,
Research and Advocacy, Schools,
Private Clinics, Nursing Homes,
Community Health Programmes,
Wellness Centers, Fitness Clubs,
Health Product Companies, Diabetic
Clinics, International Organisations
like UNICEF, etc.

The Prime Minister’s Overarch-
ing Scheme for Holistic Nutrition
or POSHAN Abhiyaan or National
Nutrition Mission, is Government
of India’s flagship programme to
improve nutritional outcomes for
children, pregnant women and
lactating mothers. Launched by the

Prime Minister on the occasion of
the International Women’s Day on
8 March, 2018 from Jhunjhunu in
Rajasthan, the POSHAN (Prime
Minister’s Overarching Scheme for
Holistic Nutrition) Abhiyaan directs
the attention ofthe country towards
the problem of malnutrition and
address it in a mission-mode. 16th

March to 31st March is POSHAN
fortnight and many activities are car-
ried out to ensure proper nutrition.
Programme like POSHAN Abhiyan
reminds us the importance of nutri-
tion and the scopes in the field of
nutrition.

Apart from working in the com-
munity there are options in the met-
ros too due to increase of lifestyle
diseases. Aspirants with employabil-
ity skills and qualification may work
in both urban and rural areas when
it comes to nutrition. As mentioned
earlier there are also scopes to start
new ventures or begin with startups
related to nutrition.

(Ranjan K Baruah is a career
mentor and skill trainer and can be
reached at 8473943734 or bkran-
jan@gmail.com)
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always has been.”

— Jim Butcher

The Shillong Times

Vol No:LXI1I No.221

SHILLONG. MONDAY. MARCH 29.2021

Signals from Dhaka

FRIENDSHIP is a two-way traffic. It’s impor-
tant thatboth sides remain cautious and positive
about carrying this forward. The two-day visit
by Prime Minister NarendraModi to Bangladesh
marking the 50th anniversary o fthe formation of
Bangladesh in 1971 was marred by anti-India,
anti-Modi protests that killed several people in
multiple locations. This cast a shadow over the
visit and will further vitiate the anti-Indiamood
in sections of the population there. India’s sup-
port to the Mukti Bahini independence move-
ment in the liberation of East Pakistan from the
domination ofthe other Pakistan is well-known.
Ever since, for large parts, the newly formed
Bangladesh remained friendly towards India
and continued to look at Pakistan with suspi-
cion. The largely Bengali-speaking population
ofBangladesh has more affinity to Indians than
to the Punjabi-dominated Pakistanis. As Prime
Minister, Sheikh Hasina, daughter of Indepen-
dence leader Mujibur Rahman, maintained
cordial relations with India through successive
tenns. The same cannot be said about Khaleda
Zia, Hasina’s principal political rival, who has
been put to a comer by the-effective governance
styles of the Awami League leader.

Sending illegal migrants back to Bangladesh
provided they are duly identified to have come
from that country, is not a bad idea. However,
when the Modi government brought in laws, it
acted in a crude manner and gave the impression
that the pro-Hindu BJP was trying to drive Mus-
lims out of India. No government can allow il-
legal migration. That India slept over it and kept
the border unguarded for decades is a testament
to the poor governance systems here. These mi-
grants, having ended up herb and settled down
peacefully for generations, are now listed for
deportation. Herein lies the rub! There is no
treaty between Bangladesh and India for ‘return
migration.” The utterances by Home Minister
Amit Shah terming Bangladeshi immigrants as
termites have soured relations between the two
countries even as both governments are putting
up afacade of mutual respect. But the Bangla-
deshi public know better the state of affairs in
India. The manner in which things have shaped
up in the past two years has given the impres-
sion that India is becoming anti-Muslim. This
had its echo in the Middle East, where millions
from India are gainfully employed. It has had
its echo in Malaysia and several other Muslim
nations. Now, the violent protests against PM
Modi in Bangladesh added a new dimension to
this and raised a question mark over future India-
Bangladesh ties. India is a beautiful mosaic of
races, religions, castes and communities. Hence
those who govern the country must be mindful
of their words and deeds and make sure every
segment o fthe society is properly taken care of
without any discrimination.

l.ctUTs to the Editor

A cogent
judgment!

Editor,

It is indeed a happy
occasion to note that the
learned Division Bench of
the Hon’ble High Court of
Meghalaya, by virtue of its
Judgment dated March 26,
2021, in the MCS recruit-
ment case, was pleased to
dismiss and set aside the ap-
peal by the unsuccessful can-
didates who had participated
in the MCS Junior Grade
Preliminary Examination,
about 3 years ago. According
to the said Judgment, it was
observed that there was no
merit in their appeal, which
challenged an earlier judg-
ment of the learned Single
Judge delivered on January
27, 2021, and that through
well settled pronouncements
of the Hon’ble Supreme
Court of India and various
High Courts in the country, it
is a laid down principle that
unsuccessful participants of
any public examination, can-
not, after their participation
in the examination process,
turn around to challenge
the method of selection and
procedure adopted by the
authority conducting the
examination.

Further, the Judgment has
reaffirmed the previousjudg-
ment of an earlier learned
Division Bench of the High
Court of Meghalaya, dated
December 10,2019 (also af-
firmed by Supreme Court of

India on January 09, 2020),
which had implicitly con-
sidered the question as to
whetherthe rules ofthe game
were changed afterthe game
had begun, and specifically
on the question ofthe MPSC
notice dated October 22,
2018, which was actually the
primary point of challenge.
Overall, in the final judg-
ment ofthe learned Division
Bench ( March 26, 2021), it
can be safely inferred that
there exists no legal chal-
lenge whatsoever of sub-
stance to the process 0ofMCS
recruitment examination and
thus, the entire examination
as it is stands, which makes
the procedure very lawful
and legal.

I, onbehalfofall 576 suc-
cessful candidates, express
our heartfelt and sincere
gratitude to the Hon’ble High
Court OfMeghalaya for such
a cogent andjustifiablejudg-
mentand we are thankful that
justice has been delivered to
us at last.

Yours etc.,
Jeremiah S
Via email

On being Khasi
and Indian

Editor,

Joining the discourse initi-
ated by Dominick Rymbai,
‘On Being Indian and Khasi’
(ST Feb. 17&18, 2021) |
would like to take a page or
two from the Maitshaphrang
Ideology as posted on our

Fate of the rivers
IN Jantia hills

World Water day was be-
ing celebrated every year
and this year too, the day
was celebrated albeit with
less fun and fanfare because
of COVID-19. Nevertheless
the importance ofconserving
water which is the basis of
life should not play second
fiddle to the pandemic. Wa-
ter is the essence of life and
according to science life on
earth begins in water, but the
question is how are we treat-
ing the water now? In factthe
future of any society largely
depends on how the commu-
nity treats the water bodies in
the neighbourhood.

While in Shillong there is
a strong motivated movement
to clean Umkaliar which is
part of Wah Umkhrah, a dif-
ferent story is in the making
in Jowai town. In spite of
the fact that Wah Umkhrah
is in a stage where pollution
has reached its tip, there is
a concerted effort to clean a
portion of the river by spir-
ited group ofpeople who are
determined to see that the
river is clean.

Taking a leaf from what
is happening with the River
Umkhrah in Shillong, the
people of Jowai have initi-
ated efforts to save river
Myntdu from going the Wah
Umkhrah way. People who
do not want to see the riv-
er Myntdu suffer the same
fate as Wah Umkhrah have
organised themselves and
started working to protect
and conserve the river.

Initially it was the Jafitia
Fishing Association which
is as an association of An-
glers with the sole purpose
of protect fishes in the river,
who took unto themselves the
mantle to protect the river. To
begin with the Association’s
main objective was to protect
the rivers particularly the
portion around Jowai town
from indiscriminate killing
of fishes by unscrupulous
elements. The massKkilling of
fishes by bad element in the
society ,by using chemicals
and explosives has greatly
affected the aquatic life and
quality of the water in the
river.

1 Then one thing led to
the other and the JFA which
started with the sole purpose
of protecting the fishes, rea-
lised the need to do more to
achieve their goal. In 2007
the Association revised its
constitution and renamed as

Jafitia Fishing and Environ- .

ment Protection Association,
Jowai. To protect the river
and the aquatic life in it, the
Organisation initiated the
construction of three check

website which begins with
a quotation by Enro Rubik,
“No one can change their
origins; if they do they be-
come foreigners for the rest
of their lives”.

