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In southern India’s tea country, small but mighty 
efforts are brewing to bring back native forests

Workers pluck tea leaves using cutters at a tea estate in Nilgiris district, Tamil Nadu. (AP)

Scattered groves of native trees, flowers and the 
occasional prehistoric burial ground are squeezed 
between hundreds of thousands of tea shrubs in 

southern India’s Nilgiris region —  a gateway to a time 
before colonization and the commercial growing of tea 
that reshaped the country’s mountain landscapes.

These sacred groves once blanketed the Western 
Ghats mountains, but nearly 200 years ago, British 
colonists installed rows upon rows of tea plantations. 
The few groves that stand today are either protected by 
Indigenous communities who preserve them for their 
faith and traditions, or are being grown and tended 
back into existence by ecologists who remove tea 
trees from disused farms and plant seeds native to this 
biodiverse region. It takes decades, but their efforts 
are finally starting to see results as forests flourish 
despite ecological damage and wilder weather caused 
by climate change.

The teams bringing back the forests— home to more 
than 600 native plants and 150 animal species found 
only here — know that they still need to work around

their neighbours. Nearly everyone in the region’s more 
than 700,000-strong population either farms black, 
green and white tea or works with the almost 3 mil­
lion tourists who come to escape the searing heat of 
the Indian plains.

“In this time of climate change, I think ecological 
restoration and rewilding is extremely important,” said 
Godwin Vasanth Bosco, a Nilgiris-based naturalist and 
restoration practitioner. “What we’re trying to do is to 
help nature restore itself.”

Degraded land and climate change 
threaten communities

Environmentalists say industrial-scale tea farming 
has destroyed the soil’s nutrients and led to conflict 
with animals like elephants and gaur, or Indian bison, 
that have little forest left to live in.

Estimates say nearly 135,000 acres of tea have been 
planted across the mountains, damaging close to 70% 
of native grasslands and forests.

“There is no biological diversity,” Gokul Halan,

a Nilgiris-based water expert, said of the tea farms. 
“It doesn’t support the local fauna nor is it a food 
source.”

The forests among the tea farms are recognized by 
the United Nations as one of the world’s eight “ hottest 
hotspots for biodiversity,” but the areas degraded by 
excessive pesticide use and other commercial farm­
ing methods have been dubbed “green deserts” by 
environmentalists for their poor soil and inability to 
support other life.

The Nilgiris region has also had to clear land to 
facilitate the increasing number of tourists and people 
from India’s plains who are moving to the region.

Poorer land makes it more vulnerable to landslides 
and flooding, which are now more common because 
of human-caused climate change. The neighbouring 
mountainous region of Wayanad suffered devastating 
landslides that killed nearly 200 people earlier this year, 
and Halan warns Nilgiris may suffer a similar fate.

Halan also warned the region is susceptible to long 
droughts and excess heat because of climate change, 
and that’s already affected some tea harvests.

Restoring forests brings life back to Nilgiris
In a small mountain fold just a few hundred meters 

below the region’s tallest peak, native trees planted 10 
years ago have grown up to 4.5 meters (15 feet) tall. A 
stream flows amid the young trees that replaced nearly 
7 acres of tea plants.

“This whole place was tea plantations and this stream 
was not flowing throughout the year,” said Bosco, the 
ecologist. “Since we began our restoration work, it 
flows through the year and the trees and bamboo have 
grown well along the stream.”

The forests are known as Shola-grassland forests or 
cloud forests because they can capture moisture from 
high-altitude mist.

Bosco said the plants and trees have an “incredible 
capacity to provide for life” across the nearly 2,000 
acres his organization works to restore. The native trees 
maintain the microclimate underneath them by provid­
ing nutrients to the soil. That helps saplings and small 
plants grow even during hot, dry summers.

The region is also home to several Indigenous com­
munities, called Adivasi, many of them classified as 
highly vulnerable with only a few thousand of their 
people remaining.

Representatives of these Adivasi communities con­
sider themselves the original custodians of the forests 
and have also restored forests in the region. They say 
such restoration initiatives are welcome.

“When the British built tea estates, we were kicked 
out to the fringes of this district, our lands were lost 
and we lost our traditions because of deforestation,”

said Mafli Raman, who belongs to the Alu Kurumbar 
Adivasi community. '

“Such restoration work is good. By bringing the 
forests back, the wildlife and birds will get more food. 
Animals that have moved out of forests will have a 
place to live,” he said.

Tea growers still need a livelihood
Tea growers and factory owners say that the region’s 

entire economy depends on tea and it is relatively less ‘ * 
harmful to the local environment compared to rampant * ‘ 
development to cater to tourism. %

“To convert tea to grasslands and shola forests w ill'! 
have a negative impact on the region’s economy and ’ 
environment,” said A. Balakrishnan, the owner of a - 
two-year-old tea factory near the town of Kotagiri in ' 
the Nilgiris.

Eighty-year-old I. Bhojan, who’s been a tea grower * 
all his life, agrees. “There is no Nilgiris without tea,” 
he said.

Bhojan, president of the small farmers and tea grow­
ers welfare association for the Nilgiris, estimates that 
around 600,000 people — 50,000 of them small farm­
ers— depend on tea for their livelihood.

Balakrishnan argued that tea plants are maintained 
well given their economic benefits compared to native 
forests.

“If tea was not there, Nilgiris will become a place 
for tourists only, there’ll be more construction and 
urbanization,” he said.

Finding common ground
Planting woody trees and shrubs in tea plantations, 

known as agroforestry, can ease the battle for space 
between farms and restoration, according to some 
experts. 1;

Other crops and timber “can make tea plantations ; i 
a bit more biodiverse compared to what is there cur- • | 
rently,” said water expert Halan.

Officials of Tamil Nadu state, of which the Nilgiris - \ 
district is a part, earmarked $24 million earlier this year ’ ■ 
to encourage farmers to shift away from chemical-laden 
fertilizers to help preserve soil health. The state’s forest 
department officials also announced plans last year to 
plant nearly 60,000 native trees in the region.

Restoration ecologist Bosco said adding value to •, 
smaller tea farming operations by growing special, :• 
higher-quality tea on smaller parcels of land can open ’ 
up more land to reforestation without hurting farmers’ 
pockets.

He added that if  those working to restore the land ' 
were paid for that service, that could be another stream 
of revenue for residents, as well as sourcing new prod- ' 
ucts to sell from the native plants. “For example, we’re 
trying to come up with products from some of the plants 
that have medicinal value,” he said.

Raman added that future such work could also learn 
from Adivasi traditional practices.

“Adivasi people have been protecting forests for I 
so long, wherever we live the forests are protected,” . ; 
he said. “The state government should be taking such _ < 
work up at large scale.” (AP) [

‘Star - Gazing’
By Pt. Ajai Bhambi Sunday, DECEMBER 1, 2024

'Birthday Forecast'
Moon conjunct Sun (New Moon) on your solar return chart. It ensures an amaz­
ingly extraordinary time period for you. You will have opportunity galore. Your 
popularity at workplace will reach dizzy heights. You will perform fully to your 
potential thus pleasing your superiors. You will be in a positive frame of mind. 
And will look forward to accomplish all major goals that you have envisaged. 
Your difficult tasks will get completed. You will look for new job avenues. There 
could be some transfer/posting in your job. But it will bring good salary and pay 
package. Financially you will be well off. There will be joy and bonding in family 
ties. Auspicious events like marriage ceremony or birth of a new baby is possible. 
You can also invest in gold, real estate, equity shares and bonds.

‘This week for you’
Aries: (March 21 - April 20) It is going to be a very favorable week for you. Students 

will perform well in exams I interviews. Getting admission in a 
good course/institute will be their top priority. You will also enjoy 
a wonderful romantic tie with your soul mate and will get emo­
tional. You will also enjoy your work and will maintain excellent 
relations with your bosses/colleagues. You will work very hard 
and will efficiently carry out your duties. Your professional life will 
be hectic but you will not feel the burden of your responsibilities. 
Those in business will achieve success in tasks that have been 
going on for a long time. You need to keep an eye on your rising 
expenses. A family dispute relating to property will get settled. 
And you will gain spiritual and intellectual heights. You will achieve 
success in your pursuits.

Taurus: (April 21 - May 21) You will be getting mixed results this week. Your expenses 
will rise and budget will go out of control. You will need medical 
care as your health may deteriorate all of a sudden. But you will 

r  recover quickly. Need to show patience as time keeps changing. 
You will also have a wonderful time at your workplace. Your peers 

V l H V  and bosses will fully cooperate with you. You will be getting 
f ]  17 good opportunities to rise in your profession. Money inflow will 

be continuous. And you will be spending money with both hands. 
You will remain busy in your work. But will still find some time for 
recreation and entertainment. Some religious activity / ceremony 
can take place at your home.

Gemini: (May 22 - June 21) It is going to be a wonderful week for you. You will be 
very confident and ambitious. And will be able to execute your 
plans with perfection. Your professional activities will be on the 
higher side. Your bosses will also share trade secrets with you

A *  ^  which you will keep up to yourself. You will remain focused and 
will concentrate on your targets and will lit the bull's eye. You can 
also attend some business/meeting conference. You will be making 
best use of your communication skill and will interact with people 
on one-to-one level. Money and wealth will keep coming. You will 
also be busy in preparation for a marriage function of a family 
member. Overall, you will remain in good mood and spirits.

Cancer: (June 22 - July 22)You will enjoy a very favorable time period ahead dur­
ing this whole week. And will receive good news relating to your 
progress at your workplace. Your bosses who were a bit reluctant 
so far will start favoring you. A chance meeting with an influential 
person will open the doors of progress for you. A legal matter that 
was in the courts for a long time will finally get resolved. You will 
also avoid any arguments with your partner/family matters. You 
will also make investments in shares, bonds, real estate and 
gold. But will take all decisions wisely and carefully, A religious 
ceremony will take place at your home.

Leo: (July 23-August23)ltis going to be a tough week. And your nerves will be tested.
But you need to show lot of patience and remain c a lm . There will 
be many problems that you will be facing in your job/business.

_  You will work with dedication and sincerity at your workplace and 
CT your talent will get reflected in front of everyone. You will work to 

your fullest potential and will impress one and all. You will also 
enlighten people with yourwisdom. You will also share wonderful 

■» bonding with your mate. And will spend quality time with them.
You can go to a restaurant or hotel for a lunch and dinner. You will 
spend your money on household items. You will find life worthy 
due to the support of your near and dear ones.

Virgo: (August 24 - September 22) It is going to be an exciting week. You will be 
expected to take firm decisions at your workplace and take the 
lead. Your subordinates will cooperate fully. And your bosses will 
have full confidence in your capabilities and potential. You will also

irgo: (August

c

take risks in your business and will be successful. Some tensions 
in family matters may lead to stress. But you will manage to handle 
the matters well. You will not allow your personal life to overpower 
your professional life. Students will study with full concentration 
and sincerity. And will be getting good results. You will also help 
the poor and needy. And it will remain in your possession. You will 
visit a temple or a religious place with family elders.

Libra: (September 23 - October 23) This week you will be facing some difficult mo­
ments in your professional as well as personal life. Afamily secret 
that was kept under wraps will come out in the open suddenly. 
It will also tarnish your reputation. And you will have to explain 
lot of things to people to regain your lost pride. However, some 
tensions will remain in the family. You will also not get along with 
your colleagues and will make repeated mistakes. At times life 
will appear to be dull. And everyone will understand you well. 
Atmosphere at your workplace will also get better. Hence there 
will be a sense of satisfaction in you. You will also make plans 
to buy a new property.

Scorpio: (October 24 - November 22) It is going to be a fantastic week for you which 
will bring good results. You will make lot of efforts in your work 
and get unprecedented success. Your peers and superiors will 
have high expectations from you which you will manage to fulfill. 
You will also enjoy your work. Your enemies and opponents will 
be unable to harm you despite their numerous attempts. You will 
also develop new contacts and many people will come forward 
to help and support you. Your soul mate will remain your biggest 
strength in life. And your elders will keep giving their blessings. 
You will treasure family ties. Your financial status and condition 
will keep on improving and become more stable. It is going to 
be a good learning experience for you.

Sagittarius: (November 23 - December21) You will be feeling very positive and relaxed 
this week. Yourfinancial condition will improve. The investments 
that you have made in the past will reap rich dividends. Money 
inflow will be continuous. Your bosses will welcome any neiv ideas 
that you give and they will have no hesitation in implementing 
them too. Your new plans will be acceptable to one and all. You 
will also get happiness from your spouse/partner. And you will 
be totally relaxed and will enjoy very good time at your home. 
Business/work related trips will keep you busy. And new contacts 
will bring you many benefits.

Capricorn: (December 22 - January 20) It is going to be a tough week for you. You 
will find yourself in unwanted situation and will want to come out 
of it quickly. You will have to learn the art of walking the tight 
rope well. A not so favorable situation may develop suddenly at 

^  your workplace much to your discomfort. Money and wealth will 
keep coming. Your relations with your in-laws will come under 
some stress but you will manage to convince them. Ties will 

M  ”  grow. You will complete all pending work. Thus you will achieve 
a lot and this will increase your enthusiasm. You will also get 
emotional in your ties with your mate. And love will hold more 
importance for you.

Aquarius: (January 21 - February 18)You will need to be diplomatic this week 
and put your interests ahead before others. Your negotiating 
skills will come to the fore and you will be able to get your work 
done. People will get convinced by you and will take notice of 

%  your talent. You will also develop an insight into human relations
and will understand how to make the things work. The favorable 
placements of planets will help you in making best use of your 

™ talent and earn money. You will also make good money in your
business. And will also negotiate a favorable business deal. 
Negative thoughts will never come in your mind. And you will 
achieve your goals.

Pisces: (February 19 - March 20)lt is going to be a fabulous week. You will move 
ahead in your life. And will be victorious in your efforts. God’s 
grace will help you solve all major problems that you were facing 
for some time now. You will pay full attention to your work. And 
your priorities in life will also change. Your family disputes will also 
get resolved. Hence your dream of fulfilling all your tasks will be 
realised. It is going to be a very warm and fulfilling relationship. 
You will also meet an old friend/colleague. There will be more 
enthusiasm in old relationship. Your income will grow. And your 
health will remain perfect.

Parents can also benefit from setting 
boundaries around screen time

In many households, screens are part of daily life - 
from work to entertainment.

But for parents, setting boundaries around 
screens isn’t just about kids; it’s also about model­
ling a balanced approach to screen use. Our research 
shows parents who spend excessive time on screens 
may unconsciously encourage similar habits in their 
children.

Excessive screen time in young children is linked to 
developmental delays in communication and problem­
solving. One explanation is that screen time displaces 
parent-child interactions that are crucial for develop­
ment. This is often framed as the child’s screen time 
displacing these interactions.

But when parents use their smartphones a lot, this 
is associated with lower responsiveness and attention 
towards their children, particularly when this screen 
time occurs during routines such as meal time.

Parents don’t need to ban screens to be more present 
with their kids. If parents watch age-appropriate TV 
with their kids, this has a positive effect on literacy
- possibly due to conversations about the content of 
the show.

There is a lot parents can do to foster healthier screen 
habits in the family through positive role-modelling and 
thoughtful management.

Managing screen time is also important for a parent’s 
own physical and mental health.

The health impact of sedentary screen time
Screen time often means sitting for long stretches, 

which can be bad for our physical and mental health.
Our work has shown prolonged periods of sitting can 

impair blood sugar regulation, blood pressure, brain 
blood flow and cognitive function.

But that doesn’t mean you should feel guilty every 
time you retire to the couch for some well-deserved 
Netflix.

Some of these effects can be eliminated by either 
exercising before a prolonged bout of sitting or break­
ing up sitting every 30 minutes with some light activity
- ideally both.

You don’t even need to pause the TV to fit in these 
activity breaks. One study found that breaking up a 
sedentary evening of watching TV every 30 minutes 
with short bursts of bodyweight exercise (squats, calf 
raises and hip extensions) increased sleep duration by 
30 minutes.

This is important because sleep boosts your immune 
system, which helps maintain good physical and mental 
health.

While exercise and sleep helps, screen content also 
matters. Mentally passive screen use - such as scrolling 
through social media - has been linked to higher risks 
of depression and even dementia, whereas mentally 
active screen use (problem-solving and work tasks) 
may actually protect you.

While almost two-thirds of parents think they can 
reduce their sedentary screen time, for the remaining 
third, swapping passive for mentally active screen time 
is another option.

Our eyes and brain need a break too
Our eyes and minds aren’t designed for constant 

screen time. Staring at a screen for too long can give us 
dry eyes, headaches and blurred vision - all symptoms 
of eye strain.

Screens also affect our brains. Research has found , 
excessive and disordered screen use is linked to deficits 
in cognitive function.

Our brains need breaks to consolidate information 
and recharge. Without regular breaks, we risk cognitive • 
burnout, which makes it harder to stay productive, focus 
and potentially even manage screen time.

What can we do?
Guidelines recommend adults limit recreational 

sedentary screen time. But the message to simply “limit 
your screen time” may be unhelpful to many, especially 
when screens are embedded into modem life.

Here are some other ways to reduce the negative 
consequences of excessive screen time:

❖ Avoid digital eye strain. Follow the 20-20-20 
rule. Every 20 minutes, give your eyes a break 
by looking at something 20 feet (6 metres) away 
for 20 seconds

❖ M ove regularly. Exercise regularly and break 
up sedentary screen time with activity every 30 
minutes for metabolic and cognitive benefits

❖ Lim it passive screen time. Try swapping some 
passive screen activities (doom scrolling) for 
mentally engaging ones, such as puzzles, ere- ; 
ative projects or educational content

❖ M odelling balanced screen use for kids. This 
might mean viewing educational shows together 
and discussing them.

Finally, we can’t solely blame a lack of self-control 
for poor management of screen time. The content on 
our screens is designed to be addictive for parents and 
kids.

One parent reported that their child would avoid 
going to the toilet to the point of wetting themselves 
when playing the online game Roblox, because they 
didn’t want their character to die.

Many parents can relate -  albeit with better bladder , 
control. We have all experienced doom scrolling where 
time seems to disappear, and we can’t even recall what 
we saw.

If you are at risk of doom scrolling right now, one 
idea is to listen to some tips on how to stop. Consider 
going for a walk and giving yourself a break. You’ll 
feel better for it. (The Conversation)



' To give anything less than your best, 
is to sacrifice the gift.”

— Steve Prefontaine
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NEHU Affairs Need Closure
IT is unhealthy for an institution of higher learning 
to be in a state o f suspended animation. The Central 
Government has done its part in sending a two-mem­
ber fact finding Committee and the two have been 
adequately briefed and also checked out the ground 
realities. If the Union Education Ministry is serious 
about placing the right persons in the right posts 
and in this case purely for the purpose of advancing 
higher education in the region with a cultural nuance 
and it is important for any Vice Chancellor posted to 
the Universities in the North East to have a basic un­
derstanding of the culture sensitivities o f the people 
o f this region and not impose a set o f  mainland val­
ues with their caste hierarchies which is anathema 
for a tribal society that is devoid o f caste and class. 
While those in positions o f authority are respected 
because o f the office they hold, no one will touch 
their feet for favours. In any case the students have 
been demanding their rights to better hostel facili­
ties amongst other things. What has really triggered 
the revolt against VC PS Shukla is his propensity 
to appoint people with no knowledge o f the culture 
of this region to sensitive administrative positions. 
Naturally this has raised the hackles of both teaching, 
non-teaching staff and students. For them the Vice 
Chancellor has forfeited his right to preside over the 
affairs o f NEHU. He has been given a long rope but 
stubbornly refused to mend his ways.

What is expected from any Vice Chancellor is 
leadership qualities to inspire and guide the staff, 
students and faculty. His/Her very presence should 
inspire confidence. Besides that administrative 
experience too is an added quality since the Vice 
Chancellor has to balance between academic prog­
ress and efficient administration. Vice Chancellors 
are also expected to be competent managers so they 
can optimise the university’s resources. Above all the 
Vice Chancellor must be a visionary who can for­
mulate policies for the university’s fiiture. NEHU’s 
academic standards had been on the downslide and 
its was expected that the Vice Chancellor would 
show enthusiasm in trying to raise NEHU’s status 
but that did not happen. The Vice Chancellor should 
be an experienced academic leader who can uphold 
the university’s academic standards.

Unfortunately, the NEHU-VC from all accounts 
is one o f  those appointed for the wrong reasons. His 
appointment appears to have been influenced by 
external influences rather than merit. Such persons 
usually prioritize personal gains over the university’s 
interests.The formation o f an umbrella organisa­
tion - Meghalaya Indigenous Tribal Constitutional 
Rights Movement (MITCRM) comprising several 
leading social organisations to advocate for the cause 
o f NEHU and their letter to President Murmu, the 
Visitor o f the University asking her not to allow 
the present VC to continue his term at NEHU has 
sent a strong message to the Centre that NEHU will 
not be a dumping ground for inefficient and non- 
meritorious VC’s in the future too. The earlier the 
Centre resolves the NEHU impasse the better it is 
for the University to pursue its academic sessions 
and impending examinations.

I
Concerns Over 

VPP’s Candidate 
Selection 

in JHADC 
Elections

Editor,
As a dedicated supporter 

of the Voice of the People's 
Party (VPP) since its incep­
tion, I have admired their 
commitment to reform and 
their promise of a principled 
approach to governance. I 
believed in their vision for 
change and proudly cast my 
vote for them during the MP 
elections, trusting that they 
would bring integrity and 
progress to our state.

However, recent develop­
ments have left me deeply 
disappointed. One of VPP's 
founding principles was to 
carefully select candidates 
who are highly qualified, 
graduates," and free from the 
taint o f political opportun- 
ism./They assured us that 
they would avoid fielding 
candidates who casually shift 
between parties or prioritize 
personal gains over public 
service.

Regrettably, in the up­
coming MDC election for 
the Jowai North constituency 
of the JHADC, the VPP has 
chosen Shri. Andrew Shullai 
as their candidate. Shri. Shul­
lai is an incumbent MDC 
from the Congress party 
and previously contested the 
2023 MLA elections under 
the TMC banner, which he 
lost. This decision appears to 
contradict the very values the 
VPP claims to uphold. The 
party's promise now appears 
to have been a false assur­
ance to the people who placed

Powering India’s financial revolution 
with savings & capital markets

A few years ago, if some­
one had mentioned India 
achieving a $5 trillion econ­
omy, it might have been met 
with skepticism. But here 
we are, closer than ever to 
realizing that dream. This 
remarkable growth story is 
not just about numbers; it’s 
a testament to the collec­
tive spirit, innovation, and 
resilience of a nation. The 
two crucial elements making 
this happen are savings and 
capital markets. These are pil­
lars that empower individuals 
and businesses while driving 
national progress.

From saving in maida 
drums at home to engaging 
in one of the world’s most dy­
namic capital markets, India’s 
financial evolution is nothing 
short of inspiring. Let’s delve 
into how these two forces 
are shaping a brighter, more 
prosperous future for all.

Saving: India’s most
timeless and effective 

habit!
Saving is not just a habit, 

but it is in the DNA of every 
Indian and we are proud of 
it! For decades, families have 
used savings as a cushion to 
secure their futures, achieve 
life goals, and weather the 
storm when life throws cur- 
veballs. India’s gross savings 
rate stands at an impressive 
29.8% of Gross Domestic 
National Income (GDNI) for 
2022-23, with household sav­
ings accounting for a lion’s 
share of 60.9%!

This underscores the piv­
otal role of families in driving 
the nation’s financial health. 
However, today's savers are 
exploring beyond conven­
tional methods and there is a 
noticeable shift towards mod­
em financial instruments.

From small town house­
holds to bustling metros, 
people are embracing every­
thing from mutual funds to 
insurance plans, and guess 
what? These aren’t just for 
the wealthy! Today, anyone 
can start investing with just 
Rs500 a month.

The Era of Diversified 
Savings For a New India

With increased financial 
literacy and easier access to 
diverse financial products, 
embracing new ways to save 
and invest are becoming the 
new normal. Mutual funds, 
pension plans, and insurance 
products offer higher returns 
and cater to long-term goals. 
For instance, systematic in­
vestment plans (SIPs) start at 
just Rs500 a month, making 
wealth creation accessible 
to all.

Govt Schemes Driving 
the Change

Rice and dal is one of 
India’s favorite dishes, but to 
make the dal better, you add 
spices. Similarly, government 
initiatives have significantly 
"spiced up" the culture of

By Ashishkumar Chauhan

saving. The Pradhan Mantri 
Jan Dhan Yojana (PMJDY) 
has brought banking to over 
53 crore beneficiaries, with 
deposits exceeding Rs2.3 
lakh crore. This program not 
only promotes financial'inclu- 
sion but also instills a habit 
of saving among millions. 
That’s not all, programs like 
Sukanya Samriddhi Yojana 
and Public Provident Fund 
(PPF) incentivize disciplined 
saving through tax benefits 
and competitive returns, par­
ticularly for underserved 
populations.

India’s Evolving 
Demographics

Let’s focus a little on In­
dia’s biggest asset, its people! 
This country’s young and 
dynamic population is a gold­
mine for economic growth. 
By 2031, it has been predicted 
that the working-age group 
(15-59 years) will make up 
65.2% o f the population, 
which will boost the potential 
for savings and investments. 
Urbanization Says, “Don’t 

forget us!”
Urbanization is accelerat­

ing and it is accelerating at a 
brisk pace. Currently, 36% of 
Indians are now living in cit­
ies compared to 32% a decade 
ago. This shift, along with the 
rise of dual-income house­
holds, is driving a culture of 
saving not just for necessi­
ties but also for aspirations 
like luxury travel, home- 
ownership, higher education 
and many more. To boost 
it further, digital tools and 
fintech apps are also simplify­
ing financial planning. This 
is enabling families to dream 
big and achieve them.