Moses who had a chance
to live and become an Egyp-
tian Pharaoh if he renounced
his origin chose to identify
himself according to his ori-
gin and to live like a Jewish
slave. Moses never denied his
Jewish origins. He lived like
a slave but he finally led his
people to freedom.

In recent years, Sonia
Gandhi’s foreign origin was
questioned and opposed yet
till date she did notrenounce
her Italian origins although
she is an Indian citizen and
till a few years back she
was one ofthe few powerful
women in the world. Many
Indians are also elated that
Kamala Harris the newly
elected Vice President ofthe
United States of America
is (if not fully) of Indian
origin.

We belong to the Hyn-
niewtrep/ Khasi nation (u
Khynriam, u Pnar, u Bhoi, u
War, u Lyngngam, u Maram,
u Mawsynram, etc.) by ori-
gin and we cannot do away
with this fact of life even if
we change our names, our
titles, our citizenships or even
our faces through plastic
surgery. The Definition of a
Khasi is anyone whose both
parents or either one them
are Khasis and who proudly
identifies himself/ herself
as a Khasi within the state

ByHHMohrmen

dams at the different part of
the river Myntdu.

The major project un-
dertaken by the Association
is converting Syntu Ksiar
into a fish sanctuary. This
is also another illustration
showcasing what a successful
convergence of the different
government departments can
achieve. The fish sanctuary
is now a major tourist attrac-
tion in the town. The success
of this project is because
of the support of different
government agencies which
include Superintendent of
Fisheries West Jantia Hills
District from the project
Aqua Mission, District Basin
Development Unit from the

<O»r< . -

Integrated Basin Develop-
mentand Livelihood Project,
the office ofthe ChiefExecu-
tive Member of Jafitia Hills
Autonomous District Council
and of course contribution
of the Association. It may

also be mentioned that the.

Jantia Hills Autonoliffitfs
District Council has gener-
ously issued a No Objection
Certificate to the JF&EPA
allowing the organisation to
start working on the project.
The organisation also signed
an MOU with the Council to
this effect.

Now the Association has
shifted its focus to another
problem which is a threat
to the river which is caused
by pollution. Pollution is a
major concern not only for
the people ofJowai but by all
those who depend on this riv-
er. The river Myntdu which
flows round Jowai town is
not only considered a deity
by a sizeable populationwho
live init, buttill today it isthe

and outside the state as well,
and who is ready to fight and
defend the land and the rights
of the Khasis, irrespective
of his/her religious or non
religious affiliations.

Hence in this world today
that is being increasingly
divided and identified along
community and ethnic lines,
the identity issue is becoming
increasingly important When
we go outside India and we
introduce ourselves that we
are from India, people will
want to know from which
part of India and what com-
munity we belong to. When
they learn that we are from
the Khasi community, how
would we like the world to
respond and react? Positively
or negatively?

To ensure that we receive
a positive response, the vi-
sion of the Maitshaphrang
is to aspire that one of the
historic moments ofthe Hyn-
niewtrep people will be when
we declare one day that in
terms ofquality and meritwe
do not want reservation. We
will compete and contribute
with the rest of India and
the world on an equal foot-
ing and scholarship will be
based only on merit (without
leaving out the economically
weaker sections of our com-
munity). This in turn will
further strengthen our fight-
ing spirit. Reservation will
only be in terms of quantity/
population, because being a
small populated community
surrounded by much larger
populated communities, we

only source of water supply
for the town. As the popula-
tion of the town growd, the
river is also affected from
pollution in the form of solid
and liquid waste produced
by the citizens of the town.
To help control the flow of
these wastes to the source of
drinking water for the people
of the town which is located
downstream of the river, the
Association in collaboration
with different government
departments and agencies
constructed three check dams
along the river.

The major threat to the
river is waste produced by
the residents and shopkeepers
of the town and lawmusiang

area in particular which is a
commercial area of Jowai.
To control the flow of waste
particularly plastics into the
river, the JF&EPA recently
constructed a plastic check
dam which is intended to
patch th$,waste,# OO},
market area to the river.
The project is being funded
by the MP (LS) local area
development scheme. The
river Myntdu is as it is today
because of the JF&EPA and
the proactive support of the
Dorbar Chnong ofJowai and
the village around it.

In addition to the efforts
made by the Association,
very recently another move-
ment ofyoung people which
include residents ofthe town
and villages near the river
was started. The sole objec-
tive of this project under the
leadership of Khroo Lam-
salanki Pariat is also to pro-
tect Myntdu. Butthe people’s
movement can only do so
much. No matter how strong

need 100% political reserva-
tion. ,

Another historic moment
iswhen we declare that inthe
near future for those among
the Hynniewtrep people who
have reached a certain level
of income, we will pay In-
come tax and contribute to
the growth and progress of
India like any other Indian
who pays Income tax.

One day when our people
have reached this level of
achievement, | am sure then,
that when our children and
their generations go out-
side the state and introduce
themselves as Khasis , India
and the rest of the world
will be proud to make their
acquaintance.

Yours etc.,
Michael N Syiem,
Via email

Positive steps
by Govt of
Meghalaya

Editor,

The entire world is strug-
gling to reduce the spread
of COVID-19. Vaccination
drives are being carried on,
and people are constantly
advised to wear masks and
use hand sanitizers. Mental,
physical and economic stress
is witnessed among a large
section ofthe public because
ofnumerous reasons after the
outbreak of the pandemic.
Keeping in view the pres-
ent situation of uncertainty,

and vibrant the movement is,
the effort will become futile if
the government does not lend
its helping hand to support the
endeavour.

The people of Jowai are
lucky in that the courttoo has
come to their support in their
effort to protect and preserve
Myntdu. The National Green
Tribunal, hearing the case
filed by a resident of the
town passed an order which
prohibited construction of
buildings on the banks ofthe
river. But sadly the order was
not respected. Construction
even as close as one meter
on the banks ofthe river was
not stopped by the authorities
concerned. There are not only
illegal constructions but even
encroachment on govern'
ment land near the old iron
bridge at Trei'ongriang on the
Jowai Amlarem Dawki road.
People have encroached on
both sides of the old bridge
and the officials of the PWD
chose to turn their blind eye
to the encroachment.

The attempt made by the
people ofthe town to prevent
river Myntdu from becoming
like Wah Umkrah will not
succeed if the departments
and governmentagenciesturn
a blind eye to the problem
that badly affects the river.
One ofthe important steps to
ensure that Myntdu does not
go the Wah Umkhrah way is
by ensuring that no construc-
tion ofhouses are allowed on
the banks ofthe river. Rivers
being the subject ofthe ADC
as per the Sixth Schedule and
the District Administration
Vide NGT order can ensure
that no construction is made
near the river Myntdu.

But the good news is ex-
pected to come from Su-
napyrdi where the efforts to
rejuvenate the river Lukha
is undertaken by the District
Administration with the sup-
port of the local represents
tive of the communities in
the area. The preparation
for the process which uses
algaeto cleanthe water inthe
river in that area is currently
being prepared. Rupees 2.5
crQre was sanctioned by the
government from the District
Mineral Fund to clean the
toxins in river water. In both
these cases it is the public
which is inthe forefront ofthe
fight to conserve the water in
the rivers.

Hopefully the Deputy
Commissioners of the re-
spective districts will make an
effort to see that the water in
the rivers which is the lifeline
ofthe people is clean.

Email: hhmohrmen67@
gmailcom

the recent decision of the
Meghalaya Government to
reduce the prices of RAT(
Rapid Antigen Test) from Rs
500 to Rs 250 and RT-PCR
Test( Reverse Transcriptase
Polymerase Chain Reaction
Test) from Rs 1000 to Rs 500
is a welcome step.

To ensure the safety ofthe
public, COVID tests were
conducted at entry points
of various states and it was
the need of the hour that the
COVID tests be set at a stan-
dard price that the common
man could afford. The initia-
tive taken by the Meghalaya
Government in this regard
will bring great relief to the
common man. Moreover, it
will also attract many tourists
to the Scotland of the East.
The government has taken the
above action keeping in mind
the "Below Poverty Line
(BPL) section™ and "highrisk
individuals in containment
zones," and made the COVID
tests free for them. This must
be applauded. Overall, the
active cooperation of the
Government, the medical
and paramedical staffand the
frontline workers will help
us control the spread of the
disease.