Capital markets: The 
Wealth Creating Engine

Sure, savings are the pro­
viders of financial stability, 
but do you know who are 
the catalysts? It is the capital 
markets! This market fuels 
businesses, funds infrastruc­
ture, and creates jobs by 
channeling savings into in­
vestments. Globally, India’s 
capital markets are one ofthe 
most vibrant. This is not at 
all surprising as this reflects 
the aspirations of a nation on 
the move.
Stock Exchanges Driving 

Participation
India’s equity markets, 

represented by the Stock 
Exchanges, have seen in­
credible growth. In October 
2024, total registered inves­
tors on the NSE crossed 10.5 
crore! Today, one in five 
Indian families participates 
in equity markets, with in­
dividual, holdings growing 
tenfold in the last 10 years 
to Rsl 14.7 lakh crore in Sep­
tember 2024! When you think 
about it, these are incredible 
statistics.

How Mutual Funds 
Simplify

The bad news is that many 
people still think investing 
is for the rich and seasoned 
pros. But, the good news is 
that it’s changing fasti All 
thanks to mutual funds. Mu­
tual funds are democratizing 
investment. Thanks to plat­
forms like SIPs (Systematic 
Investment Plans), anyone 
can start investing with as 
little as Rs500 a month. No 
need to know about the ins 
and outs of the market; these 
funds pool your money with 
others and are managed by 
experts. That means that an 
average person can invest 
like a pro.

Debt Markets: A Steady 
Anchor 

These are like the silent 
killers! This market plays a 
crucial role in providing low- 
risk, steady returns. Govern­
ment bonds, corporate bonds, 
and treasury bills finance 
critical infrastructure-projects 
while diversifying investment 
portfolios.

Innovation with 
Alternative Investments & 

Technology 
Let’s not forget the wild 

world of alternative invest­
ments! These days, investors 
can explore options like real 
estate, private equity, and 
even gold bonds, all tailored 
to different risk appetites and 
goals. What’s even better? 
Technology is making these 
options more accessible to 
regular investors. The rise 
of robo-advisors, Al-driven 
platforms that help you in­
vest smarter, means even 
those who are new to the 
game can make informed 
decisions without spending 
hours doing research. Digital 
wallets, UPI, and even block- 
chain technology are creating 
seamless, borderless financial 
ecosystems, enabling people 
to make transactions and 
invest in ways that weren’t 
possible just a few years ago. 
J t’s a whole new financial 
world and i t ’s accessible 
to everyone. Let’s take the 
easiest of examples! Think 
about when you pay a petty 
shopkeeper for a packet of 
chewing gum via  UPI. A 
voice always emerges to con­
firm, 'Received Rsxx.' Sounds 
familiar right? It is amazing 
how technology has made 
even the smallest transactions 
effortless and easier. 

Sharpening Financial 
Literacy 

Now, here’s a catch: While • 
the tools and opportunities 
are there, financial literacy in 
India still needs a little more 
attention. Many investors 
lack basic knowledge, lead­
ing to impulsive decisions or 
missed opportunities. Which 
proves that It’s not enough

to just offer people access 
to savings and investment 
products, but also highlights 
the need to educate them on 
how to use these tools wisely. 
Targeted education initia­
tives by regulators like SEBI, 
banks, and fintech companies 
are empowering individuals 
to make informed choices. 
Workshops, webinars, and 
interactive tools are helping 
as well. I t’s all about em­
powering the masses with the 
, knowledge to make informed 
financial decisions. After all, 
when people know better, 
they invest better.

Challenges and the 
Road Ahead

Just as every revolution 
faces bumps along the way, 
India’s financial journey too 
faces its own set of chal­
lenges: market volatility, 
fraud risks, and digital divide, 
just to name a few. Nflt every­
one has access to high-speed 
internet, and not everyone 
feels comfortable navigating 
digital tools. But these chal­
lenges aren’t roadblocks! 
They are opportunities. With 
stronger regulations, better 
digital infrastructure, and 
enhanced security measures, 
these obstacles can be turned 
into stepping stones, bringing 
financial empowerment to 
everyone in the country.

The Final Word:.
Savings and capital mar­

kets are sides of a coin, they 
are all about building a fu­
ture! Savings offer security, 
while capital markets enable 
growth. Together, they are 
building a future where indi­
viduals can secure their fam­
ily’s well-being and invest 
in their dreams. That way, a 
nation is rising on the founda­
tion of financial resilience. 
As India gears up for a $5 
trillion economy, savings and 
capital markets will be the 
twin engines who will lead 
the charge. The best part is 
that the journey is just getting 
started! Get ready to witness 
something special. 
Conclusion: Empowering 

a Billion Dreams
Savings and capital mar­

kets are more than financial 
mechanisms. They are keys 
to unlock dreams!

They allow individuals to 
secure their futures and also 
contribute to nation-building. 
As India gallops towards the 
$5 trillion economy mission, 
these pillars will play a pivot­
al role in shaping an inclusive 
and sustainable future.

The journey is challenging 
but exciting. With innovation, 
inclusivity, and education 
as guides, India’s financial 
landscape is definitely poised 
for unprecedented growth. 
Fof every individual and the 
nation at large, the best is yet 
to come.

(The writer is MD & CEO, 
NSE. Views expressed are 
personal)

I
their faith in the party’s com­
mitment to clean politics.

This deviation from their 
core principles has been an 
eye-opener. W hen some 
members left the party, citing 
concerns about its direction,
I initially dismissed their ac­
tions as misguided. But now,
I understand their frustra­
tions. They likely foresaw the. 
erosion of the party’s ideals 
and acted accordingly.

While I acknowledge the 
good work being done by 
some of their MLAs and their 
MP, it is troubling to see the 
party veering off course. I 
urge voters to reflect on these 
issues and choose'candidates 
who truly embody the prin­
ciples of transparency, ac­
countability, and dedication 
to public service.

The VPP must realign 
with its founding vision if it 
wishes to retain the trust and 
support of its people.

Yours etc., 
Damechwa Laloo, 

Jowai

Meghalaya’s 
thirst for 

truth in water
quality

Editor,
In a recent statement that 

has left many baffled, Union 
Minister for Jal Shakti, V. 
Somanna, claimed that Me­
ghalaya has not reported any 
habitations with iron con­
taminants in drinking water 
sources beyond permissible 
limits - “Drinking water in 
Meghalaya safe: Centre in 
Lok Sabha” (ST December 1, 
2024). This assertion, howev­
er, seems to be contrary to the 
ground reality experienced by

residents of many localities 
in Shillong and other parts of 
Meghalaya.

Residents in many lo­
calities report a  range of is­
sues with their water supply. 
These include muddy and 
murky water, the presence 
of harmful elements such as 
iron and arsenic, and bacte­
rial contamination (including 
coliform). Apart from this, 
some areas receive acidic 
water with pH levels below 
6, which can pose serious 
health risks.

To get an accurate picture 
of the situation, it is humbly 
suggested that the central 
government depute “experts” 
to conduct on-ground assess­
ments. These experts should 
visit households to inspect 
the condition of water storage 
tanks. They may be surprised 
to discover thick layers of 
slimy mud, along with de­
posits of toxic elements and 
bacteria accumulated within. 
Additionally, the expert team 
should carry out compre­
hensive water quality tests 
across various localities and 
engage directly with local 
communities to understand 
their experiences firsthand. 
The situation becomes par­
ticularly dire during the rainy 
season, with residents often 
receiving nothing but muddy 
water.

Moreover, some locali­
ties in the town suffer from 
an “extremely scant” water 
supply and sometimes no 
supply at all. When residents 
raise complaints, they often 
fall on the deaf ears of the 
authorities.

The disparity between 
official statements and the 
reality faced by Meghalaya's 
residents underscores the 
urgent need for action. The

Minister, V. Somanna, cat­
egorically urged all states to 
conduct rigorous water qual­
ity testing on a regular basis. 
No excuses, no shortcuts 
— tests need to be done both 
“at the source” and where the 
water finally makes its splash 
at “delivery points.” Further­
more, the Minister rightly 
emphasized the necessity 
of implementing corrective 
measures wherever required 
to ensure that households 
receive water that meets pre­
scribed quality standards.

It is hoped that this stem 
directive from the Central 
Minister will jolt the Mu­
nicipalities and PHED out of 
their slumber! The time for 
excuses has dried up—now 
it’s time to act.

Yours etc., 
Salil Gewali, 

Shillong

VIP Culture 
and No Horn 

Zone
Editor,
Homs from vehicles con­

tribute to noise pollution. 
Noise pollution can cause 
health problems for people 
and animals. From traffic 
noise to rock concerts, loud 
or inescapable sounds can 
cause hearing loss, stress, and 
high blood pressure. Hence, 
blowing homs around hospi­
tals and schools are banned 
because they are considered 
silence zones. The norms on 
enforcing silence zones near 
hospitals, schools etc. are 
hardly being implemented 
in Shillong city. Patients of 
Shillong Civil Hospital suf­
fer the most from the menace 
o f noise pollution contrib­
uted by heavy traffic around

the .areas. However, I find 
it baffling that “NO HORN 
ZONE” is being strictly im­
plemented near the official 
residence of a Meghalaya 
Cabinet Minister. One no­
ticed the security personnel 
are posted 24x7 in front of 
the residence entrance which 
is located opposite the Bo­
tanical Garden to note down 
the registration number of 
the defaulters. Shillong Civil 
Hospital deserves the most 
in implementation of rules 
laid down by Central Pollu­
tion Board where honking 
is banned in a 100m radius 
around hospitals.

Yours etc., 
Dr. Omarlin Kyndiah, 

Via email

Alternate route 
to Shillong

Editor,
Recently, it is being re­

ported that the survey of a 
new road from Umiam to 
Shillong is underway. On 
August 6,2022,1 had written 
a letter to the editor, wherein 
I had suggested an alternate 
route circumambulating the 
Umiam Lake. The route for 
this road may be Umsaw -  
Umbir -  Mawlyndep -  Non- 
gkyndong -  Nongpathaw, 
ending at multiple locations 
like Mawlai Nongkwar and 
Lower Mawprem.

Since the Western Bypass 
is already under develop­
ment, it would entail a very 
easy connection between this 
expected road and the city. 
Currently, there is already an 
existing katcha road, which 
only needs to be further 
developed. This will ensure 
that we have a substitute 
entry into Shillong, which 
will decongest the entry into

the city. Also, in future this 
will enable Shillong city to 
expand across the Umshyrpi 
river to the western side, 
■which is currently totally 
underdeveloped. I certainly 
think that this should be the 
approach o f having a new 
route to Shillong, and it 
should be implemented on a 
war footing.

Yours etc., 
Sarad Bawri, 

Via email

Concern about 
the Umshyrpi 

river route
Editor,
I am writing to express 

my deep concern about the 
ongoing project to construct 
a route through the Umshyrpi 
River up to the State Legisla­
tive Assembly in Rilbong. 
While I understand the need 
for infrastructure develop­
ment, I strongly believe that 
this project is compromising 
the natural beauty of the 
area. The Umshyrpi River 
is a vital part of Shillong's 
ecosystem, and altering its 
course will have far-reaching 
consequences for the envi­
ronment and the local com­
munity. I urge the authorities 
to reconsider this project and 
explore alternative solutions 
that balance development 
with environmental sustain­
ability.

Yours etc., 
Name withheld on request 

Via email

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

Lawless streets: How hawkers in 
Laitumkhrah are endangering 

lives and livelihoods
By Lyzander ESohkhlet

Laitumkhrah, a once- 
thriving hub of community 
and commerce, is now in 
a dire state of disarray due 
to the unchecked'presence 
of street hawkers. While 
this issue seems to affect all 
walks of life, it is the middle 
class that bears the brunt of 
the chaos. The lower classes 
have mastered the art of le­
veraging sympathy to justify 
their actions, and the upper 
classes remain largely un­
scathed, detached from the 
struggles of daily street-level 
conflicts. The middle class, 
however, is stuck in the 
crossfire—silently suffer­
ing the consequences. This 
plight is especially visible . 
in Police Point, where hawk- 
ets selling local food items 
have taken over the area. 
Ironically, the same street 
is home to four established 
eateries, owned and oper­
ated by middle-class entre­
preneurs. These businesses, 
which pay steep rents in an

survive amidst this chaos. 
Are these businesses, which 
provide stable jofis and con­
tribute significantly to ‘the 
local economy, any less im­
portant? Why is their plight 
so often overlooked?

This is not just a question 
of space but of fairness and 
responsibility. The middle- 
class business owners, who 
have invested their savings 
and energy into creating 
legitimate establishments, 
are drowning in a sea of 
injustice. They must contend 
with skyrocketing rents, 
diminishing revenue, and 
the audacity of unregulated 
vendors who threaten their 
very existence.

The Street Vendors (Pro­
tection of Livelihood and 
Regulation of Street Vend­
ing) Act, 2014, a cornerstone 
legislation for regulating 
street vending in India, em­
powers local authorities 
to designate no-vending

era of unprecedented infla­
tion, are struggling to stay 
afloat as their revenues drop 
by a staggering 45%. How 
can these eateries compete. 
when hawkers blatantly set 
up shop right in front of their

zones. These zones are cru­
cial in areas like hospitals, 
schools, ^nd emergency 
corridors, where unimpeded 
access and sanitation are 
non-negotiable. The lane in 
front of Nazareth Hospital

The lane in front o f  Nazareth Hospital is a 
W ^ewding $pne, ■ established to ensure ambulanpes, 

patients, and hospital sta ff can move without 
hindrance. Yet, hawkers persist, occupying the 

footpaths and spilling onto the road, turning the 
area into an impassable mess.

doOrs, undercutting their 
prices while leaving behind 
filth for the shop owners to 
clean up?

Students are another 
group struggling under the 
weight o f this encroach­
ment. Every morning, they 
navigate a gauntlet of ob­
structions on the footpaths, 
forcing them to walk on the 
already congested roads. 
This dangerous situation re­
cently culminated in a  tragic 
incident when a young girl 
was struck by a car while 
walking in the middle of the 
road near Nazareth Hospital. 
The footpaths, occupied by 
hawkers, left her with no safe 
alternative. Thankfully, her 
injuries were not severe, but 
it begs the question: if she 
had been critically hurt, who 
would bear the responsibil­
ity? Would the associations 
that so vehemently defend 
the hawkers step up to take 
accountability, or would they 
continue to justify the chaos 
caused by their actions?

The situation near Naza­
reth Hospital adds another 
layer of absurdity. This area 
has been officially declared 
a no-vending zone, but the 
hawkers continue to defy the 
rules with impunity. The au­
thorities, tasked with main­
taining order, seem power­
less against a resistance 
emboldened by misguided 
intellectuals who defend 
such blatant disregard for the 
law. Meanwhile, ambulances 
struggle to navigate the clut­
tered lane, and shop owners 
watch helplessly as their 
livelihoods are eroded.

We often hear the argu­
ment that hawkers "greatly 
influence" the economy, but 
how many pause to consider 
the middle-class businesses 
they directly affect? A t­
tached to this article are a 
series of photographs show­
ing the real picture: eateries 
surrounded by hawkers, 
litter-filled footpaths, and 
the overcrowded streets that 
have become synonymous 
with the area. These images 
tell the story of hundreds 
of legitimate businesses— 
each employing numerous 
individuals and support­
ing families—struggling to

is a no-vending zone, estab­
lished to ensure ambulances, 
patients, and hospital staff 
can move without hindrance. 
Yet, hawkers persist, oc- 
cupying the footpaths and - 
spilling onto the road, turn-1 
ing the area into an impass-. 
able mess. This defiance 
doesn’t stop at blocking 
access. Hospitals are legally 
protected under the Noise 
Pollution (Regulation and 
Control) Rules, 2000, which 
designate them as “silent 
zones.” Within 100 meters 
of such premises, activi­
ties that generate excessive 
noise or gather large crowds 
are strictly prohibited. The 
hawkers near Nazareth Hos­
pital, however, pay no heed, 
adding to the cacophony of 
an already chaotic street. 
Their presence disrupts the 
sanctity that patients and 
medical professionals refy 
upon. The situation wors­
ens when one considers 
hygiene. Municipal laws 
require vendors to maintain 
cleanliness, but the reality 
in Laitumkhrah is far from 
this ideal. The hawkers leave 
behind heaps of litter—food 
waste, packaging, and other 
debris—that nearby shop 
owners and pedestrians are 
forced to deal with. This is 
especially troubling near a 
hospital, where sanitation is 
critical for patient care and , ' 
recovery. Laitumkhrah is 
crying out for order. The law ' 
must prevail—not just for . 
the sake of businesses but for 
the safety of everyone who ‘ 

'uses these streets. If hawk- ■ 
ers are allowed to continue 
unchecked, with no regard 
for regulations or the rights 
of others, the consequences 
will only grow worse. It’s 
time for the authorities to" 
act decisively, ensuring that 
the streets of Laitumkhrah 
belong to everyone, not just 
to those who refuse to fol­
low the rules. The situation 
needs a solution—one that 
is grounded in fairness and 
enforcement. If the authori­
ties fail to act, the middle 
class, the backbone of this 
community, will continue to 
suffer in silence. And when 
they are forced out, who will 
fill the void?
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One life is all we have and we live it as we 
believe in living it. But to sacrifice what you 
are and to live without belief, that is a fate 

more terrible than dying. ”
— Joan of Arc
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Power play in Mumbai
A fortnight’s delay for ministry formation in Ma­
harashtra is nothing “objectionable” to frown at; 
yet, it eloquently hints at bad blood that would 
run through the veins of the new *baby’ that will 
be anointed into office there. Clearly, despite the 
electorate giving a clear and impressive verdict 
in favour of the Mahayuti alliance of the BJP- 
Shiv Sena-NCP, the drag in the formation of 
the ministry is unacceptable and demonstrates 
a sense of irresponsibility on the part of the 
three allies. The principal reason for this is their 
failure to fashion consensus on two fronts: one, 
the BJP’s own failure to select its CM face; and 
two, to decide as to which party should take the 
CM post. There was utter confusion, bargaining 
and vacillation on these crucial aspects. A high 
point of this was the hospitalization of a “sick” 
Eknath Shinde at the crucial hour.

As the party that won a near majority for 
itself in the 288-member assembly, no ques­
tion should have arisen in the normal course 
about BJP’s right to lead the new government. 
But, Eknath Shinde and his > Shiv Sena would 
not grant that honour to the BJP without a fight 
from the shadows. The BJP got more seats than 
the two alliance partners combined -  132. Yet, 
the Sena that got only 57 seats sent out signals 
for continuation of its leader as CM for another 
term. Two years ago, Eknath Shinde demanded 
and got the CM’s post even as the BJP retained 
its status as the single largest entity in the as­
sembly. He sought it as a reward for breaking 
the parent Sena, leading to the downfall of the 
Uddhav Thackeray-led government. Uddhav
Thackeray won the CM ’s post in 2019 by

t '
bargaining with the NCP and Congress after 
unscrupulously breaking the Sena’s long-held 
ties with the BJP. Hence there was blood on 
both their hands. An unwelcome precedent had 
been set for Maharashtra in 2019 -  that even a 
small party can browbeat the larger party and 
appropriate the CM’s post. A similar scenario 
already existed in Bihar, where a crafty Nitish 
Kumar heading a small-time party -the JDU— 
sits as CM for many years by browbeating the 
BJP and other larger entities that allied with him. 
Now, immediately after the present results were 
out in Maharashtra, Eknath Shinde’s men raised 
the “Bihar example.”

The material difference between the leader of 
a small regional party heading a state govern­
ment and the leader of a national party sitting in 
the CM’s chair is huge. National parties run the 
government at the Centre, as is the case with the 
BJP now. Bihar remains poor thanks also to the 
stewardship of self-serving regional chieftains 
as CMs there. Such CMs fail to get the state’s 
dues from Delhi. Maharashtra too suffered on 
this count in recent years.

or Circus

L ette rs  to the  K ditor

Meghalaya 
heading 

towards a 
surveillance 

state?
Editor,
Tn God We Trust, All 

Others We Track.’- Combat 
Direction Center at the USS 
Harry S. Truman

The Meghalaya govern­
ment has unleashed the Inte- 
grated Command and Control 
System (ICCC) at Umsawli 
in' New Shillong Township, 
calibrating state-of-the-art 
data analytics to application 
programming interface to 
have a better understanding 
and for leveraging Shillong 
citv into a transformative 
one. The question is - are 
we heading towards a digital 
panopticon? The United Na­
tions predicts that by 2050,

55% of the world’s population 
will reside in urban areas, 
with an increase to 68%. Go­
ing by data with land space 
getting more expensive and 
restrictive, we are clearing 
the roadmap for the rise of the 
machines. Recently, experts 
from various fields, from aca­
demia to industry specialists, 
gathered at the National Law 
University Meghalaya for a 
two-day conference titled ‘Era 
of Disruption.’ The confer­
ence focused on how Artificial 
Intelligence will shape the 
future of the next generation 
of leaders. The event was held 
at the University’s location in 
Mayurbhanj, and it certainly 
signals a significant evolu­
tionary shift in legal studies. 
Furthermore, the importance 
of checks and balances is evi­
dent. The Frontline magazine, 
in its January 18, 2019, cover 
story titled “Snooping State,” 
highlighted how ten central 
agencies were empowered to

As a member of our State,
I observe a profoundly dis­
tressing reality that haunts 
my thoughts during the night. 
Our children and future gen­
erations are educated in dete­
riorating schools where roofs 
leak and walls disintegrate. 
Individuals, in need of m edi-' 
cal attention find themselves 
in overcrowded hospitals, 
enduring prolonged waits for 
essential healthcare services. 
Nevertheless, it appears that 
our government is more pre­
occupied with hosting ex­
travagant celebrations. They 
make grand proclamations 
about million-dollar concerts 
featuring Akon, Ed Sheeran, 
and other international lumi­
naries, all the while our educa­
tors grapple with inadequate 
classrooms and our medical 
professionals labor without 
essential equipment.

This evokes memories of 
tales my grandfather shared 
regarding imprudent mon- 
archs who sought to distract 
their famished populace with 
extravagant delegations, in 
the vain hope that they might 
overlook their gnawing hunger. 
Much like the ancient Roman 
emperors who constructed 
grand coliseums amidst the de­
cay of Rome's foundations, our 
government erects platforms 
for rock stars while the very 
fabric of our social infrastruc­
ture deteriorates.

It is disheartening to ob­
serve the gradual degradation 
of our society’s essence, as 
this spectacle of entertainment 
continues to exert its detri­
mental influence. The younger 
generation, who ought to be 
advocating for improved edu­
cational institutions and en­
hanced employment prospects 
in a corruption-free environ­
ment, instead find themselves 
waiting in line for extended 
periods to purchase concert 
tickets. This transcends mere 
misallocation of priorities; it 
reflects a deliberate strategy 
aimed at maintaining a state 
of distraction and compliance 
among the populace..
The Contemporary Circus:

The education system in 
Meghalaya finds itself at the 
lower echelons; o f national 
assessments,
grade 5 students demonstrate 
the ability to read fundamen­
tal texts. Nonetheless, the 
government takes great pride 
in proclaiming performances 
by Akon, Maizie Williams of 
Boney M, Lucas, R3HAB, 
Alan Walker, and assures the 
inclusion of Ed Sheeran in the 
forthcoming year. This reflects 
the approach of providing 
superficial entertainment to 
divert the attention lof the 
masses from underlying po­
litical corruption and societal 
deterioration, reminiscent of 
the tactics used by Roman 
emperors.

The government's approach 
is not simply erroneous; it 
represents a deliberate strategy 
aimed at preserving authority 
through diversion rather than 
genuine progress. Much like 
the rulers of antiquity, our 
contemporary leaders appear 
to operate under the assump­
tion that a populace engaged in 
entertainment is less inclined 
to scrutinize their authority or 
seek accountability.

The Cost of Diversion:
As educational outcomes 

persist in their decline, the 
government diverts substantial 
financial resources towards 
events such as the Cherry 
Blossom Festival. This reflects 
the opulence of France's Lpuis 
XVI, who orchestrated extrav­
agant celebrations at Versailles 
amidst the disintegration of the 
nation's infrastructure. The un­
fortunate demise of Bah Rym- 
bui at ICAR Umroi during the 
2024 Cherry Blossom Festival 
serves as a poignant illustra-

monitor, intercept, and decode 
communications under the 
direction of the Union Home 
Ministry.

Biometrics and facial rec­
ognition were once fantasy 
story lines in Hollywood mov­
ies like Eagle Eye or Enemy 
of the State,-but today they 
are reality tools which, left 
unchecked, can turn rogue 
in the wrong hands. A major 
blow was on June 6, 2013 
when The Guardian and The 
Washington Post brought to 
light the. PRISM program 
which left the US National 
Security Agency at the centre 
of the storm and Section 702 
of the Foreign Intelligence 
Surveillance Act (FISA) be­
coming a subject of extensive 
oversight.

Agencies like Research 
and Analysis Wing, National 
Technical Research Organi­
sation (NTRO), Directorate 
of Signals Intelligence in the 
Army are of utmost impor­

By Napoleon S Mawphniang

tion of misaligned priorities 
and governmental oversight.

As a resident of Ri Bhoi 
District, I have observed the 
festivals organized by the 
government of Meghalaya oc­
curring periodically through­
out the years,I have observed 
directly how these festivals, 
seemingly intended for the 
general populace, predomi­
nantly function as venues for 
government officials, their 
families, and esteemed guests. 
The general populace finds 
itself relegated to the role of 
passive observers, anticipated 
to squander their resources on 
admission fees and exorbi­
tantly priced conveniences.

The Maza Gold Tea 
Phenomenon

The government's method­
ology regarding development 
initiatives is aptly summarized 
by what I refer to as the "Maza 

-Gold Tea Syndrome." Similar 
to how purchasers of Maza 
Gold Tea are granted a compli­
mentary stainless steel spoon, 
the residents -of Meghalaya 
frequently find themselves 
with mere token advantages, 
while the genuine essence 
of development initiatives is 
diverted by politicians and 
their associates. This scenario 
evokes the insights of Machia- 
velli regarding the Medici's 
adeptness at manipulating the 
populace of Florence through 
artifice and subterfuge. The 
populace remains grasping the 
symbolic utensil, oblivious to 
the fact that they have been 
deprived of the very essence 
of the beverage.