Yours etc.,
Partha Pratim Duarah
Via email

Articles and letters ap-
pearing on this page are
the views of the writers/
authors and not that of
The Shillong Times

Wooing Matua voters in marginal
constituencies was also his focus

Narendra Modi had
an eye on Bengal poll
during Bangladesh visit

By Arm Srivastava

Prime Minister Narendra
Modi during his two day
visit to Bangladesh certainly
strengthened India’s bilateral
ties with its neighbour but his
programme in Bangladesh
also took care of his party’s
compulsions in the assembly
polls in Bengal which began
on March 27 .His visit to the
birthplace of the founder of
the Matua community who
have influence in poll bound
districts of Bengal, had his
party interests in mind.

Though Modi and his
dose aide Amit Shah have
focussed on consolidating
the Hindu vote to oust the
ruling Trinamool Congress
in Bengal, only a day ahead
of Modi’s visit to Bangla-
desh Amit Shah has struck
ajarring note by saying that
illegal infiltrators were “eat-
ing” up the rights and rations
of the people of Bengal.
This allegation coming from
Shah could not be dismissed
in a casual manner. It has
certainly awider implication
and was aimed to embarrass
the neighbour.

He is citing infiltration
from Bangladesh to polarise
Hindu votes in Bengal. Ad-
dressing a rally in Purulia,
he said, “The infiltrators are
taking away your income;
you don’t getto earnbecause
ofthe infiltrators. You aren’t
getting (your full quota of)
rice because the infiltrators
are eating it”. What does it
imply? But raising the is-
sue coinciding with the visit
unravels new dynamics of
the political relation that In-
dia intends to maintain with
Bangladesh. Shah had earlier
called infiltrators “termites”.

This tour of Modi to Ban-
gladesh was important for

* t

Matua leaderswas evident in
his pre-departure statement
that he would interact with
the Matua Hindus at Ora-
kandi in Gopalganj during
the visit. Inthis backdrop his
remark is quite important;
“l am particularly looking
forward to my interaction
with representatives of the
Matua community at Ora-
kandi, from where Sri Sri
Harichandra Thakur-ji dis-
seminated his pious mes-
sage”.

The importance ofModi’s
Orakandi visit lies in the fact
that the BJP is yet to deliver
on its promise ofimplement-
ing the CAA. A section of
the Matua namasudras is
impatient because the rules
have not been framed...this
has leftpeople inthe dark on
the modalities ofgetting citi-
zenship through this Act.

Thursday however, wit-
nessed a large protest at the
heart of Dhaka led by Jubo
Adhikar Parishad, against
the visit of Modi. At least
four people were killed in
the Bangladeshi city of Chit-
tagong after police fired at
protesters. Thousands of
protesters had gathered out-
side Dhaka’s Baitul Mokar-
ram mosque after the Friday
prayers. Protests held across
Bangladesh accused Modi
ofstoking religious tensions
and persecuting Muslims in
India. They even slammed
Modi for “killing Muslims in
Gujarat, Kashmir, Delhi and
other parts of India”.

Maulana Mamunul
Haque, secretary-general of
Hefazat-e-Islam, a political
organisation said;* People
are angry with Modi as
his government has passed
several laws which make

ek
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is keen on using theissue topolarise voters-
ahead ofthe Assemblypolls.

more than one reason. While
the Bangladesh Prime Minis-
ter Sheikh Hasina had invited
Modi to be the chief guest
on the occasion of 50 years
of liberation of the country,
Modi has been working on
his ambitious plans to use
the trip to woo Matua vot-
ers, who matter most for him
in the elections to the West
Bengal assembly.

There is no denying that
Bangladeshi people have
taken the remarks of Shah
as an insult. They point out
that Shah isnoteven aware of
the fact that the situationhas
changed and the Bangladesh
economy has surpassed that
of SoutheastAsian tigers like
Singapore and Malaysia. The
International Monetary Fund
has predicted that Bangla-
desh’s per capita income in
dollars is likely to overtake
that of India’s this year. Ob-
viously inthis backdrop how
could he utter such nonsensi-
cal things?

Matuas, who are a part of
the namasudra community,
have a significant presence in
Bengal’s North 24-Parganas
and Nadia districts. They can
impact the outcome in 32-
33 of the total 50 assembly
seats (17 in Nadia and in 33
in North 24-Parganas) there.
In 2019 Lok Sabha election
they helped BJP in a number
ofmarginal seats.

Though Modi had gone
to participate in the Golden
jubilee celebration of Ban-
gladesh, his prime intention
was to visit and pray at the
Matua community's Shri Shri
Harichand temple and the
Hari temple of Guruchand
at the Orakandi Thakurbari
in Gopalganj. Modi will also
meet the family members of
Harichand Thakur, founder
of the Matua community
according to Padmanabha
Thakur, president ofthe Ban-
gladesh Matua Maha Mis-
sion. He will also visit the
Jashoreshwari Kali temple
at Ishwaripur.

His desperation to meet

Muslims a second-class
citizen in India.”

Bangladeshis are also cut
up with Modi for his show-
ing ofbig brotherly attitude.
People allege, “Bangladesh
has not yet received its fair
share of Teesta waters. Our
rivers, ports, the Sundarbans
are all victims of Indian ag-
gression. India is interfering
in internal affairs of Bangla-
desh politics.” Foez Ullah,
president ofthe Bangladesh
Students’ Union, said Mo-
di’s policies go against the
basic tenets ofBangladesh’s
founding principles.

In poll-bound Bengal
almost all the senior BJP
leaders from Shah to Ra-
jnath Singh, Union defence
minister, are referring to
infiltration, which makes it
clear the party is keen on
using the issue to polarise
voters ahead of the Assem-
bly polls. No doubt they are
free to raise this issue but
they oughtto remember that
inthe wake of Shaheen Bagh
movement Bangladesh’s for-
eign minister had offered to
India to take its people back
if the Indian government
provides concrete proofand
evidence.

Neverthelessthe top lead-
ers making such allegations,
that too coinciding with the
visit of the prime minister
to Bangladesh obviously
underlines the intensity of
the importance of the polls
for the party. It also makes
it clear that the election is
more important to the BJP
than the country’s relation-
ship

For BJP defeating Mama-
ta is akin to success ofAsh-
wamedhAgyan. Modi, Amit
Shah and Mohan Bhagwat
know that if they manage to
trounce Mamatathenno one
can stop them from conquer-
ing India. The ruling regime
and its top leaders are ready
to make use of any weapon
including the visit to Bangla-
desh to achieve their ends.
(IPA Service)
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Health Department in shambles
THE BJP recently called for a Power Policy
in Meghalaya. The Party should also demand
a Health Policy since the Health Department,
held by its own MLA has been in the news re-
cently for the wrong reasons such as procuring
medicines with short expiry dates, so much so
they had to be thrown away and new sets of
medicines indented. The money for this goes
from the public exchequer and the Government
cannot be unmindful of this. The Performance
Audit of select district hospitals in Meghalaya
for the period ended March 2019 shows adismal
picture of the healthcare system in Meghalaya.
Hospitals across Meghalaya have no effluents
treatment plants. There is only one intensive
care unit (ICU) in the Shillong Civil Hospital;
other hospitals have none and the Directorate of
Heath Services never even considered planning
for such 1CUs in other district hospitals. Hence
patients in the other districts had to be referred
to or passed on to private hospitals.

There are no district hospitals in the three
districts of East Jaintia Hills, South West Khasi
Hills and North Garo Hills. This severely limits
people’s access to healthcare. What is even more
shocking is that there is no trauma/accident and
bum care centre in any of the district hospitals.
Hence patients with serious injuries are referred
to NEIGRIHMS or outside the state, thereby
losing the golden hour within which a patient’s

life can be saved.