The Statistical Veil
The government proud­

ly announces a reduction in 
unemployment rates from 
8.8% to 1.9%, however, the 
actual circumstances present 
a contrasting narrative. This 
distortion of data evokes the 
actions of Soviet officials 
who showcased exaggerated 
statistics to conceal economic 
deterioration—a strategy that 
ultimately culminated in sys­
temic failure.

In GeorgeOrwell's "1984," 
the Ministry T»f.J»lentjr tpec- »• 
petually alters economic* «tB» 
tistics to present an illusion of 
growth, despite the populace 
enduring significantshortages. 
The actions of our government 
appear to echo themes from a 
dystopian narrative, offering 
an optimistic portrayal that 
starkly contrasts with the grim 
realities encountered by the 
citizens of Meghalaya.

The Industrial Festival 
Complex

These government-spon­
sored festivals have trans- . 
formed into a self-perpetuating 
ecosystem. While officials are 
afforded the privilege of state- 
funded accommodations and 
meals, ordinary citizens are 
relegated to the role of mere 
ticket-buying spectators. This 
reflects the historical Chinese 
custom of "elegant bribery," 
wherein officials augmented 
their wealth through state- 
funded entertainment.

The government asserts 
that these events will yield 
profits; however, they con­
sistently operate at a deficit. 
The true beneficiaries are not 
die citizens of Meghalaya, but 
rather the artists, government 
officials, and a privileged few 
who gain from these lavish 
events.

The Illusion of Progress :
Given that Rs 2,105 crore 

was allotted over five years un­
der the Sarva ShikshaAbhiyan 
(SSA), it is clear that Megha­
laya's educational system still 
faces several difficulties. This 
systematic failure illustrates 
the challenges faced by numer­
ous African nations, where 
development funds dissipated

tance with the growing digital 
influence of China and Russia 
but turning them into lethal 
engines for public monitoring 
will be nerve-wracking espe­
cially with the skirmishes in 
Bangladesh and Manipur.

Edward Snowden’s mem­
oir, 'Permanent Record', on 
h6w one man was engaged 
in building a system for rtiass 
surveillance, eventually lead­
ing him to bring it down for 
the greater good is a must 
read.

Yours etc., 
Christopher Gatphoh, 

Shillong-10

Fire safety and 
use of drones
Editor,
As winter sets in, many 

people tiim to electric heat­
ers, blowers, or traditional 
methods like burning wood 
and charcoal to stay warm.

into bureaucratic obscurity 
while citizens remained en­
grossed in state-sponsored 
festivities.

The growing reliance of 
the state on external financial 
support, now, reaching $1.07 
billion, presents a consider­
able threat of intensifying 
its current crisis. Similar to 
Athens before its downfall, we 
are at risk of valuing fleeting 
entertainment above lasting 
security.

The Way Ahead:
The answer does not reside 

in an increase of festivals, but 
rather in the pursuit of trans­
parency, accountability, and 
authentic development. Until 
that time, we exist akin to the 
inhabitants ofAldous Huxley's 
"Brave New World" - lulled 
into complacency as our future 
deteriorates around tfs.The 
young populace of Meghalaya 
ought to rouse themselves 
from this distraction-driven 
lethargy and advocate for 
genuine transformation.

As history illustrates, soci­
eties that prioritize spectacle 
over meaningful content are 
destined for decline. The mo­
ment has arrived to cease 
conforming to the dictates of 
the government and to begin 
advancing toward authentic 
progress.

A Formal Request for 
Commitment

It is imperative that we, as 
Meghalayans, advocate for 
transparency in governmen­
tal expenditures, particularly 
regarding these extravagant 
events.

1. Prioritize the enhance­
ment of education, healthcare, 
job creation, and a system 
devoid* of corruption over 
entertainment.

2. It is imperative to hold 
our elected representatives 
accountable for their promises 
and behavior.

3. Cultivate critical think­
ing and encourage engage­
ment in civic affairs among 
our youth.

4. Champion local initia­
tives that adeptly address au­
thentic cpmraunity needs.,, ;
; ContwtyalAnalyisis Qf 

Historical Events:
Throughout history, gov­

erning bodies have employed 
entertainment as a mechanism 
for exerting influence and 
maintaining control. In the 
annals of ancient Rome, eng 
perors such as Nero and Com- 
modus indulged in extravagant 
games and spectacles, all die 
while turning a blind eye to 
the urgent social dilemmas 
that plagued their society. This 
strategy ultimately played a 
significant role in die empire's 
decline.In a comparable man­
ner, the opulence of the royal 
court at Versailles during the 
18th century in France was 
in sharp juxtaposition to the 
destitution experienced by the 
general populace.

This inequality ultimately 
culminated in the French Rev- 
olution.In our contemporary 
landscape, we observe reflec­
tions of these historical trends. 
The administration of Megha­
laya, reminiscent of historical 
sovereigns, appears to operate 
under the assumption that a 
citizenry captivated by diver­
sion will remain oblivious to 
shortcomings in governance 
and progress.

The Societal Expense:
Although international art­

ists such as Akon and Ed 
Sheeran undeniably generate 
enthusiasm, it is imperative 
to scrutinize the cultural im­
plications of these external 
forms of entertainment. Are 
we not, perhaps unwittingly, 
eroding our profound local tra­
ditions and artists by perpetu­
ally seeking external cultural

While these methods provide 
relief from the cold, and pre­
vent one from getting sick, 
they also pose significant 
fire hazards. In Meghalaya, 
numerous fires have been 
caused by short circuits, 
unattended charcoal fires, 
or improper use of blowers 
in the past. Additionally, 
smoke and fumes in poorly 
ventilated rooms can lead to 
suffocation.

The concern goes beyond 
winter—it’s about the over­
all safety of our localities 
throughout the year. How 
prepared are we to handle 
emergencies? Are our lo­
calities equipped to receive 
timely assistance? Unfortu­
nately, narrow roads in many 
areas remain a recurring 
issue, hindering access for 
fire trucks and emergency 
responders.

While the fire services 
have taken steps to address 
these challenges, more needs

affirmation?Furthermore, the 
emphasis placed on these mon­
umental occasions frequently 
undermines the support for 
grassroots cultural initiatives, 
which possess the potential for 
a more enduring influence on 
our communities.

The Ecological Impact:
Such extensive gatherings. 

inevitably incur a considerable 
environmental toll. The arrival 
of numerous visitors, the erec­
tion of temporary edifices, and 
the resultant waste production 

•significantly impact the deli­
cate ecosystem of Meghalaya. 
The environmental degrada­
tion observed in a region cel­
ebrated for its natural beauty 
raises significant concerns.

The Misconception of
Economic Principles:
The government frequently 

rationalizes these occurrences 
•through economic arguments, 
asserting that they enhance 
tourism and benefit local en­
terprises. Nonetheless, the 
situation is considerably more 
intricate. Although certain en-* 
terprises might experience im­
mediate benefits, the enduring 
economic ramifications remain 
dubious at best.The funds al­
located to these events could 
be redirected towards sustain­
able economic development 
initiatives, which would yield 
a more enduring influence on 
the state's economy.

The Journey Forward:
Understanding that this 

criticism does not amount to 
a total rejection of entertain­
ment or\ cultural events is 
crucial. It represents a call for 
balance and the delineation of 
priorities. A government must 
address the basic needs of its 
citizens while also enriching 
their lives through cultural and 
recreational opportunities.To 
achieve this,

1. it is imperative to under­
take a comprehensive analysis 
of public spending associated 
with entertainment events.

2. A clearly articulated pol­
icy concerning the alignment 
of these events with broader 
developmental goals.

3. Improved distribution 
of resources focused on edu­
cation, healthcare, and the 
creation of employment op­
portunities.

4. Support for local creators 
and cultural initiatives.

5. Frameworks for involv­
ing citizens in offering feed­
back and contributing to the 
decision-making process.

Final Thoughts: .
We must question ourselves 

as we stand at this turning 
point in Meghalaya's history: 
Will we demand the significant 
change our state sorely needs, 
or will we remain passive 
spectators in this magnificent 
circus?We are die ones who 
make the decision. We may 
persist in swaying to the gov­
ernment's rhythm, captivated 
by the allure and spectacle 
of global entertainers, or we 
can begin to advance towards 
genuine progress, insisting on 
authentic development and 
accountability.

Unlike the people of Rome , 
we should not be satisfied with 
bread and-circuses asour soci­
ety disintegrates. Rather, let us 
engage thoughtfully in the en­
deavor of shaping Meghalaya's 
future. It is solely through our 
united efforts and unwavering 
attention that we can aspire to 
construct a state that genuinely 
caters to the needs of all its 
citizens, rather than merely 
providing them with amuse- 
ment.The moment has come 
for transformation. The ques­
tion is: Are we prepared to take 
action, recognize our limita­
tions, and overcome them? 
The trajectory of Meghalaya 
hinges upon our response.

The writer is Advocate and 
Humanist and resdies in Ri 
Bhoi district, Meghalaya,

Bob’s Banter
By Robert Clements

Let’s Learn from Ban­
gladesh..!

Most Indians are shocked 
by the violence against Hin­
dus and the destruction of 
temples in Bangladesh.

Many o f us who were 
alive during the liberation of 
East Pakistan, wonder how 
a nation freed by the Indian 
army from the clutches of 
West Pakistan, could react in 
such a way, to the very ones 
who helped give them their 
freedom.

How quickly, we say, the 
Bangladeshis have forgot­
ten..

How sad, we whisper, 
when gratitude is replaced 
by betrayal.

But maybe, there’s a deep 
lesson for us Indians to learn 
from the atrocious way the 
Bangladeshis are behaving.

Even as our minds look 
with disbelief, remembering 
the sacrifice of our brave sol­
diers fighting ai war on two 
flanks, we need to also look 
at our own country with the 
same disbelief as our own 
people disrespect and try 
to'destroy the name of the 
man who freed our country 
from the British: Literally a 
one man army, who fought 
an unconventional war, and 
freed us from the shackles of 
the white colonizers.

They ruled with a heavy 
hand, just as Bangladesh was 
crushed by the might of the 
Pakistan army, till, Indian 
troops walked in, captured 
ninety-five thousand Paki­
stani soldiers and set their 
neighbour free.. , *

But now-India sees not 
gratitude but betrayal, just 
as those who revere the Fa­
ther of the Nation, is being 
betrayed by many inside our 
country.

How easy to forget, isn’t 
it?  ̂ *

Both governments; that 
of Bangladesh and also In­
dia, glibly use the word, - 
‘sedition’! Chimnoy Krishna 
Das, a prominent ISKCON 
leader and spokesperson for 
the' QattgladgSf) Saftjmitir• 
S ahiikri ’ J agraft Jot'£,' wkS 
arrested at Dhaka's main 
airport on sedition charges 
after an incident in Chit­
tagong on October 25, where 
a religious flag was hoisted 
above Bangladesh’s national 
flag. The case alleges this 
act was a 'desecration' and 
aimed at destabilising the 
nation.

‘How?’ we ask ourselves 
can this be an act of sedition. 
Aren’t these just trumped- 
up charges to get someone 
from a minority commu­
nity, here a Hindu, into deep 
trouble.?

Well, weren’t we doing 
the same with the ‘sedition’ 
word, till the Supreme Court 
stepped in? And aren’t we 
ridiculously terming any 
anti-government sentiment 
as anti-national even till 
date?

However, since such 
trivial acts are considered 
seditious in nature, shouldn’t 
we as a nation, start looking 
deeply into definite acts of 
betrayal or treachery as real 
acts of sedition?
. That we need to condemn 
those who speak ill of our 
freedom fighters: They lost 
years of their lives, in jails, 
even as we spend years of 
our lives condemning them. 
And they are condemned by 
those who never ever raised 
their voice for freedom.

Shouldn’t those who 
adulate the assassin of the 
Mahatma be arrested on

to be done. One innova­
tive solution to enhance fire 
safety is the use of drones. 
Drones equipped to carry 
and dispense water could 
be deployed to extinguish 
fires in areas inaccessible to 
fire trucks, such as densely 
packed or remote localities. 
TTiey could also be invalu­
able during large-scale fires, 
where additional support is 
critical to control the situ­
ation.

To ensure such measures 
are effective, proper training 
and. awareness programs 
should be comjucted annu­
ally in every locality , with 
initiatives that include edu­
cating residents about fire 
prevention and safety, fa­
m iliarizing communities 
with emergency protocols; 
and demonstrating the use of 
innovative tools like water- 
carrying drones.

By taking these proactive 
steps, we can minimize the

risks of fire-related tragedies 
and ensure a safer environ­
ment for all.

Yours etc., 
B.Laitphlang, 

Via email

Torn national 
flag at 

Secretariat: 
A matter of 

national shame
Editor,
I am writing to bring to 

your attention a matter of 
national pride and importance. 
The national flag hoisted in 
the Secretariat is gradually 
tearmg out, which is not only 
a visual eyesore but* also a 
disrespect to the national 
symbol. According to the Flag 
Code of India, a dishevelled or

charges of sedition? Because 
by venerating a murderer o f  
our greatest freedom fighter, 
he or she is saying that India 
should not have been freed. 
That India should have re- 

. mained a vassal of a foreign 
power. That we should have 
remained subjects o f the 
crown!

Enough grounds, right, 
for a lifetime in jail? At least 
for them to taste what it is to 
be in captivity and to find out 
what it was like to have been 
under the British.

So, there’s much we can 
learn about sedition, in­
gratitude and betrayal as 
we watch our neighbour 
showing us a mirror to our 
own selves.

Something else we can 
learn is how minorities feel 
when the country they call 
their own bully them. What 
a sense of hurt we feel when 
temples are at^cked not just 
in Bangladesh but anywhere 
else in the world.

The temples in-Bangla­
desh and even Canada or 
Pakistan, do not have for­
eign worshippers, were not 

.built for those from other 
countries but are used by 
citizens of the same country, 
who worship God in another 
way. ‘ >

“They have a right to!” we 
scream. “Protect their place 
of worship!” we shout, • , 

Biut hush listen to those 
same words spoken by peo­
ple in our own country. Do 
you know how they feel, 
when their places of wor­
ship are attacked? A church 
is desecrated, a mosque 
brought down, by whom? 
By brothers and sisters o f 
people belonging to the same 
nationality!

Again, betrayal, right?: 
Our country, which could 

be a beacon to the rest of the 
world, to show them what 
peace and brotherhood acr 
tually is, is being destroyed 
by selfish politicians, and-oh.* 
yes, the same, is happening in • 
Bangladesh.

:B,ut, before reacting:*?, 
'' such incidents abroad, We 

should instead be in a po­
sition to shout across the 
border and say, “ Muham­
mad Yunus! Look at us and 
emulate us!” •

But can we say this? No! 
Which is why they are also 
getting away with murder, 
because they are doing what 
they see across the border. 
To be able to stop such acts, 
we need to lead by example. 
Yes, there may be stray inci­
dents here and there, but we 
cannot have national leaders 
themselves polarising the 
country with every word that, 
comes out of their mouths.'

What we see happening 
in Bangladesh, could be the 
beginning of such despicable 
acts soon in other parts of 
the world. Slowly but surely, 
sporadic acts of violence are 
happening all over against 
us, because they see us doing 
the same.'

Let us put a stop to this, 
and show the world, how 
India is a country that has ‘ 
learnt to live in unity through 
diversity.

i For this, we need to learn 
from what is happening in ' 
Bangladesh, before it is too ' 
late..!

The Author conducts an ,
' online, eight session Writ­

ers and Speakers Course. I f  
you'd like to join, do send 
a thumbs-up to WhatsApp 
number 9892572883 or send 
a message to bobsbanter@ 
gmail.com

damaged flag should not be 
hoisted. It is imperative that 
the authorities take immediate 
action to replace the tom flag 
with a new one, ensuring that 
our national symbol is treated 
with the respect and dignity it 
deserves. As North-East In­
dia's oldest English-language 
daily newspaper, I believe 
The Shillong Times has*a 
significant influence on public 
opinion and can help bring 
this issue to the attention of 
the state administration. I urge 
the authorities to take prompt 
action to rectify this situation 
and maintain the dignity of our 
national flag:

Yours etc., 
Sudarshan Dasgupta, 

Via errfai
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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India’s North East & Indo-Pacific Partnerships
WITHIN a short span o f time there have been 
two engagements on the Indo-Pacific strategic al­
liance in Meghalaya. The first was initiated by the. 
American Consulate Kolkata in collaboration with 
Observer Research Foundation. This week the UK 
High Commissioner to India, Lindy Cameron and 
her colleague Andrew' Fleming, British Deputy High 
Commissioner, Kolkata. It may be mentioned that 
the Indo-Pacific strategic alliance is led by the US 
and includes Australia, Japan, the Philippines, South 
Korea, and Thailand. While the newly elected US 
President Donald Trump and outgoing President Joe 
Biden disagree on most issues, one area o f consen­
sus is the Indo-Pacific. During Trump's first term in 
office, in 2019 he and his team published the Indo- 
Pacific Strategy, which sought to maintain a “free 
and open” region primarily through strengthening 
alliances and partnerships to counter China. When 
Biden entered office in 2021, he doubled down on his 
predecessor's approach. President Trump is known to 
be unpredictable with his international relations and 
is known to be transactional more than pragmatic and 
far-sighted. There were times he praised the Indo- 
Pacific allies and times when he tried strong-arm 
tactics with them but as far as the Indo-Pacific alli­
ance is concerned he was consistent in his approach 
of treading w ith enhanced diplomatic sensitivities. 
Kamala Harris, the Democrat candidate who lost to 
Donald Trump in the just concluded US elections 
during her campaign emphasized continuity with the 
Biden administration's Indo-Pacific strategy.

It was Late Abe Shinzo the former prime minister 
of Japan who probably convinced Trump to shift 
from an Asia-Pacific to Indo-Pacific focus, which 
would include India and the Indian Ocean Region 
as part of a collective strategy to counter China. 
Japan was also an advocate for reviving the Quad, 
a diplomatic partnership between Australia, India, 
Japan and the United States with the commitment 
to support an open, stable, prosperous, inclusive 
and resilient Indo-Pacific. Japan made these moves 
because, during Trump's tenure, it worried about its 
years-long standoff over the Senkaku Islands in the 
East China Sea (also claimed by China, which calls 
them the Diaoyu Islands). Japan was also concerned 
about North Korea, which in 2017 fired ballistic 
missiles over its territory. Since Biden came to 
office, Japan has shifted its attention farther south 
to the Taiwan Strait. Japan believes that a conflict 
there could impact the security o f its southwestern 
Ryukyu Island chain. The Indo-Pacific Strategic Alli­
ance much like the Quad is seen as a mechanism for 
balancing China's influence in the regicfn, although 
its members have stressed that it is not a military 
alliance and is open to other countries who share 
their values and interests. It is interesting why India’s 
North East has become the focal point here. True the 
North East shares 1395 kilometres with China in 
the North and the latter has had an abiding interest 
in Arunachal Pradesh by refusing to issue visas to 
residents o f that state because it claims Arunachal 
Pradesh is part of South Tibet. In fact China’s over­
arching influence in the Indo-Pacific region and in 
recent times its attempts to woo countries inimical 
to India are what makes the Indo-Pacific Strategic 
Alliance an important diplomatic initiative.

Letters to the Editor

The Bangladesh 
conundrum

Editor,
The recent incidents in 

several parts of India react­
ing to the internal matters 
of an independent country 
Bangladesh is a matter of se­
rious concern. These height­
ened reactions are primarily 
aimed to address the internal 
electorate, but has the poten­
tial to damage the interests 
of India in medium to long 
term. It is a fact that Bangla­
desh is our neighbour, and 
both countries share mutual 
trade and human relations. 
Both the countries have 
multiple diplomatic consul­
ates, besides the embassies 
in respective capitals.

There is no denying that 
there are reports of atrocities 
and attacks on minorities in 
Bangladesh. However, these 
are best addressed through 
d ip lo m atic  endeavours, 
through bilateral and global 
forums. Increasing tensions 
bv attacking Bangladeshis 
in India and their diplomatic 
missions, India, the bigger 
brother, would only be mak­
ing its case worse. Already, 
its relationships with almost 
ail its neighbours is pre­
carious. China is building 
bridges with all of India’s 
neighbours, with several 
uniting incentives.

It would be worthwhile 
to remember that Bangla-

Laitumkhrah Aesthetics and 
Middle Class Victimhood

desh was, comparatively, a 
friendly neighbour with India 
for the last two decades or 
so. With such a frenzy, our 
neighbours would only fall 
into the lap of China, which 
would not augur well for 
Bharat.

Yours etc., 
D Bhutia, 
Guwahati

Supreme Court 
advocates for 

effective legal aid 
for the poor

Editor,
While delivering its judg­

ment on a rape case dating 
back to 2009 the Supreme 
Court said that legal aid for 
the poor should not be ‘poor’ 
in quality since lack of access 
to legal aid affects the funda­
mental rights o f the accused. 
The Supreme Court acquitted 
a man accused of rape and 
murder of a 10 year old girl 
in 2009, after noting several 
irregularities including lack 
of effective legal representa­
tion during the trial. The apex 
court observed that imposing 
capital punishment in such a 
case shocks the conscience 
o f  the Court. The Court 
also added that if legal aid is 
provided only for the sake of 
providing it then it will serve 
no purpose and if effective le­
gal aid is not made available

Four years ago, as a group 
of young people in Shillong 
advocating for intersectional 
environmental justice, under 
the banner of “Fridays For 
Future,” we raised concerns 
about the proposed construc­
tion of the ‘Barik Mall’ in 
the PWD Estate at the Civil 
Hospital junction. The pro­
posed construction aimed 
to create a high-end mall, 
similar to the Saket Mall in 
Delhi, replacing the earlier 
proposed construction of the 
‘Iconic Place’ and terminat­
ing the design awarded for 
the same.

The ‘Iconic Place’, was 
envisioned as an open space 
for the public, featuring un­
derground parking, amphi­
theatres, an art gallery, and 
dedicated areas for vendors
-  perhaps akin to the tempo­
rary kiosks set up at Wards 
Lake during the recent events 
such as the Literary Festival 
or the Wine Festival earlier 
last year. I hope I am not 
too optimistic in assuming 
that these vendor spaces, 
as outlined in the Detailed 
Project Report o f the Iconic 
Place, would be accessible 
to all residents o f Shillong -  
hawkers, the “middle class”, 
and the wealthy elite.

When we petitioned the 
proposed conversion of the 
PWD estate into a mall, we 
w ere met w ith surprised 
reactions, both intriguing 
and disdainful. Neverthe­
less, we were firm in our 
resolve in intersectionally 
rooting environmental issues, 
urbanization and gentrifica- 
tion. As residents of the city 
with already limited public 
resources and open spaces, 
we felt we should have a say 
in how urbanization unfolds, 
and we grounded our petition 
against the mall that environ­
mentalism goes beyond the 
fads of tree plantation, tote 
bags, and metal straws, but 
must be rooted in class and 
social consciousness, and its 
relationship with resource 
utilization and urbanization. 
We argued that the position­
ing of a mall as an “economic 
solution” and “infrastructural 
solution” reinforces a myopic 
understanding of economics 
and urban planning, and one 
that reinforces gentrified 
markets over accessible com­
munity spaces.

In this context, Lyzander 
Sohklet’s article yesterday, 
“L aw less S tree ts : How 
Hawkers in Laitum khrah 
Are Endangering Lives and 
Livelihoods” (TST, 3rd De­
cem ber 2024), rem inded 
me o f the same response 
we faced from the “middle 
class” in Shillong when we 
advocated for m ore par­
ticipatory, non-class-based 
public spaces in the face of 
unplanned urbanization and 
gentrification.

to an accused who is unable 
to engage an advocate, it 
will amount to infringement 
o f  his fundamental rights 
guaranteed by Article 21 of 
the Constitution

Justices Abhay S Oka and 
Ahsanuddin Amanullah and 
Augustine George Masih said 
that after perusing the records 
of the case they found a very 
disturbing feature where the 
State failed to provide timely 
legal aid to the appellant. The 
other issue is about the qual­
ity of legal aid. Apart from 
provisions of Article 21 and 
Article 39A of the Constitu­
tion, the law on the issue of 
the right to legal aid has been 
evolved by the Court through 
its landmark decisions.
- The Justices observed 

that legal aid must be effec­
tive. Advocates appointed 
to espouse the cause of the 
accused m ust have good 
knowledge of criminal laws, 
law of evidence and proce­
dural laws apart from other 
important statutes. As there 
is a constitutional right to 
legal aid, that right will be 
effective only if the legal aid 
provided is of a good qual­
ity. If the legal aid advocate 
provided to an accused is not 
competent to conduct the trial 
efficiently, the rights o f the 
accused will be violated, the 
bench said.

Dealing with the appeal 
by Ashok whose death pen­
alty was commuted by the

By Joel Kyndiah

While my use of the term 
“urban planning” may be 
rebutted in an article in de­
fense of hawkers and street 
vendors, I pre-emptively ar­
gue that the alleged economic 
and social disruptions caused 
by hawkers and vendors in 
Laitumkhrah, does not arise 
from their presence, but from 
a historical lack of inclusive 
urban planning, which fails 
to  integrate vendors into 
Shillong’s formal structure, 
as underscored by the recent 
protest outside the Shillong 
M unicipal Board and the 
night protest in Police Bazaar, 
against their illegal relocation 
to a ‘notified vending area’, 
when no proper consultation 
with the Hawkers and Street 
Vendors Association in the 
Town Vending Committee 
was carried out in the full 
spirit and letter of the law.

In the article above, Lyz­
ander Sohklet positions the 
“middle class” as stuck in a 
cross-fire between the wealthy 
upper classes detached from 
the realities, of “daily street- 
level conflicts” of the middle 
class, and the seem ingly 
manipulative “lower classes” 
who have leveraged the art of 
garnering sympathy for their 
“actions”.

This portrayal o f  the 
middle class as voiceless 
victim s trapped betw een 
two antagonistic forces -  the 
wealthy elite and the “sym­
pathy-leveraging” hawkers, 
is problematic, for it reflects 
a misplaced sense o f vic­
timhood, which if  I may,
- cultural critic Slavoj Zizek 
would argue that this narra­
tive framing of the “middle” 
class between the narrative 
of the “rich” and the “poor” 
serves as. an ideological fan­
tasy that allows the middle to 
displace its anxieties onto the 
hawkers and street vendors, 
thus avoiding their confron­
tation w ith the structural 
inequalities perpetuated by 
capitalism.