The State Government has no Equipment
Procurement Policy (EPP) or any standardised
norms for procurement of equipment for dif-
ferent health facilities and has neither adopted
Indian Public Health Standards (IPHS) norms,
None ofthe District Hospitals are fully equipped
with the essential equipment due to inadequate
maintenance thereby impacting the efficiency
and health care provided in the hospitals. Be-
sides, there are no Annual Maintenance Con-
tracts signed with the suppliers which would
have ensured reduction of breakdown time of
essential equipment for diagnosis.

Meghalaya is infamous for incomplete proj-
ects leading to time and cost overruns; The CAG
report mentions that the construction ofa State
Spinal Injury centre, the amount for which was
sanctioned in 2018 and the Trauma Centre for
Shillong Civil Hospital due for completion by
September 2018 did not even commence despite
funds ofRs 9.08 crore being made available by

the Centre.

It may be mentioned that the same person has
been holding the post of Health Minister in the
Congress-led MUA Government and continues
to hold charge of the same Department in the
MDA. His interestin the Health portfolio raises
many questions. The backlog in the health sector
has only accumulated with time and the pan-
demic has revealed the cracks in the functioning
ofthis vital Department. Till date no account has
been given on how the Rs 399 crore of Covid
funds have been deployed.

Letters to the Editor

Utterances
of Dy CM
condemnable

Editor,

It is appalling to note
that the sitting Deput”Chief
Minister of Meghalaya, Pre-
stone Tynsong admitted to
the media that he "used to
beat up non-tribals" in 1979
(ST 28 March 21) though
today he is a changed man.
Now he doesn't want the
Khasi youths to follow his
footsteps. A noble change
of sorts but does that ab-
solve him of the crime he
committed? Who can forget
the first major riots in 1979,
led by Khasi mobs directed
at the innocent Bengali mi-
norities with an aim to drive
them out? What followed
was mayhem and bloodshed
that continued through the
decades. Mr Tynsong forgets
that among those non-tribals
that he hit, one ofthem could
have been our father or an
uncle living today perhaps
perpetually with a scar on
his head or a broken limb
bone. Should we take your
confession as one of your
achievements, or act of self

forgiveness/ exoneration, Mr
Minister?

Yours etc.,

Bhaskar D,

Via email

Much ado
about identity

Editor,

Apropos to Michael Syi-
em’s letter “On Being Khasi”
(ST March 29, 2021) what
caught my attention was the
mention of Enro Rubik and a
quote from him, “No one can
change their origins, if they
do, they become foreigners
for the rest of their lives.”
Most of us have heard of
Erao Rubik the great Hun-
garian inventor, architectand
professor ofarchitecture best
known for the invention of
mechanical puzzles includ-
ing the Rubik’s Cube (1974),
Rubik’s Magic, Rubik's
Magic: Master Edition, and
Rubik's Snake. | scoured the
internet and spent precious
time trying to find this quote
on identity but couldn’t find
any. Perhaps Michael Syiem
has wrongly attributed this
quote to Rubik and by the
way there is-no person by
the name of ‘Enro Rubik’as

Outrageous UP incident,
vigilante groups a bane

The incident in Uttar
Pradesh where two nuns and
two trainees were forced off
the train by the Bajrang Dal/
AkhilBharatiyaVidyarthiP-
arishad (ABVP) activists and
the police is outrageous.

The March 19 happening
on the Delhi-Rourkela (Od-
isha) bound Utkal Express
proves Yogi Adityanath’s UP
as a hotbed ofreligious intol-
erance and communalism. It
affirms the hate that vigilante
groups like ABVP, student
wing of Rashtriya Swayam-
sevak Sangh (RSS) which
is in turn BJP’s ideological
patriarch, the Bajrang and
others have for minorities.
The ‘Hindu samaj’ workers’
shameful behaviour endorses
the existence ofgoondaraj in
the BJP’s ruled state where
self-appointed outfits take
the law into their own hands
harassing, intimidating and
heckling innocent citizens.
The visuals that sent shock
waves confirm that freedom
of religion in the country is
under siege.

One of the nuns being
from Kerala, politicians in
the poll bound state were
quick to condemnthe appall-
ing episode. ChiefMinister,
Pinarayi Vijayan wrote to
Union Home Minister, Amit
Shah seeking strict action,
the Congress informed Prime
Minister, Narendra Modi
and the and BJP led the UP
CM know its disgust. Fear-
ing electoral backlash in the
‘most secular state’ Amit
Shah promisedjustice forthe
nuns and the young ladies.
But whether he means what
he says is still to be seen. Is
the assurance for prompt ac-
tion related to election in the
state? As for the Prime Min-
ister he may not see the attack
abysmal. The outrageous in-
cident may not feature in his
weekly Mann Ki Baat.

The call for action from
the Kerala Catholic Bishops
Council (KCBC), the All In-
dia Catholic Union (AICU),
the outrage in the media and
others may not be sufficient
to bring the “Jai Shriram”
and “Jai Hanuman” shouting
zealots to book.

Cow and anti-conversion
vigilantism which has been
on the rise ever since the
BJP came to power in 2014
is a bane for India. Hor-
rific lynching ofvictims over
cattle transportation and beef
consumption, the thrashing
of pastors, the vandalism
of churches, harassment of
couples over ‘love jihad’ is
a result of this unauthorised
vigilantism. It is because of
these “campaigns of harass-
ment”, the 2020 Delhi riots,
the provocative and commu-
nal speeches of politicians,
the ever increasing cases
of communal violence in
UP and elsewhere that we
have the U.S. Commission
on International Religious
Freedom(USCIRF) 2020

cited by the writer. | would
like Mr Syiem to enlighten
us on who Enro Rubik is.
Is he a political scientist,
philosopher, anthropologist
or sociologist? Since Mr
Syiem has mentioned that
his Organisation, Mait Sha-
phrang bases its ideology on
the above guotation he must
have culled it from some-
where. | would like to read
the larger context on which
the writer based his rationale
on identity and also that of
hisNGO, ifhe would care to
respond to this letter.
When Michael Syiem
speaks of origin he links it
to identity and defines who
a Khasi is. It is almost as
if identity is a frozen thing.
It has been established that
the DNA of a Khasi has
several strands. |1 would like
to quote theorist Stuart Hall,
“Identity emerges as a kind
of unsettled space, or an
unresolved question in that
space, between a number of
intersecting discourses. Until
recently, we have incorrectly
thought that identity is a kind
offixed point ofthought and
being, a ground of action
... the logic of something
like a ‘true self.” But iden-
tity is a process, identity is

By Albert Thyrniang

report indicating strongly that
religious freedom in India
deteriorated sharply last year,
the sixth year of the NDA
government. \We may term the
scathing watchdog’s annual
assessment “biased and ten-
dentious” but it is incidents
like the one in Jhansi that
tarnish the nation and is re-
sponsible for the downgraded
rating ofreligious freedom in
the eyes of the world.

The central government
instead of stemming out in-
tolerance chose to heighten
anti-minority sentiments by
passing the contentious CAA
and assuring execution of
NRC throughout the coun-
try. State governments too
vitiate communal harmony
by enacting anti-conversion
laws targeting Muslims and
Christians in particular.

Hindutvavigilante groups
enjoy political and admin-
istrative patronage. Who
gives these groups the right
to question citizens on any
suspicion? Can it be accept-
able that the Bajrang Dal
and ABVP activists check
the identity of individuals?
Do they have the delegated
authority to implement anti-
conversion laws? Are they not
acting extra constitutionally?
Who grants them the right to
humiliate and traumatise fel-
low humans?

We have been taught that
Hinduism is the most toler-
ant religion. We are made
to believe that the ‘timeless’
religion’s trademark is ‘toler-
ance in abundance’, that the
world’s oldest Way of Life
preaches ‘acceptance of all
faiths’ even in ‘conflicts of
views’. We have been raised
to believe that Hinduism is
not averse to anyone wor-
shiping Allah or Jesus or any
other deity. In fact we have
been intellectually formed
that Hinduism accepts even
atheists.