In doing so, there is a 
reinforcem ent o f a zero- 
sum understanding of class- 
relations, where the eco­
nomic survival o f one group 
is perceived as inherently 
detrimental to another. In 
reality, the struggles of the 
middle class restaurateurs 
and cafe-owners in Laitum­
khrah and the hawkers, are 
interlinked, both shaped by 
systemic economic vulner­
abilities. Moreover, this self­
perception of the middle class 
as “silently suffering” does 
not account for its role in up­
holding an economic system 
and government policies that 
marginalize informal workers 
while enabling wealth accu­
mulation of the upper and the 
“middle” classes.

A llahabad High Court to 
life term, the court noted 
the evidence o f more than 
one prosecution witness was 
recorded in the absence of 
the legal aid advocate. At the 
stage of framing charges, he 
was not represented by an ad­
vocate. The Court observed 
that it was surprising that 
the examination-in-chief of 
the prime witness (father of 
the girl) was allowed to be 
recorded without giving legal 
aid counsel. Hence a valuable 
right of the accused to object 
to the questions asked in 
examination-in-chief is be- 
,ing deprived. The accused is 
also deprived of the right to 
object to leading questions, 
the bench observed

In this case the prosecu­
tion relied upon evidence of 
the victim's seven-year-old 
cousin who allegedly saw 
the girl being forcibly taken 
to the tubewell where the 
offence was committed. The 
court, however, held this wit­
ness cannot be solely relied 
upon and that it is unsafe to 
base conviction only on his 
testimony. Even if his testi­
mony is correct, his evidence 
can, at best be the evidence 
of ‘last seen together.’ The 
bench also rejected the re­
covery of the victim’s slipper 
and underwear allegedly at 
the appellant's instance and 
held that the appellant's guilt 
beyond reasonable doubt has 
not been established.

In statement recorded un­

it was also argued that 
hawkers cause a “gauntlet of 
obstructions” preventing the 
right of students and pedes­
trians to utilize the footpaths, 
effectively compromising the 
spaces of the middle classes. 
Though a legitimate concern, 
in highlighting that the area 
surrounding Nazareth Hos­
pital is a notified no-vending 
zone, but that the vendors are 
flouting the same, along with 
the illustration that pedestri­
ans are in danger, by citing 
an example of a recent ac­
cident in the area. While this 
observation does highlight 
the potential dangers posed 
by such a situation, it also 
raises the question of who has 
the right to inhabit and shape 
urban spaces.

In this regard, I cite noted 
French sociologist, Henri 
L efebrve’s notion o f the 
“right to the city” , which 
was recently reiterated by 
the Delhi High Court’s judg­
ment in Ajay M aken vs. 
Union of India, upholding the 
constitutional right of slum 
dwellers against forced and 
unannounced evictions.

The “right to the city” ar­
ticulated by Lefebrve argues 
that urban spaces should 
not be solely controlled by 
market forces, such as com­
modification and capitalism, 
but should be shaped and 
governed by the citizens who 
inhabit it, and in this context, 
the hawkers and street ven­
dors. Hence, this perspec­
tive challenges the implicit 
privileging of a bourgeois 
aesthetic of order that under­
pins the article. Arguing that 
“hawkers are endangering 
the lives and livelihoods”, 
is to prioritize a bourgeois 
aesthetic of order that val­
ues controlled environments 
over the pluralistic dynam­
ics of urban spaces which is 
evidently sliding in Shillong. 
Doing so alienates the hawk­
ers and propagates a belief 
that we ought to conform to 
a middle class imagination of 
propriety and aesthetics.

A lso, th is fram ing o f 
hawkers as impediments to 
the desired urban order of 
the “middle class” is argu­
ably akin to the logic of 
exclusion and mob justice 
that underpins the “bulldozer 
raj” seen in recent times, 
where municipal authori­
ties in India demolish the 
homes o f individuals and 
even whole communities m 
the face of offences where 
an individual has allegedly 
committed, and as revenge 
against protesting ethnic and 
religious minorities as seen 
in Uttar Pradesh, and Assam. 
Fortunately the Supreme 
Court has come down heav­
ily on this system for clearly

der Section 313 of the CrPC, 
the bench noted that the 
contents o f the incriminat­
ing documents were not put 
to the appellant. Also, the 
witnesses may have deposed 
in a language not known to 
the accused. In such a case, 
if  the material circumstances 
appearing in evidence are 
not put to the accused and 
explained to him/her in a 
language understood by him/ 
her it will prejudice the ac­
cused.

The court pointed out the 
date of occurrence of the 
rape is May 27, 2009. After 
such a long gap (15years), it 
will be unjust if the appellant 
is now told to explain the 
circumstances and material 
specifically appearing against 
him in the evidence. Above 
all the appellant had been 
incarcerated for about 12 
years and nine months be­
fore he was released on bail* 
Therefore, considering the 
long passage of time, there is 
no option but to hold that the 
defect cannot be cured at this 
stage, the bench observed.

Even assuming that the ev­
idence of the victim's cousin 
can be believed, the appellant 
is entitled to acquittal on the 
ground of the failure to put 
incriminating material before 
him in his examination under 
Section 313 of the CrPC, the 
bench said. The apex court 
observed that it is surprising 
that both the Trial Court and 
High Court have overlooked

violating' basic principles of 
law, and municipal executive 
authorities as judge, jury, and 
executioner.

It was also stated that 
hawkers and street vendors 
have the “audacity”to threat­
en “legitimate businesses” and 
“legitimate establishments” 
w hich support num erous 
families and entrepreneurs 
who are drowning in a sea 
of injustice due to skyrock­
eting rents and diminishing 
revenue.

Effectively such arguments 
ignore the socio-economic 
systems that necessitate infor­
mal labour. Hawkers inhabit a 
liminal space within the econ­
omy, where formal employ­
ment opportunities are scarce, 
and informal work becomes a 
means of survival. In arguing 

•that hawkers haVe “audac­
ity” , to threaten “le|itimate 
businesses”, is to frame their 
labour as illegitimate, and 
overlooks their crucial role in 
sustaining urban economies 
by providing affordable goods 
and services to lower-income 
groups. The middle class’s 
assertion of economic legiti­
macy and superiority reflects 
nothing but a cultural anxiety 
about downward mobility, 
clearly juxtaposed between 
eating at chic Laitumkhrah 
cafe, and a standing mess just 
outside of it.

While the concerns of un­
regulated street vending are 
valid for reasons such as con­
gestion and food safety, etc., 
the effort o f the hawkers and 
street vendors trying to secure 
their rights and implementa­
tion in letter and spirit of the 
National Street Vendors (Pro­
tection of Livelihoods and 
Regulation of Street Vending) 
Act, 2014 must be appreci­
ated. The hawkers fought for 
this for six years since 2016, 
with the state government re­
pealing the exclusionary state 
Act in favour of the National 
Act in 2022.

Rather than treating hawk­
ers as a “menace”, we must 
question the broader cultural 
logic that normalizes such 
antagonism s. The middle 
class, which I am also guilty 
of belonging to in the pursuit 
of imagined orderly urban 
spaces, often attempt to iso­
late themselves and fend for 
their own self-interests.

It must be reiterated that 
the “right to the city” is not 
just a legal or an economic 

. right but a cultural right that 
enables everyone the capabil­
ity to assert themselves and 
a Shillong that values the 
economic contributions of all 
the residents, and not just the 
middle class.

(This article is a personal 
reflection o f  the au thor’s 
own views and is not affili­
ated with any organization or 

v institution. The author can 
be contacted via joelblahkyn- 
diah@gmail.coin)

non- compliance with the 
requirements of Section 313 
of the CrPC. In fact, the Trial 
Court imposed the death pen­
alty in a case which ought to 
have resulted in acquittal, the 
bench stated.

Highlighting the role of 
public prosecutor, the bench 
said the officer has to play an 
active role in ensuring that 
every trial is conducted in a 
fair mannei; and in accordance 
with the law.

The Supreme Court also 
issued a slew of directions 
on the role of the Public Pros­
ecutors and the appointment 
o f Legal Aid Counsels in 
upholding procedural fairness 
and the fundamental rights of 
the accused in criminal trials. 
The Court said that the Public 
Prosecutor must assist the 
Trial Court in recording the 
accused's statement under 
Section 313 o f  the CrPC, 
ensuring all incriminating 
material circumstances are 
presented to the accused. 
While ensuring offenders are 
punished, the Prosecutor must 
also prevent infirmities in the 
trial that could prejudice the 
accused, the court added.

Yours etc,, 
Yash Pal Ralhan, 

Via email

Articles and letters, ap­
pearing on this page a r ® 
the views of the writers/ 
au thors  and not th a t  of 
The Shillong Times

Decoding Product

By Shainam Kharumnuid
One of the key challenge s 

in Meghalaya is the wide­
spread belief that securing 
a government job represents 
the ultimate career achieve­
ment. In contrast, in met­
ro cities across India and 
abroad, government jobs are 
often less sought after due 
to the abundance of private- 
sector opportunities offering 
significantly higher salaries 
and broader career prospects. 
While government jo"bs pro­
vide stability and can be the 
better choice in certain situ­
ations, private-sector roles— 
especially for those with the 
right qualifications—offer a 
wider array of options and 
greater earning potential.

The primary issue in Me­
ghalaya is the limited pres- 
•ence of private-sector op­
portunities, which is driven 
by challenges such as ease 
of doing business., lack of 
incentives, social constraints, 
political instability, and cor­
ruption. These systemic bar­
riers require attention, and 
I plan to explore them in 
future articles where I ’ll 
discuss strategies to acceler­
ate Meghalaya’s economic 
development.

Before addressing these 
larger structural concerns, 
it’s crucial to first understand 
the different types ofjobs that 
exist, the range of companies 
operating in various sectors,

takes a broader view, coor­
dinating multiple projects to 
align with the organization’s 
larger strategic goals.

Think- of it this way. a 
Product Manager decides 
what dish to cook, a Project 
Manager ensures the kitchen 
runs efficiently to prepare 
it, and a Program Man-, 
ager oversees the restaurant's 
overall operation. In many 
tech startups, however, Prod­
uct Managers often take on 
all three roles.

Ownership lies at the 
heart of Product Manage­
ment. A great Product Man­
ager treats the product like 
their own business, taking 

. full responsibility for its sue- 
cess or failure. This involves 
making tough decisions, ad­
vocating for customers, and 
constantly improving the 
product. They are account­
able not just for delivering 
tasks but for driving mean­
ingful outcomes and impact­
ing business metrics.

Take Instagram’s Sto­
ries feature, for example. 
It wasn’t a lucky guess->~it 
stemmed from a Product 
Manager identifying an op­
portunity to cater to user 
needs while driving business 
growth. Observing the popu­
larity of short-form content- 
on platforms like Snapchat, 
the PM might have discov­
ered through research that

“Theprimary issue in Meghalaya is the 
limited presence of private-sector 
opportunities, which is driven by 

challenges such as ease of doing business, 
lack of incentives, social constraints, 

politicalinstability, and corruption. These 
systemic barriers require attention, and 
I  plan to explore them in future articles 
where III discuss strategies to accelerate 

Meghalaya’s economic development.”
and how we can bring these 
opportunities to Meghalaya. 
In this article, I’ll focus on 
Product M anagement— a 
field primarily within tech 
companies—drawing from 
my own experience since 
graduating from IIT Madras 
and IIM Bangalore and cur­
rently heading a team of 
Product Managers. This field 
is one where only a handful 
of individuals from Megha­
laya are currently represented 
and I wanted to deeode this 
role a bit, primarily since a lot 
of people in Shillong do not 
really understand what we do 
in Product Management. ,

, In today’s digital land­
scape, Product Management 
has emerged as one of the 
most coveted roles in the 
tech industry. But what does a 
Product Manager (PM) actu­
ally do, and why are they so 
critical to a company’s suc­
cess? Let’s break it down.

At its core, a Product 
Manager acts as the captain 
steering a product toward 
customer satisfaction and 
business success. They don’t 
personally build the product 
(that’s the engineers’ job) or 
market it directly (handled by 
the marketing team). Instead, 
they determine what the 
product should be, why it’s 
worth building, and how it 
can effectively solve custom­
er problems while aligning 
with the company’s goals.

In essence, Product Man­
agers define a product's vi­
sion, set priorities, and work 
closely with designers, engi­
neers, marketers, and other 
teams to bring that vision to 
life. They balance user needs, 
business objectives, and tech­
nical constraints, serving as 
the glue that holds cross­
functional teams together.

Product Management is 
often confused with Project 
Management or Program 
Management, but these roles 
are distinct:

•Product M anagement 
focuses on the what and 
why: What should be built, 
and why is it important? 
This role is about identifying 
customer needs, analyzing 
market trends, and defining 
the right product.

• Project M anagement 
focuses on the when and 
how: It ensures teams de­
liver projects on schedule and 
within scope by managing 
timelines and resources.

• Program Management

Instagram users desired a 
way to share spontaneous, 
unpolished moments with­
out cluttering their main 
feeds. The PM then worked 
with designers to conceptu­
alize the- feature, engineers 
to build it, and marketing 
teams to ensure a success­
ful launch— all the while 
tracking metrics like daily 
active users, engagement 
and eventually contribution 
to ads revenue due to Stories. 
This level of ownership 
transformed Stories into a 
defining feature that boosted 
Instagram’s relevance.

The role of a Product 
Manager evolves depending 
oh the company’s stage:

• Eariy-Stage Startups: . 
PMs wear multiple hats,,1 
juggling tasks like user re- ] 
search, product ideation,. ‘ 
and coordination with de- ‘ 
velopers in a fast-paced 
environment.

• Mid-Stage Startups: 
The role becomes more 
structured, with a focus on

* scaling successful products, 
refining processes, and bal­
ancing growth with quality.

• Large Tech Compa­
nies: PMs often special­
ize in specific product ar­
eas, relying on established 
frameworks and larger teams 
while navigating complex 
organizational dynamics.

As digital products con­
tinue to dominate, the de­
mand for skilled Product 
Managers is soaring. Com­
panies recognize the value 
o f having someone who 
understands customer needs 
deeply and can guide teams 
to build impactful solu­
tions. It’s a role that com- 

' bines creativity, strategy, 
and leadership, making it 
one of the most exciting and 

' influential careers in today’s 
tech-driven world.

In a landscape where 
businesses thrive on ex­
ceptional products, Product 
Managers play a critical role 
in shaping innovations that 
matter—whether at a startup 
or a tech giant. It’s a career 
that not only challenges but 
also inspires, making it a 
path worth exploring. In 
fact, it is slowly becoming 
one of the most sought after 
careers at the top IITs and 
IIMs. •

(The writer is Head o f  
Product at Nivoda and an 
IIM  Bangalore & IIT  Ma­
dras Alum)
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Congress in crisis
THE rout tor the Congress in assembly polls, 
one after another, should cause serious worry for 
its rank and file. Even where the BJP could not 
win power, the regional parties took the upper 
hand. The Congress joined the government as 
junior partner in Jharkhand and kept away from 
governance in Jammu and Kashmir even as the 
INDIA alliance trounced the BJP in both states. 
Haryana was a washout for the grand old party; 
and so was Maharashtra, where the party’s tally 
was simply 16 in a house of 288 -  the worst- 
ever. Where the Congress would go from here 
is a big question.

True, the Congress got a fresh lease of life 
when it won the assembly polls in Himachal 
Pradesh in 2022, followed by its win in Karna­
taka in 2023 and in Telangana earlier this year. 
Some keenly-watched assembly polls would 
follow as in Delhi soon and Bihar later. In both 
these, there’s no hope of a good Congress show 
as the party’s state units remain weak. Arvind 
Kejriwal’s AAP has rejected a tie-up with the 
Congress in the run-up to the polls there, set 
before mid-February. The fight there would 
likely be oetween the AAP and the BJP. In 
other words, any good news is unlikely for the 
Congress in the near future. The BJP’s stocks 
remain high. Madhya Pradesh, Goa, Gujarat, 
Chhattisgarh and Haryana elected BJP or pro- 
BJP governments for the third time in a row. 
So was the case in Bihar, where Nitish Kumar 
is QJP ally. However there is yet no visible 
anti-incumbency wave in any of these states. 
Inside Parliament, with a good number of seats 
in the lower house, the party is well-endowed 
compared to its negligible presence in the last 
house .- Rahul Gandhi as Leader of Opposition 
iTdolirg feasohably well, taking on the govern­
ment on major issues. Add to this the presence 
of his sister Priyanka Gandhi.

Note the fact that West Bengal’s Mamata Ba- 
neijee is preening her feathers after a fresh bout 
of disappointments for the Congress in assembly 
polls. She was lying low when the Congress 
stock went up. Here now is an opportunity for 
her to try and upstage the principal opposition 
and position herself in the forefront, although 
this is wishful thinking. Having garnered around 
100 seats in Lok Sabha, the Congress retrieved 
its image as a strong political establishment. It is 
running three states and part of the power edifice 
in two other states. Baneijee can be content with 
guarding her sole fortress with rare leadership 
skills. Until the nephew steps into her shoes, 
there’s less chance of a downfall for the TMC or 
a repeat of what happened in neighbouring Od- 
isha. As of now, other than the tamed Congress, 
there’s no other serious challenge to the BJP.

Urban Ideals Vs Ground Realities
In response to the article, 

‘Laitumkhrah Aesthetics and 
Middle Class Victimhood 
by Joel Kyndiah’ (ST Dec
3, 2024) his thoughtful cri­
tique of my article, “Lawless 
Streets: How Hawkers in Lai­
tumkhrah Are Endangering 
Lives and Livelihoods,” is 
a commendable exploration 
of urban planning ideals and 
the socio-economic struggles 
o f hawkers. However, it 
drifts into rom anticizing 
abstract concepts while skirt­
ing the pressing realities of 
Shillong’s streets.

The invocation of lofty 
principles like Henri Lefe- 
bvre’s “right to the city” or 
notions of class struggle is 
intellectually enriching, but it 
risks overshadowing the fun­
damental issue: urban spaces, 
by their very nature, must 
balance inclusivity with regu­
lation to function effectively. 
The argument that hawkers 
are victims of systemic ineq­
uities does not absolve them 
of responsibility for the chaos 
and hazards caused by their 
encroachments. The streets of 
Shillong, as they stand today, 
are not the vibrant, inclusive 
hubs Kyndiah envisions— 
they are chaotic, unsafe, and 
inequitable spaces, particu­
larly for pedestrians, students, 
and even nearby businesses. 
The notion of the “right to 
the city” does not grant any 
single group the authority to 
disrupt the lives of others or 
to infringe upon basic rights. 
In this context, the freedom 
o f movement, as enshrined 
in Article 19 (l)(d) o f the 
Indian Constitution, stands 
as a fundamental right that 
is increasingly being violated 
by the unregulated presence 
o f hawkers along critical 
pathways in Laitumkhrah. 
The occupation of footpaths 
and roads not only forces 
pedestrians—students, work­
ers, and residents alike—into 
the danger of walking along 
busy streets but also creates 
a cascade o f issues, from 
traffic congestion to safety 
hazards.

In its landmark ruling 
in the S. Rajaseekaran v. 
Union of India case (2014)* 
the Supreme Court o f In­
dia emphasized the need 
for stringent measures to 
mitigate blackspots—areas 
prone to frequent accidents. 
The judgm ent called for 
comprehensive safety inter­
ventions, such as better road 
engineering, clear signages 
and unobstructed pedes­
trian pathways, to ensure that 
roads and pavements remain 
safe for all users. Central 
to this directive was the 
recognition that encroach­
ments, whether by parked 
vehicles or other obstacles, 
significantly contribute to 
the creation of blackspots and 
increase risks for pedestrians 
and drivers alike.

Thg ruling clearly es­
tablished the principle that 
public roads and pavements 
are meant for mobility, not 
obstruction. Vehicles parked 
illegally on roads face hefty 
fines and towing, a practice 
rigorously enforced under 
various traffic regulations. 
However, a glaring incon­
sistency arises when hawkers 
are aillowed to occupy these 
same pavements with little 
to no accountability. While a 
parked car is quickly penal­
ized for disrupting traffic 
or endangering pedestrians,

By Lyzander E Sohkhlet

L ette rs  to the  E d i to r

Rising storm 
of bigotry in 
Bangladesh
Editor,
If we seriously look at 

the cries of minorities in 
Bangladesh, they are not 
just whispers —- they are 
alarms, warning us all of a 
growing storm of extrem­
ism that might threaten the 
very foundations of global 
civilization.

Just recently, British law­
makers voiced their grave 
concerns over this worsen­
ing situation following the 
arrest of an ISK.CON monk 
Chinmoy Krishna Das. In a 
chilling session at Westmin­
ster Hall, they discussed how 
attacks on Hindus in Bangla­
desh have become dreadfully 
frequent. Arson, desecration 
of places of worship, brutal 
assaults, forced conversions, 
and even murders are being 
used as w eapons of oppres­
sion against a community 
that makes up just 8.5% of 
the nation’s population.

Priti Patel, Indian-origin 
politician and Shadow Sec­
retary of State for Foreign 
Affairs, expressed her out­

rage, stating: “The degree 
of escalation in violence is 
deeply concerning. What we 
are witnessing now is un­
controlled violence in many 
quarters. We are watching 
with horror and shock as 
further violence spreads in 
Bangladesh. The thoughts 
of all of us in the House are 
with the diaspora commu­
nity here and those affected 
in Bangladesh. These are 
deeply disturbing reports.”

Conservative MP Bob 
B lackm an  was eq ua lly  
direct, calling for action 
against “systematic, targeted 
violence” and urging the 
UK governm ent to press 
Bangladesh to uphold hu­
man rights. Labour MP Jim 
Shannon expressed similar 
sentiments, describing the 
ongoing atrocities as "deeply 
disturbing."

So, what fuels such bar­
barity? The answ er lies 
squarely in the blatant grip of 
religious extremism. When 
dogma becomes a “sword” 
instead of a bridge, human­
ity inevitably bleeds. In 
Bangladesh, a toxic ideol­
ogy fueled by bigotry has 
reduced the minority com­
munity to easy scapegoats 
for political, social, and

economic frustrations. But 
this extremism isn’t confined 
to one nation—it’s a virus 
infecting the broader human 
spirit. From Bangladesh to 
Myanmar, India, Afghani­
stan, Palestine, and beyond, 
religious intolerance poi­
sons societies, transform­
ing diversity into division, 
coexistence into conflict, and 
harmony into hatred. Our 
silence will only embolden 
these forces to spread their 
tentacles of evil.

Yours etc., 
Salil Gewali, 

Shillong

How safe is 
Aadhar?

Editor, .
The Aadhar card that we 

Indians use could be compro­
mised by a single OTP which 
could be given by mistake or 
carelessness. It comprises 
all our details, like address, 
bank details, pan card details 
, etc. In India many people 
are victims of online frauds 
so what was the point of 
creating a link , which could 
be compromised and later 
have individuals running to

hawkers, whose stalls pose 
similar if not greater risks, 
are often shielded by pub­
lic sympathy and political 
rhetoric.

This selective enforce­
ment creates an ironic con­
tradiction. If  road safety 
demands the removal of 
parked vehicles to ensure un­
obstructed movement, how 
can hawkers, who effectively 
commandeer entire stretches 
of pavement and sometimes 
spill over onto roads, be ex-

• empt? Their presence forces 
pedestrians, including the 
elderly, children, and the 
differently-abled, to walk on 
busy streets, heightening the 
likelihood of accidents and, 
by extension, turning such 
areas into blackspots.

The Supreme C ourt’s 
judgment on blackspots offers 
a framework for understand­
ing how encroachments— 
whether static (parked cars) 
or dynamic (hawker stalls)— 
jeopard ize urban safety. 
Roads and pavements are not 
commercial spaces; they are 
public resources meant for 
unhindered mobility. When 
hawkers are allowed to oc­
cupy pavements unchecked, 
it undermines not only the 
safety of pedestrians but 
also the intent of the Court’s 
ruling to eliminate hazards' 
that compromise the lives of 
road users.

Enforcem ent agencies 
must rScognize this parallel 
and apply the same principles 
to hawker encroachments as 
they do to illegal parking. 
The public good must take 
precedence over individual 
convenience or livelihood 
when the stakes are human 
lives. The right to vend must 
coexist with the right'to walk 
safely—a balance that cannot 
be achieved without clear, 
consistent enforcement of 
laws governing the use of 
public spaces.

The recent Meghalaya 
High Court directive to the 
Public Works Department 
(PWD) on the dumping of 
construction materials on 
roads and pavements high­
lights a critical aspect often 
ignored in these debates— 
the fundamental right to safe 
movement in public spaces.

In its order dated Septem­
ber 6, 2024, the High Court 
directed the PWD to take 
strict measures to prevent 
the dumping of construc­
tion materials on roads and 
pavements, emphasizing the 
dangers posed to pedestrians 
and commuters. The Court 
made it clear that such ob­
structions not only jeopardize 
public safety but also violate 
the basic rights of individuals 
to access public spaces.

While’ this directive tar­
gets construction materials, 
it draws a striking parallel 
to the issue of hawkers oc­
cupying road pavements. 
The consequences of these 
encroachments are equally, 
if not more, disruptive. Pave­
ments are rendered impass­
able, forcing pedestrians— 
students, the elderly, and 
the differently-abled—onto 
busy streets, where they are 
exposed to life-threatening 
risks. If construction materi­
als are considered hazard­
ous obstructions, how are 
hawkers setting up stalls 
on the same pavements any

police stations and courts. 
There is a lot of stress in 
every individual’s life these 
days! At times fake accounts 
are created, and the innocent 
are subjected to all forms 
o f harassment. At times 
biometrics are stolen and 
it's become a liability on in­
nocent victims. Please spare 
the citizens of the country, 
if the Government does not 
have a full-proof cure relat­
ing to online frauds. We have 
enough tensions in our lives 
and cannot be allowed to be 
exploited further. I would 
request the judiciary to take 
note of this issue as we the 
citizens of the country are 
tired of being exploited.