The admiration for he-
notheistic culture (worship a
single deity, known as “Brah-
man,” but recognize other
gods and goddesses) has not
ceased but it makes one ques-
tion the growing fanatics who
claim to represent Hinduism.
The “Jai Shri Ram’ chanters
have been brought up under
which tradition? Which phi-
losophy has influenced the
evident fundamentalist ele-
ments inthe RSS, the Bajrang
Dal, the AVBP and a host
of other radicals? Do they
believe in the oneness and
inclusiveness of all beings?
Do they hold that the whole
universe is ‘Vasudhaiva Ku-
tumbakam’ (one big family)?
Do they represent Hinduism?
Then why so much intoler-
ance? Why the hatred? Why
the violence in the name of
Ram or Hanuman? Why the
criminal acts in the name of
religion? Why the phobia

split. Identity is not a fixed
point but an ambivalent
point. Identity is also the
relationship of the Other to
oneself.”

As a tribal myself, 1 am
in agreement with Michael
Syiem that Khasis and other
tribals should start paying
income tax to asserttheir self
respect and be equal citizens
of India. Also they should
stop asking for reservation
forjobs and education. Res-
ervation should be only for
deserving candidates coming
from economically distressed
sections of society.

Yours etc.,
L Kharwanlang,
Via email

Climate crisis
stares at us

Editor,

In the wake of the
formation of the new
Apex Committee for

Implementation of Paris
Agreement(AIPA), India
must adopt a significant
role in combating climate
change. As a matter of
fact, India and many econ-
omies around the world
are being severely af-

though Hinduism is nearly
80%, Islam only 15% and
Christianity a mere 2.3 %
ofthe population? Religious
vigilantes are damaging the
image of Hinduism. It is
surprising followers of the
real Hinduism have not de-
nounced loud enough and
often enough against the
fundamentalist groups.

The offenders show scant
respect to the fact that the
victims were all women.
Allegedly the police too had
no women personnel in the
train when the heckling and
the forceful deboarding was
happeningin M | public view.
As demanded one hopes the
National Commission for
Women and Human Rights
Commission and Minority
Commission intervene in the
matter to ensure justice for
the sufferers.

Following the Jhansi out-
rage Markandey Katju writ-
ing for ‘The Week’ lauds
nuns saying they are role
models for all Indians. Un-
equivocally condemning the
incident and designating it a
disgrace to the country the
outspoken retired Supreme
Court judge notes the yeo-
man contributions nuns make
to the society in education
and healthcare while also
vouching that allegations
of forcible conversion are
palpably false. Obviously
the Bajrang Dal/AVBP don’t
share Katju’s sentiments buta
respect for every faith adher-
ent is expected from them.

Religious attire has been
always revered in India. Sad-
hus and Sanyasis, god men
and women, Buddhistmonks
and nuns, Sikh gurus, Muslim
mullahs (and ordinary people
too) and Christian priests and
nuns are venerated for don-
ning religious dresses. Wear-
ing one is even a considered
safety measure. Should the
Bajrang Dal and AVBP activ-
ists alter this long existing at-
titude? Why should individu-
als with religious clothing
feel unsafe? Today Christian
nuns are victimised. Tomor-
row it could be Muslim mul-
lahs and ordinary citizens
with hijab, burka, skull caps
or other with religious sym-
bols. If Yogi Adityanath can
wear his religious attire and
move freely anywhere so too
others!

In Meghalaya fascist
groups which are part of the
ideology to turn India into
a ‘Hindu Rashtra’ with a
homogeneous religion and
culture’ is taking root. Stra-
tegically they may be in the
shadow at the moment but
being aware oftheir divisive
agenda is wise.

In our state vigilantism is
ofadifferentkind. In the last
few weeks the association
that nomenclatures itself as

fected by the COVID-19
pandemic. However, India
has considerable potential
for a recovery from the
impact of COVID-19. If
India can achieve success
in the decarbonisation of
its energy sector, it could
play a vital role in feviv-
ing the economy and the
health system. Climate ac-
tion would be socially and
economically beneficial to
India.

By harnessing renewable
energy India can boost
employment. Renewable
energy technologies gener-
ate more labour than con-
ventional energy technolo-
gies. By 2050, millions of
people could be employed
in the renewable energy
sector. By harnessing re-
newable energy India can
reduce air pollution. By
successful decarbonisation
methods India can avoid
thousands of premature
deaths by pollution.

Climate change is one
of the highest priorities of
the bilateral partnership
between India and the US.
Strong climate partnership
between the two countries
will definitely strengthen
the relations between both

RotAssociation of Meghalaya
(RAM) has been aggrieved by
gallery playing politicians,
moral policingNGOs and un-
forgiving social media users.
Self-appointed law enforce-
ment groups intermittently
check trading silence in shops,
expel non-tribal labour from
construction sites, inspect
trucks in highways and lock
down shops on their own. At-
temptsto setup ‘ILP checking
points’ have been made.We
the 85.9 % Scheduled Tribe
population play victim of
an unreasonable fear of the
minority ‘outsiders.” .

Even as we are recovering
from the Umoid shock and
the unfortunate Golf Link
incident is under investiga-
tion, a surprising confession
by Deputy Chief Minister,
Prestone Tynsong has got
the attention of the media.
In a video Tynsong is clearly
heard that he too used to beat
up ‘Dkhars’ in 1979. Should
not an FIR be filed against
the second in command in
the government based on
his own revelation? What if
others too start bragging of
their role in the 1979/1987
violence? What if others are
‘inspired’by him? Cheers
were heard from the function
attendees. Those who watch
the clip on the internet too
cheered for him. The intended
message from his experience
is lost in the ‘sensational’
admission. A very regrettable
disclosure!

This writer could con-
sider himself a ‘vigilante’.
My recent unexpected home
visit forced me to unavoidably
take a night ride on the cruel
Nongstoin-Mawkyrwat road
again. ‘Fortunately’the head-
lights did notyield my videos
and shots worthy of sharing.
The Nongstoin-Wahkaji road
has appeared on this page a
number of times. Recently
tenders were floated for con-
struction of an intermediate
lane but there is no sign of its
commencement. Of late the
Deputy CM has not missed
the opportunity to reiterate
that the MDA government’s
planwas/is to initiate develop-
ment from rural areas. Really!
He has repeatedly mentioned
a ‘huge’figure spent for reads
in. villages. | have seen no
improvementinmy areainthe
last three years. The Deputy
CM, also in charge of PWD
(Roads),is requested to take
a ride from Nongstoin to
Mawkyrwat to Wahkaji and
back to Shillongvia Mawsaw,
Jashiar, Jakrem etc. to see and
feel the ‘developed’roads by
himself.

My self-indulgence is only
a diversion. We are in a free
country. We are in a country
governed by law. No one is
to be hounded by vigilante
groups of any kind.

Email albert.thyr-
niang?4@gmail.com

countries. India should take
its cue from its neighbour
China which has commit-
ted to carbon neutrality by
2060. It is important for
India to devise decarboni-
sation plans and announce
net-zero plans soon. As
one of the big emitters of
the world, India needs to
be very clear about the
steps it will take until
2050. Against the backdrop
of the US rejoining the
Paris Agreement, there is
tremendous optimism that
the forthcoming Climate
Summit in Glasgow will
send a strong message of
the importance of climate
action.

Considering that there
is enormous investment in
the renewable sources of
energy and green econo-
mies, it could lead to
industrial development and
successful economies. The
AIPA and India must never
turn down the opportunity
to make the Paris Agree-
ment a success. Its success
would be beneficial to the
planet and the people of
India.

Yours etc.,
Venu GS
Kollam

(SK)

Centre’s NCT bill undermines 201R
judgment of Supreme Court

If passed, Delhi
citizens will be the
real losers

By Indira Jaising

What appears to be an in-
nocuous Bill, in fact, seeksto
introduce a complete change
in the way the National
Capital Territory (NCT) of
Delhi is administered. The
Bill introduced in parlia-
ment conceals more than it
reveals, since it contains no
substantive reference to the
purpose of the Bill. Indeed,

this Bill — in its Statement
of Objects and Reasons —
turns the issue on its head
and undermines not only
the 2018 judgment of the
Supreme Court of India,
but also certain provisions
of the Constitution of India
itself. In particular, Articlp
239AA.

The Statement of Objects
says thatthe Bill is intended
to give effect to the judg-
ment of the Supreme Court.
But in fact, it does the very
opposite. Paragraph 3 ofthe
Statement of Objectives and
Reasons is as follows.

“In order to give effect
to the interpretation made
by Hon’ble Supreme Court
in. the aforesaid judgments,

defined in our various stat-
utes. However, what this Bill
seeks to do is very clearly
go against our established
notions of what is a ‘gov-
ernment’.

We are accustomed to be-
lieving that the government
consists of the Executive,
appointed from amongst
our elected representatives

in the Legislative assembly,
and that it commands the
confidence of the majority
of the house. This Bill, in
Section 2 (3), states that the -
“expression,‘Government’
referred to, in any law to
be made by the Legislative
Assembly shall mean the ,
Lieutenant Governor.”

The Lieutenant Governor \
ofthe National Capital Terri-
tory of Delhi is not elected,
but is instead nominated in '
apurely political process by
the President of India, acting *
on the aid and advice ofthe
Union Cabinet of Ministers.
He is therefore, a purely !
political appointee.

The National Capital Ter-
ritory of Delhi enjoys a

“The Constitution, in the Seventh Schedule,
distributes law-making powers
between the states and the union, and has
a Concurrent List, where both the states and
union can make laws. Executive
powersfollow legislative powers.

a Bill, namely, the Govern-
ment of National Capital
Territory of Delhi (Amend-
ment) Bill, 2021 seeks, inter
alia, to clarify the expression
“Government”,which inthe
context of legislations to be
passed by the Legislative As-
sembly of Delhi, shall mean
the Lieutenant Governor of
the National Capital Ter-
ritory of Delhi, consistent
with the status of Delhi as
a Union territory to address
the ambiguities in the inter-
pretation of the legislative
provisions. It further seeks
to ensure that the Lieuten-
ant Governor is necessarily
granted an opportunity to
exercise the power entrusted
to him under proviso to
clause (4) of article 239AA
ofthe Constitution, in select

category ofcases and also to
make rules in matters which
incidentally encroach upon
matters falling outside the
preview of the Legislative
Assembly. It also seeks to
provide for rules made by
the Legislative Assembly of
Delhi to be consistent with
the rules ofthe House ofthe
People.”

Surprisingly, the word
‘government’ is nowhere

special status in the federal
scheme of our nation. It is
the Capital of India, but it
also has an elected legisla-
tive assembly for which all m
the registeredvoters in Delhi
vote. The Aam Aadmi Party ,
(AAP) swept the polls in
2020, and went on to form
the Government of Delhi.
That alone can be defined
to be the ‘government’ of
Delhi.

Article 239AA of the
Constitution ofIndia situates
the governance structure of
Delhi within the four comers
of the Constitution itself,
making Delhi a part of the
federal unit of the country
with an elected government
of its own.

The Constitution, in the
Seventh Schedule, distrib-

utes law-making powers
between the states and the
union, and has a Concurrent
List, where both the states
and union can make laws.
Executive powers follow
legislative powers.

In other words, in every
matter in which the Govern-
ment of Delhi has the power
to make laws, it also has the
Executive power to execute
these laws. (IPA Service)
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Signals from Nandigram
NANDIGRAM is where the top-billed, no-
holds-barred electoral fight is on, the epi-centre
ofthe political battle for a set offive assemblies
- three in the South and two in the East, cutting
across borders and gaining the maximum politi-
cal heat. Campaigning for the constituency has
ended on Tuesday, alongside other constituen-
cies in the second phase of the polls in West
Bengal, leaving a bitter taste and raising hopes
for victory for rival sides —the ruling Trinamool

Congress or the BJP.

‘Wounded tigress’ Mamata Banerjee set on a
wheelchair is mindful of the seriousness of the
fight as the BJP shouts from the roof-tops that
the battle for West Bengal’s future is fought
and decided precisely in Nandigram. A defeat
for the chief minister there would likely seal
her political fate and give the BJP abig shot in
the arm if its high-profile candidate Suvendu
Adhikari wins. The huge rally that Union Home
Minister Amit Shah led before the campaign’s
end has put Baneijee on notice. The pendulum
in Nanidgram can swing either way.

The BJP gathered strength steadily in recent
years in West Bengal due to the omissions and
commissions of Baneijee. For one, strong lead-
ers like Adhikari left her camp and joined the
BJP bulwark because of the increasing impor-
tance that the CM started giving to her nephew,
Abhishek Banerjee, at the expense of other
seniors. At the same time, it is not easy wishing
away the huge clout of Mamata. She skillfully
raised the “Bengal’s daughter versus the largely
Hindi belt BJP leadership” imagery to win fresh
mass support in the present elections. That the
BJP took the fight very seriously is evident from
the repeated forays that PM Modi, Amit Shah
and several other central ministers made to West
Bengal to boost the saffron party’s chances.

Caught in between is the Congress-CPI1-M
alliance, a contradiction in ideological terms.
It will not be easy for both the parties to sell
to the public the new-found bonhomie among
them after their bitter political war lasting four
decades. This is a reason why what were once
heavyweights in state politics, the Congress
and the CP1-M led Left are languishing on the
sidelines. People are bound to see through un-
principled political alliances, and this might be
to the advantage ofthe saffron sharks. Strategi-
cally, the BJP effectively tied down the CM to
her own constituency for the large part, leaving
her less time to attend a state-wide campaign till
now. An encore for the Trinamool Congress and
Baneijee is still a strong possibility.

| Letters to the Editor

Condoning
corruption

Editor,

Refer to ST March 30,
2021 news headlines, “Sur-
prise check reveals power
theft at Bymihat”. The sur-
prise inspection ofthe indus-
trial units at Bymihat by the
MeECL CMD, Arunkumar
Kembhavi, revealed exten-
sive and widespread theft
of power by ALL existing
industrial units of the area.
This surprise check by the
head of MeECL was most
probably triggered by tip offs
from whistleblowers and by
the recurring shortfall of
revenue in the MeECL cof-
fers which ultimately led to
power cutoffs from suppliers
leading to the hue and cry
over the recent load shed-
ding we all suffered from. So
when an administrative of-
ficer does his duty in ensur-
ing effective service to the
public what do we do? Praise
him or condemn him?

In this instance the
MeECL employees had
then lodged an anonymous
complaint with the Shillong
Times overthe CMD MeECL
for carrying out the surprise
inspection that caught the
power thieves red-handed.
The allegation is that no
inspection can be carried out
by anyone without prior in-
timation to the field officers
concerned. As such the sur-
prise inspection by the CMD
has been termed by vested
interests as illegal. Point to
be noted is that no power
theft is technically possible

without the active conniv-
ance of the MeECL field
officers involved. Everyone,
even the man on the street
knows this. So essentially
informing the abettors of
the crime (the MeECL field
officers) of an upcoming
inspection would tantamount
to giving prior notice to the
thieves themselves. Such ac-
tion would simply condone
corruption.

The other side of the
coin has revealed the truth.
The massive power thefts
at Bymihat Industrial estate
has been going on with the
full knowledge and abetment
of the field officers of the
MeECL posted in the area.
Theft ofthis magnitude that
has amounted to hundreds
of crores of rupees cannot
be left to the tender mercies
ofthe vigilance department.
If the Power Minister is re-
ally serious about curbing
leakages in power revenue;
if he really wants a message
to be given; then the matter
should be handed overto the
CBI. A massive power theft
has been unearthed which
has affected not only the De-
partment concerned; caused
tremendous loss of revenue;
has had a direct negative
impact on the welfare and
well-being ofthe people and
the state itself. An FIR with
the CBI should be lodged
immediately and stringent
action initiated against all
those involved. Meghalaya
can never condone corrup-
tion and crime.

Yours etc.,
Toki Blah,
Via email

Minister log merepeeche
aurpolice log merejeb mein
rehte hai ”” (Ministers follow
me and the police is in my
pocket)

The Hindi film industry
has a unique way at times of
staying ahead ofreal life nar-
ratives. The above dialogue
from the 2011 blockbuster
‘Singham’pits the villainous
don againstan honest inspec-
tor, BajiraoSingham and
forces the latter to famously
retort in anger: "Aata majhi
satakli!” (loosely translated
from Marathi to mean, ‘Now,
I have lost itl)

Watching the political
developments in Maharashtra
over the last few days, any
right-thinking citizen may
well be prompted
to echo inspec-
tor Singham’s
memorable
one-liner in
sheer frustra-
tion. After all,
when both the
political and
police leader-
ship are

caught in a web of egre-
gious lies, deceit and possible
criminality, it makes one
wonder whether law-makers
and law-enforcers have aban-
doned any notion of public
service but instead become
partners in a cash and carry
private enterprise.