Yours etc.,
V Vashisht 

Shillong - 2

Time for odd- 
even number 
enforcement 
for private 

vehicles
Editor,
Through the columns of 

your esteemed newspaper,

different?
The High Court’s stance 

underscores the principle that 
public spaces must remain 
accessible and safe for all. 
The presence of hawkers 
on pavements undermines 
this very principle, creating 
a chaotic environment that 
endangers lives and disrupts 
the flow of daily activities. 
This is not a matter of class- 
based aesthetics, as Kyndiah 
suggests, but a pressing issue 
of public safety and equitable 
access to urban spaces.

In light o f the court’s 
directive, the argument that 
hawkers have a "right" to 
occupy pavements becomes 
untenable. Just as construc­
tion materials do not have 
the right to’obstruct public 
pathways, neither do make­
shift stalls that compromise 
the safety and mobility of 
citizens. The law exists to 
ensure a balance between 
the rights of all stakeholders, 
but that balance is disrupted 
when one group’s activi­
ties disproportionately harm 
others. ' :

It is not just about legal­
ity—it is about fairness and 
responsibility. Pedestrians 
should not have to risk their 
lives walking in the middle 
of the road, and the vulner­
able, such as the differently-1 
abled, should not face abuse 
for simply asserting their 
right to move freely. If the 
High Court's order applies 
to construction debris, then 
it must also extend, in spirit, 
to any obstruction—hawkers 
included—that endanger 
the safety and rights of the 
public.

To fram e the m iddle 
class’s concerns as a mis­
placed sense of victimhood is 
Reductive. Middle-class busi­
ness owners in Laitumkhrah 
are not rallying against hawk­
ers out of a fear of downward 
mobility or a desire for a 
sterile, bourgeois aesthetic. 
Their grievances stem from 
tangible struggles: declin­
ing revenues due to unfair 
competition, exorbitant rents, 
and the additional burden of 
riiaintaining cleanliness in the 
face of unchecked hawker 
activity. Ts it unreasonable 
for those abiding by laws and 
paying hefty rents to expect a 
level playing field?

Kyndiah’s critique also 
fails to address a fundameh- 
tal question: who bears the 
responsibility .for safety and 
order in urban spaces? The 
area in front of-N-azareth 
Hospital is a glaring example 
of hawker-induced disrup­
tion, with footpaths occupied 
and pedestrians forced onto 
dangerous roads. One can­
not dismiss this as a mere 
failure of urban planning—it 
is a failure of compliance 
and enforcement. Rules des­
ignating no-vending zones 
exist for a reason, and their 
violation directly impacts 
public safety.

Moreover, the romanti­
cized notion of hawkers as 
the backbone of urban econo­
mies must be balanced with 
an understanding of their 
impact. Yes, they provide 
affordable goods and ser­
vices, but their unregulated 
presence often undermines 
legitimate businesses that 
contribute to the local econ­
omy in a structured, sustain­

I would like to highlight the 
worsening traffic situation in 
Shillong, particularly along 
the route from Mawiong to 
Garikhana to Civil Hospi­
tal to Laitumkhrah during 
evening hours. The recent 
transition of traffic manage­
ment responsibilities from 
the experienced traffic police 
to Home Guards has only 
exacerbated the problem. 
Earlier, the situation, though 
challenging, was at least 
manageable under the traf­
fic police.

It is noteworthy that this 
is not a seasonal issue linked 
to festivals like Durga Puja, 
Diwali, or Christmas. In­
stead, it reflects a deep­
er problem of congestion 
caused by the sheer volume 
of vehicles. .My observation 
reveals that many private 
cars on the road are used by 
single occupants. Families 
owning multiple cars add to 
this congestion, leading to 
unmanageable conditions.

To address this crisis, 
1 urge the government to 
implement the even-odd rule 
for private vehicles, similar 
to measures successfully 
used in other cities. Unlike 
previous implementations in 
Shillong, where taxis were

able manner.. Kyndiah’s call 
for coexistence ignores the 
asymmetry of this relation­
ship: while hawkers operate 
with little accountability, 
businesses struggle under 
layers of regulation, taxes, 
and rising costs.

In The Shillong Times’ 
recently published episode of 
Let’s Talk, Bertina Lyngdoh, 
a visually impaired PhD 
Scholar laid bare the grim 
realities faced by Shillong’s 
differently-abled youth. Ber­
tina spoke candidly about the 
daily struggles of navigating 
a city where footpaths are 
no longer pedestrian zones 
but extensions of makeshift 
markets. For individuals with 
physical impairments, these 
encroachments are not just 
inconveniences—they are 
barriers that threaten their 
safety and dignity. Bertina 
recounted incidents where, 
in seeking passage, she and 
others like her were met with 
verbal abuse from hawkers 
who viewed their requests 
for space as unwarranted 
disruptions to their trade. 
This is not an isolated is­
sue. Across Laitumkhrah, 
students, the elderly, and 
those with disabilities face 
daily challenges navigating 
streets that should serve all 
but are instead dominated by 
unregulated vending.

Kyndiah’s article, in its 
philosophical posturing, 
fails to acknowledge the hu­
man cost of this unregulated 
chaos. His critique of middle- 
class victimhood ignores 
the very real victimization 
of vulnerable groups who 
find themselves silenced and 
sidelined in the debate over 
urban space. To trivialize 
these grievances as part of a 
bourgeois desire for order or 
as an evasion of deeper sys­
temic critiques is to dismiss 
the humanity of individuals 
like Bertina Lyngdoh. Phi­
losophy and ideology have 
their place in discussions 
of urban planning and class 
dynamics, but they must 
be grounded in the realities 
of those most affected. No 
quotation from a sociologist 
or philosopher can justify 
the persistfent harassment 
and neglect endured by the 
differently-abled, the margin­
alized, or the pedestrians who 
struggle to find a foothold in 
their own city.

The argument for inclu­
sive urban spaces should not 
come at the expense of order,

. safety, or fairness. Hawkers 
do play an important role in 
our urban landscape, but that 
role must be defined within 
the bounds of law and regula­
tion. Without this, the streets 
of Laitumkhrah will continue 
to be spaces of conflict rather 
than collaboration, where the 
rights of one group consis­
tently overshadow those of 
others.Kyndiah urges us to 
embrace the plurality of ur­
ban spaces, but true plurality 
cannot exist in a vacuum of 
regulation. It must be built on 
mutual respect, where hawk­
ers, pedestrians, businesses, 
and authorities work within 
a framework that prioritizes 
public welfare. This is not a 
rejection of the “right to the 
city,” but a call to ground it 
in reality. Let us ensure that 
our city respects the rights of 
all—not just in theory, but in 
practice.

The writer can be reached 
at lyzanedgar@gmail.com

affected, this rule should 
be targeted solely at private 
cars. By alternating vehicle 
usage based on registration 
numbers, we can signifi­
cantly reduce traffic volume 
and ensure smoother com­
muting.

Strict. enforcement and 
monitoring of this rule is 
crucial to its success. Addi­
tionally, creating awareness 
about car-pooling and en­
couraging the use of public 
transportation can further 
alleviate the situation. I hope 
the authorities will take this 
suggestion seriously and act 
promptly to restore order to 
Shillong's roads.

Yours etc., 
Name withheld on request 

Via email

On VPP 
ascendancy

Editor,
The article on 'VPP-Just 

Another Party' ( ST Dec
2, 2024) by HH Mohrmen 
is not in the direction of 
the new emerging political 
parties in the twenty-first 
century. Innovative ideas 
which ignite the hopes and

Democratic & secular forces in Bangladesh 
have to work for protection ofminorities

In India, people must be 
vigilant against divisive attempts

by RSS-BJP elements
By P. Sudhir

(SIX)

The continuous attacks 
on Hindus and other m i­
norities like Buddhists in 
Bangladesh are causing 
widespread concern. Con­
sequent to the fall o f the 
Sheikh Hasina government 
in the first week of August 
after a mass movement, it 
was expected that the end 
o f  her authoritarian rule 
w ould usher in  a m ore 
democratic system in Ban­
gladesh. However, in the 
chaos o f  the first few days, 
reports o f attacks on some 
Hindu temples and houses 
o f the minority community 
emerged across the coun­
try. The chief advisor of 
the interim  government, 
M uham m ad Yunus, had 
at that time assured that 
minorities would be pro­
tected. But incidents have 
occu rred  in the  period  
since then. So far, there 
have been 2 ,000  docu­
mented acts o f  violence 
and at least nine members 
o f  m inority  com m unity 
have been killed.

The current aggravation 
o f the situation took place 
w hen Chinmoy K rishna 
Das, a Hindu monk, was 
arrested and charged with 
sedition . C hinm oy Das 
had earlier been associ­
ated w ith ISKCON, but 
had been removed from 
it and is now heading the 
Sammilita Sanatani Jagran 
Jote. Even if  he has been 
expressing militant views, 
the charge of disrespecting 
the Bangladesh national 
flag as the cause for his ar­
rest on sedition charges ap­
pears to be heavy handed. 
When Das was presented 
in court and denied bail, 
there was a clash between 
the police and his follow­
ers. A n assistant public 
prosecutor was attacked 
By! the moJs t o d  killed. 
This incident shows how 
precarious the communal 
situation is at present.

The response  o f  the 
interim  government and 
its spokespersons has been 
to downplay these attacks 
by c laim ing  tha t these 
were exaggerated reports. 
They have sought to 'por­
tray it as an outcome, of 
the public anger against 
the Awami League activ­
ists and supporters. They 
tend to see the hand of the 
Ind ian  governm ent be­
hind this anti-Bangladesh 
campaign. The Yunus-led 
government is making a 
mistake by trying to ignore 
the attacks mounted on the 
minorities by the Islamist 
forces.

The an ti-Ind ia  sen ti­
ment that exists because 
o f  the Modi government’s 
b ack ing  o f  the Sheikh 
H asina regim e is being 
u tilised  by the Islam ic 
fundamentalist forces as 
a cover to attack the mi­
norities. With the ban on 
Jamaat-e-Islami lifted and

its leaders out of jail, the 
fundamentalist outfits like 
Hefazat-e-Islam are hav­
ing a free run to target 
H indus and to create a 
cojnmunal divide.*Even 
during Sheikh H asina’s 

. rule, such fundamentalist 
forces were actively work­
ing against the minorities. 
The interim government 
and the democratic forces 
in Bangladesh have to as­
sert and firmly put down 
the communal elements 
who see an opportunity 
to estaiblish their sectarian 
politics.

The attitude of the B,JP- 
RSS and the various Hin- 
dutva outfits in, India are 
no t he lp ing  to address 
the situation in a proper 
manner. Wild and incendi­
ary propaganda about the 
plight o f  Hindus across 
the border is seen by the 
Bangladeshi authorities 
and democratic circles as 
an attempt to intimidate 
and tarnish Bangladesh’s 
new political order. Dem­
onstrations conducted in 
Kolkata, Agartala and Gu- 
wahati by Hindu extremist 
groups outside Bangladesh 
Consulates using vitriolic, 
language have further ag­
g ravated  the situa tion . 
The incident in Agartala,

‘ where demonstrators of the 
Hindu Sangharsh Samiti 
entered the prem ises o f 
the Bangladesh Assistant 
H igh C om m ission  and 
vandalised property will 
only  harden  an ti-Ind ia  
sentiments in Bangladesh. 
The fiery rhetoric against 
Bangladesh will endanger 
the security o f the minori­
ties in Bangladesh.

The people o f Bangla­
desh will look askance at 
the Indian rulers preaching 
to them  about p ro tec t­
ing minorities, when they 
them selves have set an 
odious record in persecut­
ing and baiting minorities. 
Public opinion in B an­
gladesh is affected by the 
constant rhetoric against 
Bangladeshis by top In­
dian leaders. Union Home 
Minister, Amit Shah, had 
during the Jharkhand elec­
tion campaign made false 
and dire warnings, about 
large-scale Bangladeshi 
infiltration into Jharkhand. 
Earlier, such infiltrators 
were called 'term ites’ by 
him.

It is necessary for the 
secular and dem ocratic 
forces in both countries to 
assert that divisive com-, 
munal politics harms the1 
interests o f both countries.! 
It is for the secular and1 
democratic forces in Ban-; 
gladesh, who had fought, 
against Sheikh H asina’s 
authoritarian rule, to stand 
up and assert that the coun­
try is safe for the minorities 
and their rights as citizens 
w ill be fully  protected. 
(IPA Service)

aspirations ofthe people are 
very much responsible for 
the emergence and growth 
of such parties at the state 
level. Examples may be 
taken of the Biju Janata Dal 
(BJD) in Odisha and the 
Aam Aadmi Party (AAP) 
in Delhi. Both the parties 
brought in a new dimension 
to the Indian political party 
system with the main motto 
of clean and clear politics 
and also survived in the long 
run keeping the aspirations 
of the people alive and be­
lieving in the motto of clean 
and good governance. It is 
another fact that the BJD 
lost the Odisha Assembly 
election in 2024, but still 
rides high in popularity in 
Odisha. The VPP similarly 
is the new entrant in the 
Indian party system with a 
high rate of popularity in 
the Shillong Parliamentary 
election of 2024. Of course, 
the real test of the party is 
to be gauged from the MDC 
elections, but considering 
its performance in the 2024 
Lok Sabha elections it can be 
assumed that VPP still holds 
the same popularity in the 
whole of Meghalaya state. 
Parliamentary and MDC 
elections issues are of course

different but the philosophy 
of VPP suits the new genre 
of voters who are fed up with 
the old tradition of political 
party performance.

Minor issues as discussed 
in the article may have its 
impact on the short run, but 
still the scope is wide open 
for greater impact of the 
emotions, expectations & 
exceptions are capitalised 
by the emerging VPP. The 
leadership of VPP is well 
aware ofthe ground realities 
with strong hold on graSs- 
root politics. New political 
parties also often select new 
candidates for election as the 
experienced nominees are 
well-rested by the voters and 
they later repose their expec­
tations on new faces. Time 
will prove the worthiness of 
the VPP in the coming MDC 
elections and in the 2028 As­
sembly election.

Yours etc., 
Prof. Satya Prakash Dash 
Dept, of Political Science 

NEHU, Shillong

Articles and letters ap­
pearing on this page are 
the views of the writers/ 
authors and not that o f 
The Shillong Times_____
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Congress’s comedy of errors
IN recent times the M eghalaya Congress has been 

floating speculations that some o f its former senior 
m em bers who had earlier deserted the Party and 
joined the i nnam ool Congress w ould rejoin the 

Party 1 his comes after the Congress Party has been 
on an induction spree with several new members 
hum  different districts o f East Khasi Hills joining the 

Pari\ recently. Both Dr Mukyl Sangma and Charles 
Pyngrope have denied any move to return to the 
Congress. But what defies logic are the statements 

ot the Deputy CEM , Khasi Hills District Council, 
PN Syiem stating that people at the grassroots are 
asking that the Congress should decouple itself from 

the NPP in the Khasi Hills District Council. This 
statement coming as it does on the eve o f the District 
Council elec-tions is facile and intended to deceive. 
The Congress Party has been working in an easy 
coalition for the past year and more with the NPP 
in the K.H ADC without dem ur and now it’s trying 
to hoodw ink voters into believing that the coalition 
was forced upon it. Fact is that every Party wants to 
be on the ruling side and since the anti-defection law 
does not operate in the Autonom ous District Coun­
cils, m aking unholy alliances is an old story and no 
amount o f explaining away the old habit o f  allying 
w ith the party in power is going to convince anyone, 

especially the urban voters. Attem pts to bring in the 
Anti-defection Act into the Councils proved futile 
as the Supreme Court struck down the Act stating 

that any. such law to be enforced in Sixth Schedule 
areas has to be m andated by Parliament.

In M eghalaya it is com m on for parties that shared 
pow er for a full five term in the State Government 
or the Autonom ous District Councils to go to the 
people during elections and beguile them  by saying 
that they supported the ruling party only to provide 
stable governance or for development. The electorate 
know s this is a lie. Politics has alw'ays been a quest 
for pow er and never about principles in M eghalaya. 
The Congress after having eaten off the same plate as 
the NPP and shared the spoils o f  office for as long as 
it was profitable for them  is now trying to whitewash 
its sins and appear as if  it had nothing to do with the 
ills o f governance in the KHADC.
. Health M inister and NPP MLA, Am pareen Lyn- 

gdoh has aptly stated that every party would need 
the NPP to form the Executive Committee in the 
3 ADCs. W hile the VPP with its prom ise o f clean 
governance has captured the im agination o f  the 
voters and is likely to swing the ADC elections ia  
its favour, there is a possibility that it m ay not get 
an absolute majority in the two ADCs in the Khasi 
and Jaintia Hills region. In the Garo Hills the NPP 
might still win more seats than the Congress and 
the TMC. Hence a coalition with the NPP cannot 
be ruled out. Until such tim e it is better for District 
Councillors and the Congress Party honchos to hold 
their tongues as they m ay be forced to eat humble 
pie. Who knows, the Congress m ight even have to 
align with the VPP to form the Executive Council 

in the 2 ADCs.

' Letters to the Editor

Car parking 
problems in 

Shillong
Hditor,
Car parking is a major  

problem in Shillong city and 
its suburbs. Fo llow ing  the 
rapid increase o f  car owner­
ship, Shillong cits is suffer­
ing from lack ol car parking 
areas. Numerous localities in 
Shillong Road have become  
a private parking space tor 
residents. The parking prob­
lem in the city means actual- 
!\ that there is a gap between  
parking d em and  (num ber  
o f  cuts m need o f  parking  
space) and parking supply  
(number ol parking spaces  
Nu!1:cien! to cars in need to 
paik i.  Due to insuffic ient  
(.tf-Niiee*. narking (parking  
i o l ) the maioritx ol cars park 
on-stree!. Subsequent state 
e o \  ernments in their attempt 
to address tiaflic congestion  
had constructed park lots as a 
solution to the parking prob­
lem. However, some o f  these-

Humanizing street vendors & hawkers’ issue 
& implementing the law in letter and spirit

By Kyrsoibor Pyrtuh

•'jv.cC'' have been
converted into commercial  
complexes,  i nr instance. 40 
'c o f  die parking --pace at a 
parking loi located opposite  
to SBI. Mam Branch lu n e

been leased for commercial 
shops.

S h illong  needs more 
parking space of larger ca­
pacity using modem tech­
nologies viz. mechanical 
garage to reduce on-street 
parking -  the root cause o f 
traffic congestion in the city. 
Kudos to Woodland Hospital 
for having constructed the 
first mechanical garage in its 
new building.

Yours etc., 
Dr Omarlin Kyndiah, 

Via email

The dollar 
remains 
mighty

Editor,
The mighty dollar further 

triumphs w ith the coming of 
Donald Trump. The BR1CS 
nations, particularly Rus­
sia and China, have shown 
interest in exploring alterna­
tives to the dollar, but there 
are mam obstacles to over­
come, including economic 
and political pressures from 
the US. The US dollar has 
long been the dom inant 
currency in global trade and 
finance. Trump on Saturday

Street vendors and hawk­
ers are citizens living at 
the margins. They need not 
only our empathy, but most 
importantly they need to 
be emancipated from pov­
erty, uncertainty, anxiety, ex­
ploitation and enslavement. 
Therefore, humanizing and 
engaging in what is a holis­
tic approach to this vexed 
issue is desirable. Efforts in 
hosting continuous conversa­
tions on this issue with the 
aim to address the plight of 
the residents of the city and 
thereby providing spaces 
for every stakeholder to put 
forward their views, is highly 
appreciated. Such conversa­
tions will in turn facilitate in 
finding a solution.

Ministers Spoke in 
Tongues:

R ecently , tw o sen ior 
ministers of the Meghalaya 
Cabinet spoke in divergently 
opposite voices regarding the 
relocation o f street vendors 
from the Khyndai Lad area 
etc. Firstly, the Minister in 
charge of Tourism, repeat­
edly informed via the media 
about the relocation of two 
(200) hundred street vendors 
and hawkers to new vending 
spaces designated by the 
Government. On the other 
hand, the Deputy Chief Min­
ister, who is also in charge of 
Urban Affairs, stated that the 
Government is in no hurry to 
relocate the street vendors 
and that they would continue 
to operate their livelihood 
activities from where they 
currently operate.

This has nearly pushed 
the city into confusion and 
has seriously impacted the 
livelihoods of street vendors 
who, during this Christmas 
season, had stopped plac­
ing orders for clothing and 
other materials following 
a statement from a higher 
authority in the ministerial 
office, which reiterated plans 
to relocate them within a 
time-bound period starting 
from November 24.

The Demand and
Defending theLaw:
Since June 2016, when the 

Street Vendors and Hawkers 
came together as a collec­
tive under the Meghalaya & 
Greater Shillong Progressive 
Hawkers and Street Vendors 
Association (MGSPHSVA), 
from day one they had de­
manded for the implementa­
tion of the Central Law, i.e, 
The Street Vendors (Protec­
tion of Livelihood and Regu­
lation) of Street Vending Act 
2014, in letter and spirit. 
They understood that this is 
the good law for the protec­
tion of their livelihoods and 
to regulate their businesses 
on the streets, pavements, 
walkways etc as prescribed 
in the Law and rules. There­
fore, what the street vendors 
and hawkers are doing is 
not unreasonable and their 
demand is justified by the 
Law and Constitution.

Nine years ago and around 
the same months, November- 
December, the street vendors 
and hawkers under the ban­
ner o f MGSPHSVA, had 
organised a protest in front 
of the Office of the Shillong 
Municipal Board to demand

said that BRICS countries 
“can go and find another 
sucker,” and warned that any 
attempt to replace the dollar 
could result in severe eco­
nomic consequences, such 
as 100% tariffs on countries 
that try to create or back a 
new currency. The US dollar 
remains deeply entrenched 
in the global financial sys­
tem, making it difficult to 
displace. Replacing the dol­
lar would require significant 
coordination and agreement 
among multiple countries, 
as well as overcoming eco­
nomic and political influence 
of the US.

So for now, the mighty 
dollar rem ains firmly in 
place. While it is possible 
that a new currency could 
emerge in the future, i-t 
would require a high level 
of coordination and agree­
ment among multiple coun­
tries. Trump’s warning to 
the BRICS nation about 
•de-dollarisation stems from 
his desire to maintain the 
US dollar’s dominance in 
global trade. The threat of a 
100 percent tariff is'a move 
aimed at protecting US eco­
nomic interests and ensur­
ing that the dollar remains 
the primary currency for

for the implementation of 
the Central Law. Again, this 
time they marched to the 
same Municipal Office and 
also encamped at Khyndai 

'Lad to defend the Law and 
their rights to livelihood as 
enshrined in the Law.

Important Facts"
- of the Law:

It is important to highlight 
a few important facts of the 
Law; (i) there are two im­
portant components of Law
- protection of livelihoods 
and regulation of activities of 
street vendors and hawkers so 
as not to impede the rights of 
other residents and citizens, 
(ii) Section 3 (1), (2), (3) 
and (4) are very important 
They deal with the survey 
of street vendors, protection 
from eviction and relocation. 
This section also prescribes 
the holding capacity, i.e 2.5% 
of the population of ward or 
zone or city. No eviction nor 
relocation of street vendors 
will occur until a survey 
has been completed and the 
issue of vending certificates 
by Town Vending Commit­
tee (TVC). (iii) Section 22 
(1) deals with the Constru­

ing zone until the survey has 
been completed and vending 
plan formulated. The Natural 
market is a market where 
buyers and sellers have tra­
ditionally congregated for 
sale and purchase of goods 
or services. In Shillong, 
areas like Motphran, G. S 
Road, Khyndai Lad, Laitu- 
mkhrah, iew Polo, Rynjah, 
Madanrting, Nongmensong- 
lshyrwat-Mawdiangdiang, 
Lad Smit etc are natural mar­
kets. Whereas the Second 
Schedule describes about the 
heritage markets and they are 
markets where street vendors 
have conducted business for 
over fifty years and street 
vendors in such markets shall 
not be relocated.
Role and Contribution of 

the MGSPHSVA:
Six years ago, the survey 

on about two thousand street 
vendors found that the turn­
over generated by each street 
vendor was Rs 2000 per day. 
Thus, in 365 days the street 
vendors were able to gener­
ate Rs 146 crores annually. 
Besides, they provide servic­
es and access to cheaper and 
affordable goods/services to

On December 21, 2018, during the meeting 
with officials o f  Urban Affairs, the 

representatives o f  the MGSPHSVA, had made a 
power point presentation o f  the plan fo r  street 

vending detailing the time and space management 
I and existing city profile o f  street vending, and also 

suggested various vending zones.

tion of TVC. Besides other 
members, the members rep­
resenting the street vendors 
and hawkers shall not be less 
than 40%. The TVC plays a 
crucial role in ensuring that 
the rights and livelihoods of 
street vendors and hawkers 
are protected and regulated. 
The TVC is responsible for 
im plem enting the provi­
sions of the Act* jncjuding 
conducting surveys, issuing 
certificates of vending, des­
ignating vending zones, and 
resolving disputes, (iv) Sec­
tion 5(1)- The conditions for 
Street vending or for issue 
certificate of vending are (a) 
he shall carry the business of 
street vending by himself or 
through his family member 
(b) he has no other means 
of livelihood (c) he shall not 
transfer...including rent the 
certificate of vending or the 
place... to any other person 
and (v) the First and Second 
Schedules are appended to 
the Act.

The First Schedule deals 
with the plan for street vend­
ing which include declara­
tion of restriction free vend­
ing zones, restricted vending 
zones and no vending zones. 
The principles to be followed 
for declaration of No Vend­
ing Zones are- (a) any exist­
ing market or natural market 
as identified shall not be 
declared as no vending zone, 
overcrowding and sanitary 
concerns shall not form the 
basis for declaring-an area a 
no-vending zone and no area 
shall be declared a no- vend­

international transactions. 
Trump’s stance also reflects 
his broader economic and 
geopolitical strategy to keep 
the US at the forefront of 
global trade and finance.

If the US continues to 
weaponize the dollar, it 
could lead to significant 
geopolitical and economic 
shifts. Countries might seek 
alternatives to reduce their 
dependence on the US dollar, 
potentially accelerating the 
de-dollarization movement. 
This could involve creating

• new currencies or strength­
ening existing ones, as well 
as developing alternative 
financial systems to bypass 
US influence. However, such 
moves come with their own 
set of challenges and risks. 
The US dollar’s dominance 
is deeply entrenched in the 
global financial system, and 
any attempt to replace it 
would require substantial 
coordination and agreement 
among multiple countries. 
Additionally, the US could 
impose economic sanctions 
or tariffs on countries that at­
tempt to move away from the 
dollar, further complicating 
the situation. In the long run, 
the continued weaponization 
of the dollar could lead to

urban working class/ daily 
labourers etc.

Now that the Law is in 
place, the Street Vendors and 
hawkers vis a vis their As­
sociation have the important 
role and responsibility to 
resolve the issue and make 
Shillong safe and liveable 
for everyone. In fact, the 
MGSPHSVA has been coop­
erating with various govern­
ment agencies in this regard. 
On many occasions the As­
sociation, with the support 
of various agencies had or­
ganised food safety trainings 
and health camps for street 
vendors. Besides, it had also 
facilitated enrolment into the 
public distribution system 
for street vendors to enable 
them to obtain government 
benefits.

On December 21, 2018, 
during the meeting with of­
ficials of Urban Affairs, the .. 
representatives of the MG­
SPHSVA, had made a power 
point presentation of the plan 
for street vending detailing 
the time and space manage­
ment and existing city profile 
of street vending, and also 
suggested various vending 
zones. This vending plan is 
based on the premise that the 
plan for street vending can­
not be done in isolation but 
has to be done in consonance' 
with city planning which 
includes parking, pedestrian 
walkways ensuring acces­
sibility to the disabled..

The process of imple­
menting the "Law had already 
begun. On October 2022,

the State Government had 
constituted the Provisional 
TVC as per the Law and the 
MGSPHSVA had elected 
four representatives to the 
Provisional TVC. The mem­
bers of the Association are 
actively participating in the 
meetings and had rendered 
full cooperation during the 
in situ Survey of street ven­
dors and hawkers. But there 
are attempts to thwart the 
process which is dangerous­
ly unlawful and is causing 
economic distress on street 
vendors and affect the low 
income groups who depend 
on street vendors for services 
and access to affordable 
goods and necessities.
Benefits of Implementing 

the Law: 
Implementation of the 

law also entails the execu­
tion of policies and programs 
supported by Central Gov­
ernment amounting to thou­
sand crores of nipee^. The 
National Policy on Urban 
Street Vendors was launched 
in 2004 and revised in 2009. 
This policy aims to ensure 
that this important occupa­
tional group of urban popu­
lation finds due recognition 
at National, State and Local 
Levels for its contribution to 
society. Moreover, there are 
the Central Government’s 
Schemes that address Urban 
Poverty and Street Vendors 
such as (i) National Urban 
Livelihoods M ission (ii) 
PM SVANidhi Scheme (iii) 
Prime Minister’s Integrated 
Urban Poverty Eradication 
Programme.

Empathizing with Kong 
Bertina Lyngdoh: 

While giving due regard 
to The Shillong Times group 
for hosting continuous con­
versations on the issue, this 
writer participated in one of 
the debates recently. Among 
other participants, was the 
visually impaired scholar, 
Bertina Lyngdoh, who had 
expressed that on one or two 
occasions she was cursed 
by a few “khlem akor” (ill- 
mannered) street vendors. I 
appeal to Kong Bertina and 
others like her that if they 
encounter any discomfort­
ing moments where street 
vendors curse them, they 
should come forward and 
complain. The Association 
has zero tolerance against 
illegalities, like extortion, 
‘dalaP activities, violence 
against women, children and 
racial abuse.

Decongesting: 
Shillong is now the city 

of favellas and the conver­
sion of roads in residential 
localities into permanent or 
semi-permanent open ga­
rages, is also causing huge 
congestion. Shillong has 
no robust urban local self- 
government. The Dorbar 
Shnongs are there but with 
limited powers to address 
these humongous tasks. They 
have no financial capacity to 
deal with the urban problems 
etc., from traffic to waste 
management to civic ameni­
ties. The way forward lies 
in truly humanizing street 
vendors arid implementing 
the law with integrity and 
compassion.

The great Trump riddle-  Will it affect 
' India-Russia bilateral relations?

New U.S. Administration firm 
on Delhi reducing dependence 

on Moscow for defence
By Nitya Chakraborty

Prime Minister Narendra 
Modi invited Russian President 
.Vladimir Putin to visit India 
at the time of his visit to the 
BRICS summit at Kazan in 
Russia in October this year. 
This was immediately accepted 
by President Putin and in the 
last six weeks since the Kazan 
conclave on October 22-23 
this year, the Russian foreign 
ministry came out officially 
twice with the statement about 
the Russian President’s India 
visit and why this was very 
significant for the boosting of 
bilateral relations.

Interestingly, no dates were 
mentioned as Indian officials 
have so far not indicated prob­
able dates for the visit. Gener­
ally Putin’s visits are slotted in 
November/December. Ques­
tions are being raised- Is the 
Indian side ready for welcom­
ing President Putin in Delhi 
by December end or the dates 
may be fixed sometime next 
year. This time., the Putin visit 
is not so normal. Prime Minister 
Narendra Modi has to take into 
account some after effects from 
the side of Trump 2 administra­
tion which takes over on Janu­
ary 20,2025.

For President Putin, the 
visit to India in the coming 
days is being viewed as a big 
diplomatic triumph in the con­
text of the Ukraine war which 
is continuing since February 
24, 2022. The International 
Criminal Court (ICC) has de­
clared President Putin as a war 
criminal and there is an arrest 
warrant against him. He did 
not even attend the BRICS and 
G-20 summits held in friendly 
countries like South Africa and 
Brazil though the Presidents of 
both the countries were ready 
to welcome President Putin de­
spite being ICC signatories.

India is not a signatory to the 
ICC statute so are the United 
States, China, Russia and Israel. 
That way India has no ICC 
obligation relating to President 
Putin. But the PMO and exter­
nal ministry officials know that 
the Trump.2 administration 
will be different compared to 
outgoing president Joe Biden. 
Trump officials will be stricter 
in dealing with India’s closer 
bilateral relations with Russia 
if that affects the American 
policies as viewed by Trump 
for South Asia. In fact, the 
latest interview by Trump’s 
trusted adviser on South Asia 
Lisa Curtis to an Indian news 
agency in Washington focuses 
on how the Trump.2 administra­
tion will look at India’s relations 
with Russia.

This writer had a long meet­
ing with Lisa Curtis in Wash­
ington in 2006 when George 
Bush junior was the President 
and the India-US nuclear power 
deal was under discussion. Lisa 
is considered as an expert on 
India. She was working for the 
right wing think tank Heritage 
Foundation then and advising 
the Republican regime on South 
Asia. She worked as the adviser 
on South Asia to Trump in his 
first term and is very likely 
to get a higher position in the 
Trump 2.0 administration. In­
dian foreign ministry people 
closely monitor her comments 
on India because those indicate 
the coming trends.

Lisa is emphatic that the new

Trump administration is keen to 
reduce Indian dependence on 
Russia for arms and equipment 
import. She is firm that Russia 
can never be a reliable partner 
for India moving forward since, 
Russia is now internationally 
isolated due to its invasion of 
Ukraine but at the same time, 
taking into account the sen­
sibility of the issue to India, 
she says that the new Trump 
administration will deal with 
this issue quietly, discreetly 
without-making this difference 
in approach on Russian a big 
issue in India- US relations.

The hint is clear. As Lisa 
explained earlier, Trump is a 
transactionalist. He believes in 
direct deals. So the American 
signal is that India has to cut 
its imports from Russia, both in 
terms of defence equipment and 
oil, and then, the U.S. can work 
on some ways to compensate 
for that but the primary objec­
tive is to put India’s relations 
with Russia to a severe test.

Significantly here, the Trump 
.2 administration is playing the . 
China card to lure Narendra ■ 
Modi to take the position of' 
reducing Indian dependence. 
on Russian defence equipment • 
and oil. QUAD started during' 
Trump’s first term. The US 
officials had no problem bring­
ing India to the QUAD fold at . 
that time emphasizing on the 
security of India-Pacific nations 
against China. Our Prime Min-. 
ister is. vulnerable to China's 
threat issue. The Trump advis­
ers are fully aware of that.

So Lisa Curtis makes it 
cleai in unambiguous terms, 
‘the priority this time needs to 
be on the security partnership 
between the two countries. She 
says, ‘This is an area where the 
interests of both sides converge. 
Both the United States and 
India have a lot of concerns 
when it comes to China, such 
as attempts to dominate the 
technology market and efforts 
to be the hegemon in Asia. 
Neither India, nor the United 
States want that to happen. So 
they have« deep mutual interest 
in cooperation’.

The China focus is all the 
more evident when Lisa Curtis 
says both India'and the U.S. 
could never enter an alliance 
but develop a partnership that 
is ‘short of an alliance’. This 
cooperation is based on joint 
moves by the two countries 
deterring China. This type of 
cooperation also prepares both 
countries in case of a crisis or 
conflict, be it the Taiwan Strait,' 
South China Sea or another flare, 
up on India- China border.

So the Trump.2 regime’s ‘ 
India policy means associating 
India in the US administration’s 
global policy against China 
covering both high technology 
and security. There has to be full 
allegiance to Trump on behalf 
of Narendra Modi to the China 
strategy and if that happens, 
Trump may agree to give some 
relief to India in terms of tariffs 
on Indian exports and in some 
other small issues. There is no 
hanky panky in the Trump.2 
regime’s views. It is a clear deal. 
The choice has been made clear 
before the Indian Prime Minis­
ter whom Trump calls a very 
good friend. Now the Indian 
Prime Minister has to decide on 
his response. (IPA Service)

a more fragmented global 
financial system, with mul­
tiple competing currencies 
and financial networks. This 
could increase economic, 
uncertainty and volatility, 
but it might also provide 
opportunities for countries 
to assert greater financial 
independence.

The potential benefits 
or drawbacks to de-dollar­
ization are multifaceted. 
Some of the key points to 
consider-for its potential 
benefits are - countries could 
gain greater control over 
their monetary policies and 
reduce their vulnerabifity 
to US economic sanctions. 
A more diversified global- 
financial system could re­
duce the risk associated with 
relying on a single currency. 
For some countries, moving 
away from the dollar could 
lead to more stable economic 
conditions, especially if they 
are frequently affected by 
US monetary policy chang­
es. The potential drawback 
is that transitioning away 
from the US dollar could 
cause significant short-term, 
economic instability and 
volatility . Creating and 
maintaining a new currency 
or financial system would

require unprecedented levels 
of international cooperation 
and agreement. Further, 
countries attempting to de- 
dollarize might face eco­
nomic sanctions or tariffs 
from the US, which could 
harm their economies. While 
de-dollarization could offer 
some benefits, it also comes 
with substantial risks and 
challenges. The success of 
such an initiative would 
depend on the ability of 
countries to navigate these 
complexities and work to­
gether effectively.

In 2022, the global trade 
value of goods exported 
worldwide amounted to ap­
proximately 24.9 trillion US 
dollars which is 23 percent 
o f the global GDP. This 
figure reflects the extensive 
use ofthe US dollar in inter­
national trade, highlighting 
its dominance as the primary 
currency for global transac­
tions. This widespread use 
of the dollar reinforces its 
dominance and makes it 
the preferred currency for 
many international transac­
tions. This also means that 
fluctuations in the value of 
the dollar can have a sig­
nificant impact on the global 
economy. Countries that

rely heayily on the dollar 
for trade and finance may 
be affected by changes in 
US monetary policy or eco­
nomic conditions.

Yours etc;
VK Lyngdoh, 

Via email

Ban on 
consumption 

of beef in 
public in 

A s s a m

Editor,
Recently, the Assam State 

Cabinet took a decision to 
ban consumption of beef in 
public places including in 
hotels, restaurants, marriage 
functions, etc. This is very 
unhealthy and is an intru­
sion into the private lives of 
citizens. While we welcome 
respect for other citizens’ 
beliefs and practices, in a 
country like India with di­
verse faiths their beliefs and 
practices should and must 
be respected. This is a right 
given by the Constitution 
of India. For Buddhists, for 
example, killing of animals, 
in general, is prohibited.

However, consumption of 
any kind of flesh is not pro­
hibited in Buddhism.

It is worthwhile to note 
that beef can be meat of 
various types of- cattle, and 
not just meat o f cows. It is a 
practice, especially among 
tribals, to consume beef. 
Even Assamese of various 
faiths consume beef in vari­
ous parts of Assam. It is a 
common practice among a ll' 
people in the neighbouring 
states of Assam to consume 
this flesh for its rich content' 
of vitamins, protein, iron,. 
etc. No one from the citi­
zenry, in general, had much 
issues about the consump­
tion of beef.

The Government in As­
sam is hell bent to please 
certain bosses and certain 
sections, rather than making 
a prudent economic and so­
cietal decision. We demand 
complete withdrawal of such 
a ban.

Yours etc., 
D Bhutia, 
Guwahati

Articles and letters ap­
pearing on this page are 
the views of the writers/ 
authors and not that o f  
The Shillong Times
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Hello Kitty at 50: A success story of simplicity and cuteness

Hello Kitty doesn’t look her 
age. And despite recently 
turning 50, she is showing 
no signs of slowing down.

In 2025, the Japanese character 
- worth around US$4 billion (£3.1 
billion) a year to the company that 
owns her - is due to star in a live- 
action movie. A new amusement 
park and resort are also planned.

Her 50th year has been celebrat­
ed at events in Japan, Singapore, 
the US and the UK, where she 
received a birthday message from 
King Charles at a state banquet in 
Buckingham Palace.

Quite the party then, for a char­
acter with two black-dotted eyes, 
no mouth and a yellow button nose. 
Designed in 1974 by Yuko Shimizu 
(who is not believed to have made 
much money from her creation), 
Hello Kitty first appeared on a clear, 
vinyl coin purse - and has since 
grown into a merchandise empire 
consisting of over 50,000 different 
items sold across 130 countries, 

fleho K.ittyJs‘ longevity is partly' •

down to her inherent simplicity. In 
terms of design, she is composed of 
a few basic shapes, six short marks 
for whiskers, and a red bow. She 
is easy to recognise and cheap to 
reproduce.

The character also epitomises 
“Kawaii”, the Japanese term for 
cute. According to Professor Joshua 
Dale, a pioneer in the field of “cute­
ness studies”, perceiving objects as 
cute triggers psychological instincts 
for care and protection.

With Hello Kitty, children relate 
to the small, rounded character as 
being safe. Like others (see Winnie 
the Pooh, Mickey Mouse and many, 
many more), she provides a sense 
of innocence and comfort, which 
attracts fans from an early age - and 
continue into adulthood among 
those longing for nostalgia.

Part of this comes down to peo­
ple’s abiding enthusiasm for anthro­
pomorphism - the notion of endow­
ing animals and other non-humans 
with human-like characteristics. 

-Some wouldm^'e‘that this is also

laboration with an electronics retail 
chain in Hong Kong. But things 
really developed three years later 
when the company joined up with 
McDonald’s to offer a Hello Kitty 
meal deal.

The promotion started a craze 
in Hong Kong with similar success 
in Taiwan, Japan and Singapore 
- where the launch in 2000 led to 
massive queues and even fights. 
Customers reportedly threw away 
the hamburgers as they were only 
interested in the special edition 
wedding design toy set featuring 
Hello Kitty and her boyfriend Dear 
Daniel.

This year, a 50th anniversary 
collection of McDonald’s toys in 
Singapore quickly sold out and were 
soon being resold online.

Elsewhere, the commercial suc­
cess of Hello Kitty has been linked 
to licensed collaborations with big 
brands including Nike, Adidas, 
Crocs and the Italian fashion label 
Blumarine.

Hello Kitty products have pro­

gressed from stationery and stickers 
to microwave ovens, toasters and 
vacuum cleaners.

She has appeared on Fender 
Stratocaster electric guitars and 
Swarovski jewellery.

There are also two officially li­
censed theme parks in Japan, Sanrio 
Puroland (in Tokyo) and Harmo- 
nyland (in Oita), with another due 
to open on China’s Hainan island 
in 2025.

And to add to the animated se­
ries and films, comics, books and 
video games, next year Hello Kitty 
will follow in Barbie’s footsteps 
and appear in a (partly) live-action 
movie produced by Warner Bros. 
The co-director of the film, Jennifer 
Coyle, says the release will “spread 
the message of love, friendship and 
inclusivity that Hello Kitty stands 
for”.

Yet despite all of these projects, 
Sanrio is diversifying away from the 
character. Hello Kitty now accounts 
for 60% of the company’s business 
in North America (it was 99% in

2013) and just 30% worldwide. 
Other characters are moving on to ' 
Kitty’s patch.

According to the Sanrio 20241; 
character popularity ranking, Hello % 
Kitty occupies fifth place, with Cin- 
namoroll (a dog with pink cheeks) *' 
sitting at the top. ;

Other younger creations such as .* 
Gudetama (an apathetic egg yolk) ’ 
and Aggretsuko (an angry red. ■ 
panda) mark a notable shift from 
Sanrio’s emphasis on cute char­
acters towards ones which reflect 
social concerns.

Aggretsuko, for example, faces 
gender discrimination, social anxi­
ety and a poor work-life balance. 
Gudetama reflects the struggles 
and aspirations of young people 
in Japan.

But as new characters come and 
go, Hello Kitty’s familiar expression 
will no doubt remain unchanged, as 
it has for 50 years. An inscrutable 
gaze looking back on five decades 
of incredible commercial success. 
(The Conversation)

a key element of the infantilisation 
of society more generally.

Hello Kitty also has an easily 
relatable storyline that resonates 
with consumers. According to her 
biography, Hello Kitty - full name 
Kitty White - is a cheerful little girl 
(so officially not actually a cat) who 
lives in the suburbs of London with 
her family.

She is described as being “five 
apples tall” and “three apples” in 
weight. She apparently loves to 
bake cookies, and her other hob­
bies include travelling, listening to 
music and making new friends.

Corporate kitty
But away from the baking and 

friend-making, Hello Kitty has a 
very serious business side to her 
character. Sanrio, the Japanese firm 
that owns her, has employed some 
astute strategies to build and sustain 
such a successful brand.

Collaborating with other firms 
has been a big part of this. In 1996, 
Sanrio launched begafrit$fkSt'<£olr:.

‘Star - Gazing’
By Pt. Ajai Bhambi Sunday, DECEMBER 8, 2024

‘Birthday Forecast’
Sun opposite Jupiter on your solar return chart will ensure wonderful results for 
you. You will get an opportunity to make your creative skill shine at your place of 
work. Yourdistinct style of thinking will help in meeting lot o f challenging situations. 
You will interact and spend a lot of time with people on one-to-one level. And also, 
with those with whom you work together or share your thoughts. You will exude 
an air of enthusiasm and this will help in getting positive vibes from people with 
whom you interact. Your financial position will be excellent. You will share good 
equations with members of your family. Your friends will support you. And you 
will be source of inspiration for those who are younger to you. You will be drawn 
to spiritualism and religious activities in a big way.

‘This week for you’

Aries: (March 21 - April 20) This promises to be a busy, dynamic, and significant 
phase. There would be a turning point in your professional life 
and also in terms of personal growth. Your emotions run high and 
mood swings are possible. There may be some kind o f conflict 
in your life arising from a great urge to do something different. 
You need space and contact with others in order to feel content. 
Financial benefits may come on your way. You would impress 
people with your style and win their'confidence and trust. You 
are blessed with intuition and foresight which lead you in the 
right direction. You are relaxed within and relate well with others 
at home and work.

Taurus: (April 21 - May 21) The planetary influence indicates favorable outcomes 
when it comes to legal affairs, education, and travel. You are 
more accepting and understanding your friends and lovers. 

. r  Contentedness in love is likely to figure and to attract positive
circumstances and people into your life. You are bound to enjoy 
increased social opportunities as well as a boost in your personal 

I ]  * J  popularity and magnetism. You would think more creatively and 
express yourself with more sensitivity, compassion, and warmth. 
You may have a desire to redecorate your office or a place of work 
and bring in small yet significant changes. This is an excellent time 
under which you bring more harmony and pleasant interactions 
to your relationships.

Gemmr 'May 22 - June 21 (You would have an optimistic, but not necessarily realistic, 
attitude. You may feel a vague restlessness and discontentment 
with life as it is, although you are generally in a happy mood. Excel­

's r  lent work opportunities emerge for those working with overseas 
9 /  connections. At home, you accept the individuality of your spouse 

and that would be helpful to resolve your conflicts and move ahead 
m harmony. At times you feel fun loving, energetic, and willing 
to explore new ideas. Financial benefits may come on your way. 
Stress may crop up at unexpected turns and this would require 
you to look at some lifestyle changes and even incorporate some 
techniques like exercise and meditation.

Cancer (June 22 - July 22)People in authority regard you favorably and events take 
place in which you feel like you are moving forward and growing 
into a new phase o f your life. You will be making contact through 
learning, communicating and mental pursuits. This indicates an 
intellectually stimulating time in which the exchange o f ideas with 
others figures prominently. You would expand your social circle 
and make more contact with groups and friends. Health will take 
a turn for the betterment and you inculcate a new diet or exercise 
regimen. You display great skills in sports, competitive exams, 
physical activities and this wins appreciation and brings up new 
opportunities for professionals in this field.

23 ■ August 23)You are likely to form new relationships or connections 
that further your financial growth. This phase brings socializing, 
romance and stability at work place. It’s time to make a lifestyle 
change. Any unresolved argumentmaycreate rifts in your re lation- 
ships. take a softer approach in your interactions when comes to 
family related matters. Your actions and emotions are balanced 
as you bring more accuracy in yourwork area. Economy at home 
and management of business and work are important issues. 
Personal relations are satisfying and you have plenty of goodwill 
and friendships around you. You are likely to get back to fitness 
routines and diet programs to enhance health and energy.

wgust 24 • September 22) You tend to entertain people with your conversa­
tion and sense of humor. You may change your image and an 
unconventional one at that. Your social life would be busy as you 
w o u ld  popular among your social circle. Domestic relationships

. '-j,. August.

IL

A

and the home environment would be harmonious and peaceful 
by your efforts and care. People in fine arts, creative line and 
communication related fields would give a non-traditional blend 
to their creations and get popularity by the work done. Com­
municative abilities will largely be applied to professional world 
ambitions where knowledge and education are pursued in order 
to enhance career prospects and financial matters. There may 
be minor health ailment as you need to give more attention to 
your health.

Libra: (September 23 - October 23) You want your objectives to reflect what you’re 
really about and you are likely to rid yourself of unsatisfying 
goals. You benefit from being more decisive than usual, and 
your ability to concentrate and focus helps you to achieve what 
you set out to do. A new project or goal begun at this time has 
a good chance of being successful in the long term. Your ability 
to concentrate on what really matters to you is enhanced. Love 
and emotional bonds keep the family and loved ones together. 
This is a fabulous time for joining a gym or stepping up exercise 
and health routines.

Scorpio: (October 24 - November 22)This is a phase where you are more friendly, 
optimistic, and large-hearted than usual. A cheerful and hopeful 
outlook increases your chances of gaining cooperation from 
others. This is a sociable, and perhaps self-indulgent, time 

y  q  when the pursuit of pleasure is one of your high priorities, 
'W l M '  Communicative abilities will largely be applied to professional 

world ambitions where knowledge and education are pursued 
in order to enhance career prospects and financial matters. You 
may change your dressing style to present a glamorous and 
unconventional image. Stick to a regular exercise routine and 
regular pattern o f nutritious diet.

Sagittarius: (November 23 - December 21) You could find that you are more 
open and trusting with friends and lovers, and that you easily 
win family’s trust. Healthy speculation is favored as financial 
benefits may come your way. Some people fall in love under 
this influence. Certain elements of your social and financial life 
are stabilized, secured, and more reliable. More loving and ap­
preciative relationships with your children may also figure. Your 
romantic affair and pleasure-seeking activities gives you a big 
boost of confidence and your personal magnetism runs high to 
be appreciated. This is an especially spiritual time for you, this 
is a time when you renew your energy and consider what things 
are important to you.

Capricorn:(December22-January20)Authorityfigures,elders,parents,orinfluential 
people in your life tend to support and respect you. They are more 
willing to help you on your road to success. An event may occur 
thatexpandsyourcareerorprofessional interests, and you derive 
more pleasure from these activities. More freedom is likely to be 

n M K  experienced in your career. Integrity and honesty will get you 
C \  T )  everywhere now. The more willing you are to put yourself in the 

limelight, the more positive the rewards. You need to keep your 
eyes open for opportunities and family relations. You would be 
sensible about your diet, health, hygiene, and fitness needs.

Aquarius: (January 21 - February 18)At the workplace you are likely to spend time 
in different places and work closely in new associations as you 
combine good luck and good management. Self-confidence and

•  action are highlighted and you tend to instinctively know the right
course of action to take in most situations. Stress may crop up at 
unexpected turns and this would require you to look at some lifestyle 
changes and even incorporate some techniques like exercise and 
meditation. The unattached maystrengthen a romantic relationship 
or become involved with a likeminded partner.

Pisces: (February 19 - March 20) A fine balance between optimism and practicality 
is with you as you discover goals that suit your true self better. 
A  more lenient and contented attitude towards others tends to 
bring positive circumstances into your life. A tendency to take 
on more than you can realistically handle should be watched. 
Your social life and finances stabilize. You find joy in expressing 
your views and ideas with people around you. You are feeling 
good in general, and you tend to spread the joy and happiness. 
You work hard and get appreciation too. This is a good time to 
build your skills, to get organized, and to attend to your health 
and wellbeing.

Do weighted blankets help 
you sleep better?

Rhonda James was skeptical 
when her husband ordered 
a weighted blanket for her 
online. But five minutes after she 

wrapped it around her body, she 
zonked out.