How else is one to in-
terpret the unprecedented
war of words between the
Maharashtra home minister,
Anil Deshmukh and the ex
Mumbai police commis-
sioner, Parambir Singh? The
commissioner soon after
being transferred suddenly
accuses the minister of seek-
ing a ‘vasooli’ (bribe) of Rs
100 crore per month from
Sachin Vaze, an assistant po-
lice inspector, now arrested
in the Ambani bomb scare
case. The home minister, in
turn, claims that the police
commissioner is only trying
to protecthimselffrom being
implicated in the same case in
which one person, Mansukh
Hiran, has been found dead.
Amidst the allegations and
counter-allegations, here is
the inconvenient truth: the
chickens have come home
to roost and Maharashtra’s,

Kudos to CMD
MeECL

Editor,

The truth about MeECL
is now out in the open. The
Byrnihat industrial unites
were probably the milking
cows of vested interests
within MeECL. This was a
known fact but it is for the
first time that the vested
interests (engineers and
linesmen) have been caught
red-handed. | am even more
amused by the MeECL en-
gineers citing rules about
surprise checks. Don’t they
know the meaning of “sur-
prise.” Itis because the CMD
was trying to clean up the
mess that the engineers’
lobby felt threatened and
wanted him out. As consum-
ers ofelectricity we can only
be grateful to Mr Arunkumar
Kembhavi for busting this
scam. | am sure he will find
many more scams such as
purchase of poles and other
equipments, many of which
are lying unused.

Also itiscommon knowl-
edge that quite a few leaders
of pressure groups are con-
tractors in the MeECL and
making hay from the Cor-
poration. The same people
protest on a host of issues
and pretend to be anti-gov-
ernment butwhen it comes to
contracts and supply they are
the prime movers and shak-
ers. Mr Kembhavi should
shake up the entire Corpo-
ration once and for all and
bring it on track.

Yours etc.,
L Kharbithai,
Via email

Aata Majhi Satakli

By Rajdeep Sardesai

and dare one say, India’s
politician-police nexus has
been laid bare.

A few years ago, a senior
Maharashtra police officer
Sanjay Pandey admitted as
much during actor Aamir
Khan’s popular ‘Satyamev
Jayate’ TV show while al-
luding to an ‘organised, in-
stitutionalised settlement’
system by which dance bars
and restaurants in Mumbai
had to pay a monthly ‘hafta’
or fixed fee to the local police
and their superiors. This is
precisely what the former
Mumbai police commissioner
Parambir Singh has claimed

in his letter accusing the

home minister, Anil
Deshmukh of fixing a
Rs 100 crore monthly
‘target’. Mr Singh
became Mumbai po-
lice commissioner
in February 2020
and yet itis only 13
months later

when

he is

transferred to the home guards
department that he decides to
turn a conscientious whistle-
blower. And the minister
too only now thinks it fit to
question the former Mumbai
top cop’s integrity after hav-
ing unreservedly backed him
during several major investi-
gations in the last year.
Which is why the words
of neither Deshmukh- nor
Singh can be taken at face
value. Mr Deshmukh is a
five time legislator while Mr
Singh is one of the senior
most police officers in Ma-
harashtra. Neither can claim
to have been unaware of the
implications of their actions.
Which is also why it is time
to end the charade of self-
righteous indignation that is
being played out by the rul-
ing elite in Maharashtra. 1f a
police commissioner had not
been transferred, it is more
than likely that he wouldn’t
have said a word. If Man-
sukh Hiran’s body had not
been found at Thane creek,
it is possible that the Ambani
bomb case would have died a
natural death and Vaze would
still be calling the shots. And
if former Maharashtra chief

Why this
no-detention
order?

Editor,

I would like to use this
space of your esteemed
newspaper to highlight a
recent order of the Govern-
ment of Meghalaya regard-
ing the no detention till Class
IX format. My personal
opinion and that of other
parents | have spoken to is
that this detention policy is
ill conceived insofar as Class
IX students are concerned,
since they had classes from
October last year and contin-
ued even during the severe
Shillong January winter.

In fact Class IX students
had more classes this year
as compared to other years,
so applying this no deten-
tion policy to Class IX stu-
dents will do away with the
spirit of positive competition
amongst the students who
have toiled day and night
for good grades. Education
is supposed to instill a spirit
of excellence amongst the
students; still considering
the disruption caused due to
Covidl9 it is well and good
that the students of up to
Class VIII are not detained,
butifitis appliedto Class IX
students then it will send a
very wrong message to those
students that have strived for
excellence as well as those
who have stayed away from
books. And this no-detention
policy for Class IX students
goes against all sensibility
because Class IX exams are

minister and BJP leader,
Devendra Fadnavis didn’t
have access to confidential
documents, maybe the Shiv
Sena-led government could
simply brazen it out.

Nor can Uddhav Thacker-
ay or Sharad Pawar distance
themselves from the murki-
ness of this episode. After
all, Vaze, once glamourised
as an ‘encounter’ specialist,
joined the Sena after being
suspended in a fake encoun-
ter case. What was the com-
pulsion to reinstate him in
2020 when the Maharashtra
Vikas Aghadi (MVA) came
to power but for the fact that
he was widely seen as a ‘Shiv
Sainik in uniform’? And can
ahands-on, veteran politician
like Mr Pawar who has tow-
ered over Maharashtra poli-
tics for almost halfa century
claim thathe was unaware of
what his NCP home minister
might have been up to?

And while Mr Fadnavis
as opposition leader can
legitimately claim to have
put the Maharashtra govern-
ment on the back-foot, don’t
forget that he too presided
over the same ‘system’when
he was the chief minister
for five years in partnership
with the Sena. Will anyone
seriously believe that the pol-
itician-policeman nexus only
surfaced in November
2019 when the MVA
government came to
power? Indeed, can
any state government
claim to have made
a genuine attempt
to implement the
police reforms
recom -
mended
by the
Su -

preme Court in the 2006
Prakash Singh case? At the
core of those reforms is the
urgent need to insulate the
police from political pres-
sures, be it in transfers or
investigations. But neither
the union home ministry in
the Manmohan Singh UPA
years nor the Modi govern-
ment now have chosen to
prioritize police reforms.
But why would any

considered equivalent to
Board exams since the dates
are scheduled by the Board
itself.

I appeal to the powers

that be to kindly reconsider
this order and if possible to
exclude Class IX from the
no-detention policy which
will definitely help to fur-
ther improve our education
system.

Yours etc.,
Name withheld on request,

Via email

Robbers on
wheels

Editor,

The local cabbies and
tourist taxis in the town are
on a looting spree. Soon after
the Meghalaya Joint Action
Committee of Commercial
Vehicles called offits strike,
the local cabbies are charg-
ing Rs 20 (against Rs.10) as
the minimum fare on sharing
basis. The tourist taxis are no
better either since the Tata
Sumo variant is now charg-
ing Rs.300 (against Rs.200)
per head whereas the Swift
Dzire variant is charging Rs
500 instead of Rs 400. This
is despite the fact that the
Government of Meghalaya
soon after lifting the restric-
tion on plying of commer-
cial vehicles imposed in the
wake of Covid-19 pandemic
has categorically mentioned
that all these vehicles are to
charge commuters as per the
old rates. But who cares in
Meghalaya? These vehicles
are plundering in broad day-

government bite the hand
that feeds them? The fact is,
whether it is the alleged ex-
tortion racket or the lucrative
‘transfer-posting’ industry,
an increasingly corrupted
politician-police culture has
corroded and enfeebled insti-
tutional structures to the point
where the lines between right
and wrong have long since
been blurred. It isn’t just the
street constable who seeks
a bribe with impunity: the
chain it appears extends from
the station house officers to
shockingly even IPS officers
and their political bosses.
That even senior IPS officers
stand accused of ‘lobbying’
for profitable posts reveals
just how deeply entrenched
interests have compromised
the police hierarchy.