“It felt like a really big hug,” said 
James, a banker in Charleston, South 
Carolina.

As outside temperatures grow 
chilly, weighted blankets can be a 
popular choice to warm up. Some 
people say the added pressure helps 
them soothe the worries of the day 
and get to sleep faster.

But research on the effectiveness 
of weighted blankets is limited.

What is a weighted blanket?
Weighted blankets come with 

extra heft in the form of glass beads, 
pellets, cotton or another filling. Sci­
entists haven’t studied exactly how 
the blankets work, but they have a 
few ideas.

The blankets’ firm touch may 
calm the brain’s fight-or-flight re­
sponse, said Dr. Neal Walia, a sleep 
medicine expert at UCLA Health.

“The evenly distributed weight 
on you tells your body, ‘Hey, you’re 
in a calm environment,”’ he said.

The extra pressure also may 
signal the brain to release what’s 
called the love hormone, also known 
as oxytocin. It’s produced during 
bonding and cuddling, and can also 
lower anxiety, Walia said.
How do I use a weighted blanket?

For most healthy adults, experts 
say to choose a blanket that is about 
10% of their body weight. So a 150- 
pound (68 Kg) person may opt for a 
15-pound (6.8 Kg) blanket.

Weighted blankets are not rec­
ommended for babies or toddlers 
since they can hinder movement 
and breathing.

People with sleep apnea, sleep- 
related disorders or respiratory 
problems should check with a doctor 
before using a weighted blanket.

The blankets aren’t for everyone 
and each person gets the best out 
of their blanket differently. For ex­
ample, some may find them too hot

to use during warmer months.
And the extra swaddling comes 

at a cost: quality weighted blankets 
can range from $50 to over $300 
depending on the size, weight and 
material.

James takes hers out of the closet 
to unwind when she’s watching TV 
or sipping a glass of wine.

Lucy Taylor, a freelance writer 
from Wales, uses her blanket to fall 
asleep when her anxiety spikes dur­
ing the winter.

“If my body’s relaxed, my mind 
follows suit,” she said.

Can weighted blankets 
improve sleep?

There isn’t a ton of research on 
whether weighted blankets actually 
work, and the studies that do exist 
are on small groups. Most studies 
don’t focus on the average sleeper. 
Instead, they investigate whether 
weighted blankets can help people 
with chronic sleep problems, mental 
health conditions or developmental 
disorders.

There are some hints that weight­

ed blankets can help with anxiety, 
chronic pain and sleep. But the 
research isn’t conclusive.

A study on 120 people with 
insomnia found that the weighted 
blankets helped them sleep better 
compared to a light blanket.

Another study on 67 children 
with autism found the weighted 
blanket didn’t affect their sleep at all
-  but the children and their parents 
preferred it to a regular blanket.

And a third study on 94 adults 
with chronic pain found that a 
heavier weighted blanket didn’t af­
fect sleep, but was better at reducing 
pain compared to a lighter one.

Even though there’s not yet strong 
evidence to back up the benefits of 
weighted blankets, sleep experts say 
there’s no harm in giving them a try 
if you’re willing to splurge.

Dr. Daniel Barone, a sleep medi­
cine expert at Weill Cornell Medi­
cine, suggests it to his patients 
after other traditional therapies and 
medicines.

“If it doesn’t hurt and it may help, 
it’s worth a shot,” he said. (AP)
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Dictators as dynasts
IN what looks like a belated end to the totalitarian, 
autocratic rule ol Syria by the Assad dynasty through 
halt a century, the largely hated regime of President 
Bashar-al-Assad has crumbled and the dictator re­
portedly "fled" the country. Some reports suggest he 
perished in bombing by rebel forces which, after tak­
ing control ot several urban centres, finally stormed 
capital Damascus on Sunday. The fundamentalist 
streak ot the Hayat Tahrir al-Sham rebels is all too 
glaring: they are aligned to A1 Qaeda that had been 
targeting the Syrian regime for the past many years. 
It is sate to assume that life for the ordinary citizens 
w ould only worsen there; and new trouble is in store 
for the world at large from fundamentalists there.

Syria has long been an epicentre o f human rights 
violations mainly at the behest o f the regime on the 
one side and the Islamic fundamentalist forces on 
the other. The Assads survived in power through 
generations with able military support, first from 
the erstwhile USSR and, after the end of the Cold 
War, from Russia. President Putin liberally helped 
Syria face the rebel fighters engaged in a civil war. 
Curiously, The Assads claimed to be running secular 
governments through generations after Hafez al As­
sad seized power through a coup in 1971. He contin­
ued his rule till 2000. His death led to a transfer of 
power to son Bashar al Assad. Bashar too, like his 
father, kept the nation and its people under an iron 
grip with able backing from the military. The top 
ranks o f the military remained filled with recruits 
from the Assads’ own Alawite Muslim minority 
group forming less than 15 percent o f the popula­
tion. The rest o f the population resented the undue 
importance that the Assads gave to this community 
in the governance systems. Rebel groups from other 
Muslim communities continued targeting the regime. 
This was more so after the Iraq War and infiltration 
of Sunni fighters from there to Syria. The bloody 
battles and purges in select provinces took the lives 
of tens of thousands. The present phase o f the rebel 
offensive started last month.

Notably, Syrian rebels exploited to their full ad­
vantage a situation o f extreme economic hardship of  
the people. Bashar’s economic liberalization steps 
allegedly worsened economic inequalities. The rural 
populations bore the brunt o f this pressure while 
the Alawite and Assad family units thrived in busi­
nesses, commerce and much else. Bashar al Assad 
perhaps fled to an unknown destination abroad with 
Russian patronage, but he might not find peace there 
too. Reportedly an arrest warrant had been issued to 
the President last year by France at the behest o f the 
International Court of Justice over the regime’s use 
o f chemical weapons against rebels and the civilian 
population. This hangs like a Damocles’ Sword over 
his head.

Letters to the Editor

Single Mothers: 
Choosing 

between ka Kur 
(clan) & u ‘Kpa ki 
khun’ (husband)

Editor,
R ead in g  B h o g to ram  

Mawroh’s article, “Broken 
families: Unveiling the role 
of patrilineal and matrilineal 
systems” (ST November 20, 
2024) I would like to offer 
the following comments.

Single mothers can be 
categorised into two groups. 
The first group comprises 
those who are divorced or 
widowed and this is a univer­
sal problem cutting across 
com m unities, re lig ions, 
boundaries, irrespective of 
whether they are patrilineal 
or matrilineal. But there are 
possib ilities o f  financial 
support and maintenance for 
them because their marriages 
are registered and you can 
get statistics on the number 
o f widowed and divorced 
women (single m others) 
because of the availability 
o f records on deaths and 
divorced cases.

But in our m atrilineal 
Meghalaya where compul- 
sorv registration of m ar­
riages is vet to be made 
mandatory, the other group 
of single mothers is more 
about abandoned mothers 
from unregistered marriages. 
In this matrilineal society 
todav where many who still 
give importance to the Kur 
and the Kni rather than to 
the familv and the father 
especiall) in their dav todav 
living. This makes it even 
easier for a man husband to 
walk out of an unregistered 
marriage without giv ing any 
maintenance tor the wile

and children, leaving them 
at the mercy and financial 
situations of these almost 
outdated institutions (Kur) 
and authorities (Kni). This 
is especially related to this 
subject o f abandonment of 
women with children and the 
increasing number of orphan­
ages in our state. If the Kur and 
the Kni are rich then they can 
take care of them, but for the 
vast majority of the Kurs and 
the Knis today, who belong to 
the middle income and lower 
income group, it becomes next 
to impossible to look after the 
extra mouths apart from their 
own families because of the 
increasing cost of living.

The practice o f living 
together (ban shu ia shong) 
without getting into a formal 
registration of marriage is still 
common and still accepted in 
our society. But the problem 
arises when the man walks 
out of the ‘marriage’ without 
giving any maintenance. In 
our experience when dealing 
with such cases it is difficult 
for an abandoned woman 
to fight for maintenance in 
court without the marriage 
certificate. Either we’d have 
to rely on a birth or bap­
tism certificate where the 
names of both parents are 
mentioned and when these 
too are not available, then 
through the lengthy process 
of DNA testing which is yet 
to be tried.

1 too agree with Jenniefer 
Dkhar in her letter to the edi­
tor (ST December 2, 2024) 
,”am in awe of these super­
women (single mothers) who 
are managing things well...I 
may have seen very less of 
these cases but the few 1 
have seen, I must say makes 
me want to salute them. 
However the adverse impact 
on the lives of many of these

Crash Course in Understanding
Cow Behaviour

Unlike some general mis­
conceptions, keeping cows 
is not new among the Khasi- 
Pnar people. Contrary to 
popular assumption it was 
not the Nepalis who taught 
them how to rear cattle. It 
has always been a trad i­
tion among the Khasi-Pnar 
people to rear cattle. It is 
true that the Nepalis intro­
duced milking cows to this 
region. However, unlike the 
Nepalis, who keep cows for 
milk or other dairy products, 
the indigenous people of the 
state keep cattle for meat. 
In the past, the Khasi-Pnar 
also used oxen for plowing 
rice fields using ‘ka lyngkor/ 
ka i'uwar,’ a wooden plow. 
However, there is no tradition 
of making food items from 
milk; feeding milk to babies 
is a new practice among the 
tribes. Among the indigenous 
people of the Jaintia Hills, 
the second most important 
food for babies, after their 
m other’s milk, is banana, 
not milk.

The people of these hills 
have lived with Desi cows 
for ages and have evolved a 
tradition of harmonious coex­
istence with the noble animal. 
Keeping cows and hiring a 
boy, or ‘nongap/sharaimasi,’ 
was once a popular economic 
activity. In fact, in the past, 
the wealth of an individual 
or a family was gauged by 
the number of animals they 
owned, such as goats, pigs, 
and, more importantly, cattle. 
Unfortunately, the tradition 
of keeping cattle is gradually 
declining. The main reason is 
that families are sending their 
sons to school, leading to a 
shortage of boys available for 
hire as cowherds.

The arrangement was that 
cattle owners would hire 
the boy for one season, and 
while he was working with 
the cattle-owning family, 
they had to provide him with 
everything from food and 
clothing to tobacco for smok­
ing. But once winter set in, 
the contract between the 
family and the boy’s parents 
ended, and the boy was free 
to return home. This tradi­
tion is connected to cowboys 
because once the cow herder 
was let go, the season of ‘dat 
rai’ also began.
The Tradition of Dat Rai

During winters, when the 
school year is over, kids like 
to spend their time flying 
kites, playing with tops, or 
going to the forest for the 
entire day. Sometimes, chil­
dren are so busy playing that

By H.H. Mohrmen
they even forget to eat. They 
literally lose track of time 
entirely. We have a saying 
for this—when kids roam all 
day, oblivious to time and 
even forgetting their lunch, it 
is called ‘dat rai.’ This refers 
to the freedom children enjoy 
when they don’t have to at­
tend school or do homework; 
instead, they have all the time 
in the world to play and do 
nothing else. In one word, 
it basically means ‘freedom’ 
for the kids. One can still see 
this time of merriment among 
children in many villages 
across the state.

We are currently in the 
middle of that time of the 
year when the Khasi and Jai­
ntia Hills people call ‘ka por 
dat rai’ in Pnar and ‘ka por ai 
or pynlaitlan mrad’ in Khasi. 
The term ‘dat rai,’ used for 
kids who lose track of time, is 
borrowed from this tradition. 
It is a practice still followed 
in many villages, where, after 
the rice grains are harvested, 
cattle are set free to fend for 
themselves. During the farm­
ing season from spring to au­
tumn, it is the responsibility 
of the owners to ensure their 
animals do not damage their 
neighbors’ or fellow farm­
ers’ crops or vegetables in 
the gardens. However, after 
the rice harvest, owners can 
set their animals free, give 
the cow herder a holiday, 
and it becomes the farmer’s 
responsibility to protect their 
farms. This tradition reflects 
the understanding and respect 
for each other's livelihoods, a 
practice still observed in the 
majority of villages in the 
Khasi and Jaintia regions.

A Strange Phenomenon
It is also the time of year 

when farmers experience 
strange phenomena, such as 
the one that happened in a 
certain village. At Puriang, 
in the late 1990s or-perhaps 
the early 2000s, an elderly 
man, Lyndep Kharmalki, 
bought a bull from a village 
in Ri Bhoi District to improve 
his cattle stock. The bull en­
joyed its new home and the 
new company throughout 
the summer. However, when 
the ‘aiom or por ai lan’—the 
period when animals are 
let loose—ended, the cattle 
owner began collecting his 
cows. To his surprise, the new 
bull he had bought last spring 
was nowhere to be found.

He searched the nearby 
areas, including the Sung Val­
ley and the villages around

Puriang, but the bull was still 
missing. Someone suggested 
he visit the place from where 
he had bought the bull, as it 
might have returned there. To 
his astonishment, he found 
the bull standing shoulder 
to shoulder with its old rela­
tives and friends. How did 
the bull find its way back 
from Puriang to a village in 
Ri Bhoi, crossing the vast, 
maze-like paddy fields of the 
Sung Valley? Do cows have a 
global positioning system to 
track their route and return 
to their birthplace? How an 
animal’s instinct works is a 
million-dollar question.

Following the Grassland
In the Jaintia Hills, an­

other tradition followed dur­
ing winter was the practice 
of taking the animals to the 
grassland. When the land 
dries and grass begins to 
wither, it signals that time 
of year when animal feed 
becomes scarce in the Jaintia 
plateau. Cattle owners from 
Raid Jowai and Tuber, in 
particular, follow a tradition 
of taking their animals to a 
place called Myngksar. This 
grassland, where the grass 
remains green even during 
winter, is believed to be in the 
Amlarem region. Although I 
have not located the precise 
area, it is likely near Amla­
rem, the source of the river 
Amkshar, and hence the Pnar 
call the place Myngksar.

The journey of the cattle 
owners to Myngksar begins 
immediately after the rice 
harvest in the two regions. 
Cattle owners move their 
animals at different times and 
stay there until spring arrives. 
While feeding their animals, 
herders also leisurely engage 
in catching snake-head fish in 
a bamboo trap called ‘khnam’ 
from nearby streams and 
rivulets. Come spring, it is 
time for the folks and their 
animals to return home to 
their villages.

As the weather grows 
warmer, men and animals 
start moving back to their 
respective villages. Those 
who witness it describe it as 
the most picturesque sight. 
At dawn, as the spring sun 
rises from beyond the east­
ern hills, men and animals, 
carrying fishing rods and 
‘khnam,’ move in a line like 
a train stretching across the 
horizon. From a distance, 
it is a scene of unparalleled 
beauty to watch this proces­
sion of animals and their

abandoned women with chil­
dren especially in cases of 
families with many children 
as we have witnessed in the 
rural areas, burdened with 
poverty, is for all to see and 
read in the media reports that 
appear from time to time.

It is difficult to get accu­
rate statistics of abandoned 
mothers with children in our 
society because of unreg­
istered marriages. Coupled 
with that, our acceptance of 
multi-fathered children in the 
same family, because they all 
belong to the same clan/kur 
as that of the mother’s where 
the woman/ mother, is some­
times single and at times not, 
further complicates the task 
of getting correct statistics of 
single mothers.

The problem o f aban­
doned women with children 
is a very serious one in our 
jaidbynriew today, so let us 
not try to belittle the problem 
or give it a religious colour or 
speak of statistics that do not 
give a true picture of ground 
realities. Let us come togeth­
er and try to find solutions 
to ease the hardships faced 
by this vulnerable section of 
our society who are at times 
subjected to exploitation by 
unscrupulous elements. As 
one of the solutions which 
the MAITSHAPHRANG has 
been campaigning for a long 
time is the immediate imple­
mentation of the Meghalaya 
Compulsory Registration of 
Marriage Act 2012 together 
w ith a law on Equitable 
Distribution of Ancestral and 
Self Acquired Property.

Fabian Lyngdoh in his 
article “Single Motherhood 
in Khasi M atrilineal So­
ciety” (ST Nov 26, 2024) 
has acknowledged that, “as 
the K hasi man has been 
circumstantially relieved of

his responsibility towards 
the clan (slowly but surely if 
I may add), he has to learn to 
assume the role of a respon­
sible father, and the woman 
too has to learn to re-look 
into clan priorities and adjust 
herself with the hard facts of 
the nuclear family. There is 
no looking back; if the Khasi 
society has to survive and 
prosper.....”

The statement by Bhog­
toram that “the culture of 
‘walking m arriages’ (the 
husband or partner treated as 
a guest by the woman’s fam­
ily, only comes at night and 
returns to his maternal home 
at day-break) was indeed the 
most pure form of matrilineal
customs...... I don’t know if
that is possible, although it 
would be desirable,” but it 
poses a big question mark 
for the present Hynniewtrep 
families and mothers today. 
In normal circumstances, 
would they rather leave their 
children in the care of their 
uncle/clan or to a visiting 
father or preferably to a father 
who stays with them and 
cares for his family, because 
the role of a husband and wife 
is not just about procreation 
and having children but more 
importantly it’s about raising 
a family together.

Yours etc., 
Michael N. Syiem, 

Via email

Hazardous 
electric wires in 

Shillong
Editor
I am writing to bring to 

your attention a pressing con­
cern that poses a significant 
threat to the safety of citizens 
in our city. In many areas of 
Shillong, electric wires hang

precariously from poles with 
open ends, creating a perilous 
situation.This hazard is par­
ticularly pronounced in areas 
with inadequate street lighting, 
where the wires are difficult to 
spot at night. The risk of elec­
trocution is very real, and it is 
only a matter of time before a 
tragic accident occurs.

I urge the authorities to 
take immediate action to 
rectify this situation. The 
Meghalaya Power Distribu­
tion Corporation Limited 
(MePDCL) must ensure that 
all electric wires are properly 
insulated and secured.

I hope that your newspa­
per will highlight this critical 
issue and prompt the authori­
ties to take necessary steps 
to prevent any untoward 
incidents.

Sincerely, 
Sudarshan Dasgupta, 

Shillong -4

Muster Roll 
workers’ break 

in service!
Editor,
Nearly three decades ago 

the Government of Megha­
laya through the Person­
nel & ADMV Reforms (B) 
Department vide an Office 
Memorandum dated Sep­
tember 16, 1996, duly signed 
by Mr.WMS Pariat.the then 
C om m issioner & Secre­
tary to the Government of 
Meghalaya,Personnel De­
partment, who subsequently 
became the Chief Secretary 
of Meghalaya, passed an 
order that all state govern­
ment offices that engaged 
muster roll workers who 
have completed over ten 
years of service without 
a break and supported by 
documentary proof must be

herders moving slowly, with 
the setting sun as a backdrop. 
The image is surreal—a true 
treat for the eyes. The story of 
Myngksar now lives only in 
the memories of those fortu­
nate enough to have seen and 
experienced it.

A Crash Course
One frosty winter morn­

ing, when animals were let 
loose, I had a lifetime experi­
ence with cows, and I call it 
a crash course in cow behav­
iour. It was early 2012, and I 
was visiting church members 
at a place called Kremlabit in 
Ksehrynchang village, which 
is also part of my circuit rider 
ministry, I stayed overnight 
in villages from Saturday to 
Sunday evening. I always 
enjoyed staying in the vil­
lage, and back then, to relilve 
oneself, one had to go to the 
backwoods early in the morn­
ing when most people were 
still asleep.

While walking to the for­
est, I noticed a herd of cows 
sheltering from the cold under 
a Khasi pine tree plantation. 
The herd had been there the 
entire night, and I initially 
hesitated and stopped on my 
way for some time. Eventu­
ally, I passed through the herd 
uneventfully. However, on 
my return, a young bull sud­
denly attacked me, knocking 
me to the ground. I did not 
even have time to think about 
how to defend myself when I 
found myself pinned against 
the trunk of a pine tree as the 
bull continued to hit me on 
my stomach. I used my hands 
to protect my face and I was 
in the sticky situation for few 
minutes.

Fortunately, Khlanhiwot 
Lamare, a young man from 
the church who accompanied 
me on my visit, happened to 
pass by. He was also perhaps 
looking for a place to relieve 
himself, and hearing the com­
motion, he quickly came to 
my rescue. He grabbed a stick 
and scared the bull away. Af­
ter helping me stand, Khlan, 
who was bom in Mukhap 
village and must have been 
a cow herder at some point, 
offered three pieces of ad­
vice: He said I was lucky it 
was a young bull with unde­
veloped homs; otherwise, I 
would have been wounded. 
Secondly, he advised me to 
never ever go near a mother 
cow nursing its calf. Lastly, 
he recommended that I should 
always carry a stick when 
walking near cows for protec­
tion. These lessons remain 
with me to this day.

conferred the status of RC W 
(Regular Casual Worker). 
This conferment would imply 
that muster rolls are classified 
as quasi-regular employees 
whose services cannot be 
easily terminated off- hand. 
Additionally, in course of 
time they are entitled to ap­
pointment to Group D posts.

F u rth e r, the e n titled  
RCWs could avail other of­
ficial packages like maternity 
leave, children's education 
advance, festival advance and 
other benefits applicable to 
regular appointees. Unfortu­
nately , some state establish­
ments have circumvented the 
Memorandum in question by 
furtively resorting to breaking 
the continued engagement of 
the muster rolls by one day 
at least, thereby resulting in 
a break in service, to make 
them ineligible for RCW 
ranking. Some years ago I 
have been reportedly apprised 
by one of the concerned em­
ployees of the Deparment in 
the office of Chief Engineer, 
Water Resources, Meghalaya 
that the system of break in 
service of Muster Rolls was 
being practiced. I presume 
that such a strategy is still 
enforced in this office.

Such modus operandi 
will deprive the muster roll 
workers of their endorsed 
constitutional rights and the 
same ought to be taken cog­
nizance of by the Personnel 
Department, Meghalaya and 
the non- compliant offices 
must be given a serious dress­
ing down! ,

Yours etc., 
Jerome K Diengdoh,

Shillong-2

Prioritize Education: Why 
Meghalaya’s Concert 

Boom Needs Better Timing

By Krish Marwein
W hat m atters m ore— 

short-term entertainment or 
the long-term future of our 
students?

The people of Shillong 
take pride in the vibrant 
culture and natural beauty of 
our state. Music events and 
concerts have always been an 
integral part of Meghalaya’s 
identity, drawing thousands 
of visitors and contributing 
significantly to our tourism 
sector and economy. How­
ever, recent scheduling deci­
sions regarding concerts and 
major music events during 
peak academic and exami­
nation periods raise serious 
concerns about the govern­
ment’s priorities.

From December through 
February 12, our city is set 
to host several high-profile 
concerts featuring renowned 
artists such as Bryan Ad­
ams, Afrojack, Blue, and 
Ed Sheeran. These events

region and far above the 
national average of 12.6%. 
Unified District Information 
on School Education (UD- 
ISE) Plus data for 2021-22 
further reveals dropout rates 
of 9.8% at the lower primary 
level and as high as 27.6% in 
certain districts at the sec­
ondary level. Despite these 
grim statistics, the govern-' 
ment’s focus appears skewed 
toward entertainment rather 
than addressing the core is­
sues affecting education.

A Call for Responsible 
Planning 

A balanced approach to 
tourism and education is not 
only possible but necessary. 
The Cherry Blossom Festi­
val’s location in Ri Bhoi of­
fers a valuable lesson: large- 
scale events can be held 
outside the city, minimizing 
disruption to students and 
residents. Similarly, concerts 
and music events should be

“Frpm Decem ber through 
February 12, our city is set to host 

several high-profile concerts 
featuring renowned artists such as 
Bryan Adams, Afrojack, Blue, and  

E d Sheeran. These events are 
expected to draw tens o f  thousands 

o f  attendees, creating noise and  
chaos in the city center. While these 

events undeniably boost tourism, 
they are scheduled at the worst 

possible time fo r  students. ”

A rtic le s  a n d  le t t e r s  a p ­
p e a r in g  on  th is  p ag e  a re  
th e  v iew s o f  th e  w r i te r s /  
a u th o r s  a n d  n o t  t h a t  o f  
The Shillong Times

are expected to draw tens 
of thousands of attendees, 
creating noise and chaos in. 
the city center. While these 
events undeniably boost tour­
ism, they are scheduled at 
the worst possible time for 

. stiwlemts. Beyond, the JEiSSLC,. 
exams starting February 18, 
thousands of students are 
also preparing for the SSLC 
exams and competitive en­
trance tests like CUET, all of 
which take place in February, 
March, and the following 
months.

To put things in perspec­
tive, in 2024, 54,134 students 
appeared for the SSLC ex­
ams from 679 schools, and 
27,374 students appeared 
for the HSSLC exams from 
251 schools. These numbers 
highlight the significant pop­
ulation of students directly 
impacted by the scheduling 
of these concerts. This dis­
ruption affects not just their 
preparation but also their 
ability to perform in these 
crucial exams that shape their 
futures.

planned after the conclu-, 
sion of exams. This ensures 
students can focus on their 
studies without unneces­
sary distractions, while the 
government can still achieve 
its goals of boosting tourism 

,, anji economic growth.
If the government is truly 

committed to reducing drop­
out rates, as it claims, then 
education must be given 
precedence over short-term 
economic gains. As the SDG 
Index report emphasizes, a 
zero-tolerance approach to 
dropouts must be the corner­
stone of policy. This message 
must resonate from the Chief 
Minister and Education Min­
ister down to every Village 
Council Chairman. Planning 
major events during peak 
academic periods sends a 
contradictory message, un­
dermining efforts to improve 
educational outcomes.