Which is why heads must
roll in Maharashtra and any
inquiry must go well beyond
the usual political score-set-
tling. Let the guilty be iden-
tified and given exemplary
punishment. To protect the
trustworthy police officers
and yes, the uprightpolitician
too, the chain of fraudulence
must be broken. Else every
furious citizen will be en-
titled to scream: “’Aatamajhi
satakli’!

Post-script: Some of the
goings-on in Maharashtra
would almost be comical
if they were not so tragic
(remember, the state has by

far the highest number of

active Covid 19 cases

and anumber of beat
policemen have lost

their lives in the
pandemic). Take for

example the sugges-

tion by Mr Pawar

that 92 year old for-

mer Mumbai

police com-

missioner

Julio Ri-

beiro be

asked to

probe

the al-

lega-

tions.

Mr Ri-

beiro

has rightly pointed out that
he is hardly at an age where
he can now be lead investi-
gator. But the very fact that a
nonagenarian is considered as
most apt for the task reveals
the deep credibility crisis that
confronts an entire generation
ofthose in khaki and khadi. *

(The writer is senior
journalist and author. Mail:
rajdeepsardesai52@gtnail.

com)
B

light whereas there is no
mechanism to teach these
rogues on wheels a lesson
or two.

We have seenrecently that
the Meghalaya Energy Cor-
poration Limited (MeECL)
following a surprise check
has revealed rampant power
theft at Bymihat. Well, now
ifthe MeECL can engage in
a surprise check then what
is preventing the Meghalaya
Transport Department from
conducting similar checks
and unearthing the rampant
loot by the local cabbies
and tourist vehicles in the
town? One has never heard
ofany such move ever by the
Meghalaya Transport De-
partment and the East Khasi
Hills District Administration
- which only seek black and
white complaints from com-
muters to initiate action.

It is unbecoming ofthese
departments to turn a blind
eye to the existing difficul-
ties being faced by commut-
ers daily by not initiating
any action against the errant
tourist vehicles and local
cabbies. It is because of the
ineptitude ofthe said depart-
ments that these commercial
vehicles are running their
robbery with impunity in
this town.

Yours etc.
BC Paul
Shillong - 4

Avrticles and letters ap-
pearing on this page are
the views of the writers/
authors and not that of
The Shillong Times

(SK)

Budgetary allocations

Fhe Singham Syndrome Neglect of poor
Inevitable!

By Dhurjati, Mukherjee

Budgetary allocations are
broadly made on the basis of
expected revenue mobilisa-
tion for the year. Obviously,
the criteria in making such
allocations are decided by
the ruling government in
consultation with econo-
mists and industry leaders.
If one examines the budget
for the last 10 years or so, it
will be clearly manifest that
the bias is for the urban sec-
tor and pro-industry, where a
small segment of the of the
population lives.

As is well known, the
majority of the population,
around 28 to 30 per cent,
lives in villages and adjoin-
ing areas, but their per capita
benefit in every budget is
very negligible. The reason
for the discrepancy is that
funds being limited, alloca-
tions have to be made in
sectors like defence, space
research, railways, higher
education etc. Another rea-
son is that life has to be made
comfortable for urban living
where the upper echelons of
society live and work.

Late President APJ Ka-
lam though written off as a
visionary was also a prag-
matist and felt very much
for the ordinary, especially
students. He talked ofPURA
(providing urban facilities
in rural areas) but this was
not possible due to resource
constraints as also the mind-
set of politician and plan-
ners. This perhaps cannot be
implemented in the coming
few years as investing heav-
ily in rural infrastructure is
difficult at this juncture.

Thus the dichotomy will
remain prevalent inthe com-
ing decade, or so. The empha-
sis on technology, on mecha-
nised systems, on largescale
automated manufacturing
neglected labour intensive
small-scale manufacturing,
not modernising agriculture
- all these may increase GDP
but widen inequality among
people and further dent the
incomes ofthe impoverished
and marginalised sections.
Moreover, it is wrong to
believe that higher revenues
will go the poor; these will
be used for projects where
the Indian mass will not be
benefited by even one per
cent.

In the rural and semi-ur-
ban areas ofthe country, the
shopkeeper, the small fanner
or trader, the fisher folk, and
even the thekedar (contrac-
tor) will continue to suffer
in the coming years. The
sudden lockdown due to the
pandemic last year brought
untold suffering to the poor
and the situation is unlikely
to improve this year or even
in 2022 though the rich will
continue to prosper.

One may refer here to a
study released recently by
the Washington based non-
profit Pew Research which
stated that India’s number
of poor is expected to have
reached 134 million, more
than double the 59 million
estimated during the reces-
sion. Also the country’s
middle class is estimated to
have shrunk by athird inand
the number of the country’s
poor more than doubled due
to the pandemic triggered
recession. As aresult of the
downturn, India’s middle
class shrank by over 32 mil-
lion from the number it may
have reached ifthere was no
pandemic. This accounts for
60 per cent of the global re-
treat inthe number of people
in the middle income tier
with daily incomes between
$10 and $20 or Rs 725 and
Rs 140.

While even the number
also, according to Pew, is
now estimated to be near
66 million, the number of
poor in India (with daily
incomes of $2 or less i.e. Rs
145 or less) is estimated to
have jumped by 75 million
due to the Covid-induced
recession. This too accounts
for nearly 60 per cent of the
global increase in poverty.
The report also pointed out
that the demand for work
under the Mahatma Gandhi
National Rural Employ-

ment Guarantee Scheme
has been the highest since
its inception. But budgetary
constraints have reduced its
allocation for MGNREGS
for 2021-22 though the re-
quirement in this scheme
cannot be denied.

All this clearly points to
the deprivation of the rural
poor, which has been hap-
pening for several years.
The induction oftechnology
has motivated the plannersto
grow faster without examin-
ing how to frame a strategy
for the economically weaker
sections. The assurance of
doubling farmers’ income
has remained a jargon and
even the ruling dispensation
is not agreeable to make !
MSP mandatory for which m
farmers’ agitation has been
continuing and attracted i
global attention.

Recently, a so-called edu-
cationist, writing inoneofthe
biggest national newspapers
said the need for labelling
school education ‘not-for- |,
profit” should be changed.
And the justification given
was that the income gener-
ated by schools would help
improve the condition of
government schools and
their functioning. Though
the private sector wants to
grab the money of the rural
mass, as because of the
grass-root need, the govern-
ment should not allow this as
social infrastructure remains
its critical responsibility.

The disinvestment strat-
egy may be understandable
to raise resources to meet
the budgetary deficitbutthe
private partner has to outline
the plan for increasing ef-
ficiency and modernisation
through technology upgra-
dation. But while selecting
this partner, why is not a
strategic plan being called,
for plansto increase capacity
and expand, thereby creating
jobs. Only then such disin-
vestment decisions would
become acceptable and laud-
able.

The government’s re-
source crunch is understand-.
able but for that the masses
should not be made to suffer.
Though the government
is giving number of doles
to various segments of the-
population, there is no target
ofjob creation and in which
sectors. One may mention
here that incentives are being ,
given for purchase of solar m
lights, electric vehicles etc. '
but no incentive for micro
units, cottage industries or
even agro-industries. Should'
not the government think
seriously in this regard and
evolve effective plans ac-
cordingly?

The whole exercise of |
budget creation by succes-
sive governments with much
fanfare, introduction ofvari-
ous schemes - sometimes
renaming previous schemes
- has not been of much help 1
to the marginalised sections.
The debate and discussion
goes on every year as those *
who are involved in this
exercise are from the up-
per echelons of society and
mostly belong to urban ar-
eas. Butsuch fruitless exer-
cise is just hoodwinking the
people whose deprivation
and squalor continues. And
this is very much evident
since April last year due to
the pandemic and lockdown,
all of which affecting the
poor due to loss oflivelihood
options.

The country may not
be facing a dark future but
definitely the income divide
will continue and the rural
sector and its populationwill .
continue to be neglected.
Just changing the name of
Planning Commission to
Niti Aayog has not altered
the structure and mechanism
of planning and allocation
of budgetary resources. But .
a change is imperative and ¢
only time will tell when, if\
at all, this will be accom-
plished. But for a transfer- \
mation to becoming areality, m
a change in the mindset of
our political leaders as also
bureaucrats is imperative.
—INFA