We, as students, are not 
against concerts or music 
events. In fact, we celebrate - 
the cultural vibrancy they 
bring to Meghalaya. Howev- : 
er, it is imperative that these '

“The recent Cherry Blossom  
Festival, held in the outskirts o f  R i 
Bhoi, was a spectacular success, 

drawing over 50,000 attendees across 
two days. The event, which initially 

received a governm ent investment o f  
?2 crore, ultimately cost ?12 crore, 

according to C h ief M inister Conrad 
K. Sangm a’s statements. However, 
there is speculation that the figure  

m ight be even higher. ”

Economic Gains at the 
Cost of Education

The recent Cherry Blos­
som Festival, held in the 
outskirts of Ri Bhoi, was a 
spectacular success, drawing 
over 50,000 attendees across 
two days. The event, which 
initially received a govern­
ment investment of ?2 crore, 
ultimately cost ?12 crore, 
according to Chief Minister 
Conrad K. Sangma’s state­
ments. However, there is 
speculation that the figure 
might be even higher. While 
the economic benefits of such 
events cannot be denied, it is 
critical to question whether 
these benefits justify compro­
mising students’ education.

Meghalaya already strug­
gles with alarmingly high 
dropout rates. As per the 
2023-24 SDG Index report, 
the state’s dropout rate at 
the secondary level (Classes 
9-10) stands at a shocking 
21.7%, the highest in the

events are planned respon­
sibly, keeping in mind their 
potential impact on students’ 
academic performance. By 
holding such events after 
exams or in locations outside 
the city center, the govern­
ment can strike a balance be­
tween fostering tourism and 
safeguarding education.

As residents of Shillong, 
we urge the government 
to take these concerns se­
riously. Education is the 
foundation of progress, and 
prioritizing it over entertain­
ment is not just a necessity— 
it is a responsibility. Let us 
ensure that the voices of 
students, parents, and educa­
tors reach every household, 
calling for a more thoughtful 
approach to event planning 
in our beloved state.

(The writer is a student 
o f Class -12, St. Anthony’s 
Higher secondary school 
and can be reached at krish- 
marwein29@gmail. com)
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You w ill fa c e  m any defeats in life, 

but never let y o u r se lf  be defea ted

— Maya Angelou
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ADCs should have clear roadmaps
INSTEAD of quibbling about political affiliations 
and trying to destabilise the Khasi Hills District 
Council on the eve of elections, those wanting to 
contest and win the elections should sit and frame a 
road map within the boundaries of the Sixth Schedule 
and spell that out to the voting public. For too long 
the Councils have been only a power centre where 
politicians who have lost the legislative assembly 
polls sit and wait out until the next election arrives. 
It's better to be an MDC and enjoy the perks than 
to be a defeated MLA with no fringe benefits. This 
is nothing new. It’s been a tradition that has also 
touched half a century.

For the kind of mandate that the Councils are 
given which is the custodianship of all resources 
such as the forests outside of the 4% reserved for­
ests under the state government, it’s a tall order to 
keep watch over how these forests are being cleared 
at such a rapid pace. Charcoal burning which is a 
banned activity continues with gay abandon. Rivers 
which are also under the watch o f the Councils are 
now slowly turning into large drains where people 
dump garbage or where car owners wash their ve­
hicles. In fact, there does not seem to be any law 
against using rivers and streams for car washing. The 
Councils don’t have the wherewithal to watch over 
their resources. They do have forest guards but those 
have enriched themselves so well that some have 
even contested elections. The Councils also don’t 
seem to have a handle over how the Syiems conduct 
themselves. Nor do they have any control over the 
Dorbar Shnong. Each Dorbar Shnong is a law unto 
itself and the Rangbah Shnong runs the affairs of the 
shnong like a fiefdom. Some Dorbar Shnong don’t 
charge a percentage for land transactions (buying 
and selling). Some put a fixed percentage o f the 
cost o f the land/building. It’s a laissez faire sort of 
arrangement.

The Councils don’t have the resources for road 
construction or other development work. In any 
case that is not their brief but once in a while they 
get direct funding from the Centre for infrastructure 
but those are white elephants that ar$ un utilised. In 
the present tenure KHADC has been getting funds 
from the World Bank for sanitation purposes and 
has put that to good use by acquiring garbage trucks 
and giving them out to Dorbar Shnong outside of  
Shillong city that have no garbage collection facili­
ties. What the KHADC has not been able to do yet 
is create garbage management facilities and landfills 
in areas that are outside the municipalities. The 
District Councils cannot rest on their laurels and on 
tradition or customary practices alone and by trying 
to regulate human behaviour. They need to reinvent 
themselves to be relevant to the times. If they are 
the custodians of forests, how come those forests 
are rapidly getting bald. And what about climate 
change impacts? The Councils have to be seized of  
these new challenges and be ready to deal with them. 
Enough o f politicking!

The future of VPP: 
Uncertain road ahead

L ette rs  to the  E d i to r

Thorn in 
the flesh of 
educators

Editor
It is great to see that our 

little Shillong is a ttract­
ing tourists from all over 
the world. We should reap 
the benefits of this ongoing 
TREND. From the Presi- 
dent's/Vice-President's vis­
it to Bryan Adam's much 
awaited concert, #Shillong 
is trending on Social Media 
platforms. But there is a fine 
line that runs through all 
these events which upsets 
everyone and that is the 
abrupt commanding voice 
of the Government issuing 
notifications to shut down 
all other activities due to 
"anticipated large influx of 
people., traffic congestion 
and restrictions imposed." 
This hits the education sec­
tor badly. After successive 
events, we are forced to 
believe that priority is shifted 
from the key contributors 
o f  society to the fleeting 
pleasures of a handful. The 
abrupt notification passed by 
the Education Department 
(in the afternoon o f Decem­
ber 9 2024 without consid­
eration for schools who have
programmes/results on the 
10th of December is utterly 
displeasing. How unthought- 
fui and despotic! As educa­
tors. it seems we have to 
remind the Gov em inent that 
we also have a strict *cht®We 
to follow. Had it been oik* 
in a Blue Moon, then n«. 
would have had an> » 
ments. N A RROW  R O A ^ '

BIG CARS, EXPENSIVE 
PUBLIC TRANSPORTA­
T IO N /A L T E R N A T IV E  
ROUTES - Mismanagement 
from the part of the Govern­
ment shouldn't be a headache 
for us citizens. Growth and 
Development should be all 
round and if  this is what 
we are heading towards, 
then "PLEASE FORGIVE 
ME, I KNOW NOT WHAT 
I DO."

Yours etc., 
Kyntiewborlang Kharakor, 

A Concerned Teacher, 
Via email

MPSC does it 
yet again!

Editor,
MPSC has played with the 

lives of thousands of hard­
working aspirants, whereby 
in the recently declared MCS 
mains results 10 candidates 
who cleared the exams were 
the candidates who could 
not even clear the prelims in 
the first list but were only in­
cluded later in the so-called 
Additional List. I know of 
many meritorious candidates 
with excellent academic re­
cords who to their shock and 
surprise when their roll num­
bers did not feature in the list 
of successful candidates. Yet 
from the ‘Additional List,’ an 
unbelievable 10 candidates 
cleared the mains examina­
tion when they could not 
even clear the prelims. This 
is something that cannot be 
a simple coincidence. There 
is, as many have suspected 
all along, something deeply 
rotten in this whole process 

'he MCS recruitment and

The recent victory of 
Mehtab Chandee Sangma, 
wife of Chief Minister Con­
rad Sangma, in the Gambe- 
gre by-poll reinforces the 
dominance that the NPP has 
built for itself in the present 
Meghalaya Assembly. With 
this victory, the party has 
now reached 32 seats in the 
60-s?at assembly, exceeding 
the simple majority by one 
seat. For NPP to win the next 
assembly election, all they 
need to do is concentrate on 
maintaining their dominance 
in Garo Hills where they won 
2/3rd of the seats. As things 
stand right now, there will 
be a fracturing of mandate 
from the Khasi region, and 
this will give the party an 
edge in future government 
formation.

UDP, the second larg­
est party in the state, are 
coalition partners within the 
MDA. Unless they not only 
increase their seats in the 
Khasi region, but expand and 
get a few seats in the Garo 
region, they will always play 
second fiddle to the NPP. The 
mini revival of Congress 
with Saleng Sangma’s win in 
the recent MP election has hit 
a roadblock with this loss in 
Gambegre, the constituency 
which was left vacant after 
he won the Tura MP seat. 
TMC will do well to keep 
the 5 seats it won last elec­
tion. Then there’s the VPP 
which scored an impressive 
victory in the MP election 
by winning the Shillong seat 
with 55% of the vote share. 
They would like to believe 
that they can win if not all 
but most of the seats in the 
Khasi region and thus be 
in pole position to form the 
government. It will not be 
easy because they will have 
to contest each of the 36 
constituencies individually, 
making the credibility of 
each candidate crucial. This 
has become more challeng­
ing as issues have emerged, 
which give strength to the 
perception that all is not 
right within the Party and it 
is beset by disciplinary and 
structural issues.

In its brief existence, the 
VPP has become known for 
its many disciplinary issues 
over the past few years. 
People may have forgotten 
it, but the earliest incidence 
on ill-discipline against the 
party was from Mayborn 
Grace Lyngdoh, who had 
stood for elections from the 
Pynthorumkhrah constitu­
ency in the 2023 assembly 
elections. He secured the 
third position in the election 
with 21% of the vote share. 
Pynshngainlang Syiem, who 
won 25%, and Alexander La-

I urge the KSU and other 
NGOs to kindly not remain 
idle as the lives of many 
deserving candidates and 
the future of the State is at 
stake.

Yours etc., 
Ibakordor Marbaniang, 

Shillong -1

Meghalaya 
Biological Park 
and Kaziranga 
National Park

Editor,
The opening of the Me­

ghalaya Biological Park in 
Umtrew, Ri-Bhoi district, 
has been a long-awaited 
development and is poised 
to become an exciting des­
tination for both tourists 
and locals. It offers a fresh 
opportunity to explore the 
beauty of our region, much 
like renowned tourist attrac­
tions abroad.

To ensure accessib il­
ity and fairness, entry fees 
should be structured differ­
ently for locals, visitors from 
other states, and interna­
tional tourists. This practice 
is common in many global 
tourist destinations and 
could be applied uniformly 
across all attractions in the 
state. Additionally, charges 
for the use o f cameras or 
video equipment, especially 
for documentary purposes, 
should be standardized in 
line with other tourist sites.

On another note, it is 
worth considering transpor­
tation between Meghalaya

By Bhogtoram Mawroh

loo Hek, who received 35% 
of the votes and ultimately 
won, were placed ahead of 
him. This was a very remark­
able achievement for a first­
time candidate, especially 
given his age. There was a 
lot of expectations that he 
might be the MP candidate 
for the party and he also tried 
his best to project himself 
as one. The buzz around 
his candidacy was so strong 
that the VPP had to come 
out with a statement that 
there has been no choice 
made and eventually Ricky 
Syngkon was announced 
as the canidate to quell the 
speculations.

Ricky eventually went 
and won the MP election 
with a handsome margin. 
Could Maybom have won 
the election if the party had 
given him the ticket? I think 
he would have won consider­
ing the people were voting 
for the Party and not for the 
person. Ricky had previ­
ously lost the MLA election 
from Umsning by coming 
in fourth overall with only 
16% of the vote share. In 
time, Maybom could have 
been a strong candidate and 
eventually wrested Pyntho­
rumkhrah from Hek. But 
then an audio file surfaced, 
revealing him criticising the 
party’s leadership and the 
way they handled the reser­
vation agitation. As a result, 
the Party sidelined him, and 
his promising political career 
ended prematurely.

The second high profile 
disciplinary issue that the 
Party had to face was from 
Avner Pariat, who had con­
tested  the MLA election 
from East Shillong. He came 
fourth with 11% of the vote 
share, but in a tight race he 
actually helped Ampareen 
Lyngdoh by breaking up 
the vote. She Wtiti'b'V just 
1711 votes while Avner got 
1974 votes. But in the long 
run, he was ready to make 
a strong bid for the district 
council elections, which are 
just around the comer. Then, 
just after the VPP won the 
MP election, news broke 
that they had expelled him 
for anti-party activities. He 
was later joined by Shanlang 
Warjri, member of the state 
executive committee and 
Kherup Sing Thabah, a mem­
ber of the Party. Avner chal­
lenged the Party’s decision, 
saying that he had resigned 
before they expelled him. In 
fact, he had been thinking of 
leaving the party for over a 
month and did not want to 
disturb the party’s prepara-

and Assam's prominent tour­
ist sites, such as Kaziranga 
National Park. While ve­
hicles from Assam have easy 
access to Meghalaya destina­
tions like Sohra and Dawki, 
it would be beneficial for 
our state to offer similar 
travel packages or dedicated 
transportation options for 
residents to visit Assam's 
attractions.

If such services already 
exist, it seems there is a lack 
of effective advertising, as 
many people are unaware 
of these options. Improv­
ing promotion and outreach 
would not only benefit locals 
but also strengthen inter-state 
tourism and connectivity.

Yours etc., 
B.Laitphlang, 

Via email

Sanbor 
Shullai's call 
for unbiased 
drug checks 

much 
appreciated
Editor,
In a world where V IP cul­

ture often reigns supreme, the 
MLA from South Shillong - 
Sanbor Shullai has made a 
bold and thought-provoking 
statement that has raised 
eyebrows and also won ap­
plause. In an impromptu 
remark, Shullai suggested 
that even the vehicles of the 
Prime Minister, Chief Minis­
ter, and fellow MLAs should

tion for the MP election. The 
expulsion came to him as a 
surprise, but a look at the let­
ter shows why the party felt 
threatened by his resignation. 
In his letter, he criticised the 
“party’s shift towards Reli­
gious Fanaticism ... (and) 
a regressive agenda that he 
could no longer support in 
good conscience.” The let­
ter is a damning indictment 
of the party’s politics and its 
credibility in standing up for 
secular, democratic and lib­
eral ethos. By expelling him, 
the party wanted to discredit 
Avner and his letter, in case 
it was ever to leak out.

Then now th e re ’s the 
latest controversy where 
Adelbert Nongrum, MLA of 
North Shillong, has accused 
the party of not taking his 
inputs and practicing favou­
ritism in allocating tickets for 
the upcoming district council 
elections. Including a rela­
tive of a top party official in 
the list of candidates raises 
questions about whether the 
party used nepotism in ticket 
distribution. The chief com­
plaint Adelbert had was the 
decision to announce Strong 
Pillar Kharjana from the 
Mawkhar-Pynthorumkhrah 
constituency. The Party tried 
to defend itself stating that it 
followed procedures while 
arrivin at the decision and 
also claimed that in a re­
cent meeting with the North 
Shillong unit, the party work­
ers have given their support 
to their choice. However, 
Shngain Syiemlieh, Vice 
President of the unit, chal­
lenged this claim, accusing 
the party of trying to use the 
attendance sheet as evidence 
that everyone supported their 
decision.

This, however, is not the 
first time that the party has 
humiliated Adelbert. He had 
in the past'brought bills in 
the Assembly which were 
not supported by his own 
party members, leaving him 
embarrassed. So, the lat­
est incident is nothing but 
a continuation of an effort 
within the party to under­
mine him. By putting their 
own candidate without any 
consultation, they wanted to 
send his unit the message that 
they must abandon Adelbert 
and be more loyal to the 
Party instead. By weakening 
him, they hoped it would 
make Adelbert more docile 
towards the party Supremo -  
Ardent Miller Basaiawmoit.

B oth Adelbert and Ardent 
are big personalities. They 
started their careers with 
KSU and FKJGP and came

be thoroughly checked at 
state entry points for drugs.

This proposal is particu­
larly significant, given Me­
ghalaya's ongoing battle 
against an alarming rise 
in drug-related activities. 
Of course, the state has in­
creasingly become a transit 
route for narcotics flowing in 
from Myanmar and Manipur 
through Assam, making it a 
critical junction in the drug 
trade. The government needs 
to stamp out “potential loop­
holes” in the system that traf­
fickers might exploit.

In recent years, India 
has witnessed several high- 
profile cases where political 
leaders or their family mem­
bers were allegedly linked 
to drug-related scandals. 
For instance, Punjab and 
Maharashtra have reported 
instances where politicians 
were suspected of involve­
ment in narcotics trafficking. 
Similarly, in 2020, Kerala 
saw a case where the son 
of a prominent CPI state 
secretary was interrogated 
by the Narcotics Control 
Bureau (NCB) and Enforce­
ment Directorate (ED) for 
alleged connections to drug 
peddling and gold smuggling 
in Bengaluru. While many 
political leaders are commit­
ted to serving the public with 
integrity and moral respon­
sibility, it is undeniable that 
some have strayed from their 
righteous path, as evidenced 
by past scandals.

The Bollywood film Udta 
Punjab exposes the devastat­
ing impact of drug addiction, 
portraying how it destroys

together during the last as­
sembly election. Adelbert 
was one of the last ones to 
join the Party, initially flirt­
ing with others before decid­
ing to join VPP. He won his 
seat amidst a tight contest 
against B JP’s M ariahom 
Kharkrang. Ardent won his 
seat more comfortably tak­
ing 40% of the votes but this 
came after he had lost last the 
election before that. Within 
the VPP both are the only 
ones who have the experi­
ence of having won elections 
in the past. This is where the 
problem lies.

Ardent refers to himself 
a lot in his speeches, which 
is very similar to how Modi 
talks about himself in the 
third person during his own 
rallies. His outbursts in the 
assembly also show his ag­
gressive posturing hinting 
(without internal knowledge 
of what happens in the party) 
at his overbearing demeanour 
and inability to entertain dis­
sent and challenge within the 
party. I am sure there would 
be discussions on any issue, 
but in the end, he would 
make all the decisions. This 
would have really annoyed 
Adelbert, who would have 
wanted to share power and 
create a more balanced party. 
A clash was, therefore, in­
evitable. VPP has tried to 
project itself as a saviour 
of the Khasi community, 
promising to bring about a 
different politics. However, 
recent episodes have shown 
that it’s an old wine in a 
new bottle. One-upmanship 
(Ardent M iller Basaiaw- 
moit’s zealous leadership), 
nepotism (ticket distribution 
for district council elections), 
lack of clarity over ideology 
(Avner Pariat’s joining and 
eventual resignation), and 
absence of a future road-map 
(the sidelining of Maybom 
Grace Lyngdoh) proves that 
VPP is just another party 
beset by many contradic­
tions. We still don’t know 
how they plan to manage 
the economy and lift us out 
of being one of the poorest 
states in the country. Even if 
the party does well in the up­
coming district council elec­
tions, more controversies are 
likely to emerge in the future. 
In that scenario, the NPP and 
the other established parties 
will have the upper hand. 
Their unwillingness to form 
alliances will leave them 
isolated and without power. 
The party will not survive 
long if that happens.

(The views expressed in 
the article are those o f  the 
author and do not reflect in 
any way his affiliation to any 
organisation or institution)

youth, families, and liveli­
hoods while calling out the 
close nexus between drug 
mafias, corrupt politicians, 
and law enforcement. This 
should serve as a stark wake- 
up call for society.

Shullai has also raised 
concerns over a troubling 
rise in thefts and burglaries 
in the town, which he be­
lieves could be linked to the 
region's growing drug prob­
lem. His remarks address 
the broader social impact of 
drug abuse, including its role 
in driving crimes of despera­
tion and addiction-related of­
fenses. The MLA's proposal 
in fact highlights the urgent 
need for "transparency and 
accountability" in public 
service, especially when the 
stakes are as high as they 
are in the fight against drug 
trafficking.

In  the serious battle  
against the drug menace, 
there should be no VIP privi­
leges, no express lanes, and 
certainly no diplomatic im­
munity. Even a small laxity 
in the combat against drugs 
now might prove too costly. 
It could potentially drown 
our own sons and daugh­
ters in the pit Of addiction, 
ultimately leading to social 
degradation.

Yours etc., 
Salil Gewali, 

Shillong

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

In Dhaka TV channels, defence ‘experts' 
talk of Indian plan -to grab Bangladesh

All infra work in the last decade 
dubbed as part of Delhi’s grand 
_____ plan against China

ByAshis Biswas
Since the anti Awami 

League (AL) coup of Au­
gust 5, Bangladesh interim 
government authorities have 
employed grizzled army 
veterans/defence experts 
in media panel discussions 
, to counter what Dhaka 
perceives as 'hostile, biased 
Indian propaganda'. This 
group of influential people 
has now come up with a 
fresh narrative asserting that 
the new Bangladeshi, rulers 
had foiled a major Indian 
plan to launch a major offen­
sive in the NE region even as 
they ousted Sheikh Hasina 
from power. In other words, 
India far more than the AL 
or Sheikh Hasina — was the 
bigger loser in terms of the 
massive setback to its long 
term strategic objectives.

In its own ongoing pro­
paganda war against India, 
Bangladesh’s latest claim 
is by no means the only tale 
of its kind to be peddled 
for the consumption of the 
international press as well 
as Bangladeshi domestic TV 
viewers. Regular viewers of 
Bangladeshi TV programmes 
will recall the broad thrust of 
official explanations justify­
ing the August 5 anti Hasina 
upsurge. The pro-coup au­
thorities insisted that the 
army and other authorities 
railroaded the former Prime 
Minister into fleeing to India 
in 40 minutes because unless 
they struck first,, she would 
have had them arrested im­
mediately. Forces from India 
were ready to move in at 
short notice to Dhaka — so 
went the official story.

As usual, with such hur­
riedly created 'accounts' 
(yarns?) many questions 
went unanswered. Who in 
Bangladesh had asked for 
help from GOI authorities 
and when? What was In­
dia's interest in getting un­
necessarily involved in the 
sizzling cauldron of Ban­
gladeshi domestic politics? 
Who Had offered what sort 
of terms to whom? National 
elections had been held in 
both countries, so electoral 
compulsions could be ruled 
out as a motive on either side 
of the Indo-Bangla border. 
The explanation somehow 
lacked credibility, bereft of 
crucial details.

However, this is not true 
of the latest round of further 
experts currently engaging 
the eminent TV panel chat- 
terati in Bangladesh. De­
fending the move to oust the 
AL, Dhaka-based Defence 
experts now have a different 
story that their counterparts 
in Delhi might find of some 
interest — if not in terms of 
its factual contents, such an 
account may still provide 
analysts with some insight as 
to how the minds of Bangla­
deshi .'advisers' w ork.

The major reason India is 
so upset with recent develop­
ments, according to these 
experts, is not simply the 
ouster of the AL from power 
along with its top leader, 
Sheikh Hasina, despite the 
bonhomie she enjoyed with 
top Indian leaders. Delhi 
is seriously upset over the 
August 5 ouster because it 
had effectively destroyed 
carefully laid Indian long 
term plans to put together a 
foolproof defensive security 
structure on its East, which 
would have presented even 
the mighty Chinese with a 
challenge in the NE region 
and in the Bay of Bengal 
waters!

Consider the facts they 
said: in recent years, In­
dia had been building new 
roads/h ighw ays, m ajor 
bridges as well as putting 
up new airstrips in the NE 
and other areas, There had 
also occurred an upgrading 
of India's civilian air traffic 
movements in the Himala­
yan region, accompanied 
by an increase in its naval 
presence on its eastern sea­
board. Even since its setback 
against China in the 1962 
border war, catching up 
militarily with China in the 
Eastern Himalayas had been 
a major strategic military 
objective pursued by Delhi. 
Under the BJP-led NDA 
Governments since 2014, in­
frastructure development in 
the NE region has certainly 
received a major boost.

India had m aintained 
good relations with both 
Bangladesh and Myanmar 
to extend its outreach into 
Southeast Asia. Major bi­
lateral rail/road projects, in

recent times, had been im­
plemented and the work had 
continued over the years. 
GOI had invested billions of 
dollars over a period of time, 
securing transit rights for the 
movement of its goods and 
other items through Bangla­
desh, and to some extent, 
in Myanmar, too. While 
India had started despatch­
ing regular cargoes from 
West Bengal/Northern India/ 
Southern India to Tripura, 
Assam and other NE areas, 
it had also completed the 
crucial linkage between the 
ports of Kolkata and Sittwe 
(in Myanmar). Strategically, 
Delhi was in a position to 
move large quantities of 
goods or human traffic etc., 
right up to its borders with 
China and Myanmar.

So far so good. Factually, 
these details as pointed out 
by Bangladeshi experts are 
verifiably correct. But the 
next part of the Bangladeshi 
analysis was completely 
different. The reason: the 
'experts' suddenly moved 
from the sphere of facts into 
the vague, shadowy realm of 
speculative politics!

Recallingthe hoary claims 
made years ago against Del­
hi by hardline BNP (Ban­
gladesh Nationalist Party) 
leaders, mostly sans factual 
evidence, these experts also 
claimed that GOI would 
despatch its mighty army 
units by road and rail to the 
NE states, moving through 
Bangladesh territory, 'very 
soon' They did not mention 
any timeline to be followed 
by the Indian political es­
tablishment for this massive 
military expedition. Nor was 
it explained which country/ 
regime would be targeted by 
the mighty Indian army and 
in answer to what kind of 
provocation within the NE 
region. Nor did they quote 
any credible authority that 
might have supplied them 
with such critically impor;

■ tant information!
The experts, who in­

cluded retired college pro­
fessors, were nevertheless 
unanimous in suggesting 
that the India-sponsored 
connectivity schemes actu­
ally were part of a military 
and not economic objective, 
to enable Delhi to achieve a 
total area domination. Ban­
gladesh should never have 
allowed limited transit rights 
to India through its territory. 
It was a mistake on part of 
Sheikh Hasina and the AL 
to have agreed to carry out 
joint projects with India, for 
the sake of earning hefty fees 
for Dhaka — and so on. There 
was an angle that India was 
using its connectivity in the 
North East and Bangladesh 
to confront China. Bangla­
desh was just used to achieve 
Delhi’s defence strategy.

There was general satis­
faction among Bangladeshi 
experts that the caretaker 
government had withdrawn 
IT bandwidth use facilities 
to India, not to mention its 
gradual reduction of electric 
power purchase^ from the 
Adanis. India must show 
more respect for its neigh­
bours from now on.

Indian Foreign Secretary 
visits Dhaka on Monday 
and some proper discus­
sions take place to restore 
some semblance of nor­
malcy in bilateral relations, 
observers wonder whether 
Bangladeshi policymakers 
are really playing an ant.i- 
Indian card, so to speak, to 
divert peoples' anger against 
the back-breaking price and 
other travails that have only 
increased since August 5?

By way of an answer, 
one can only refer to recent 
incidents within Bangla­
desh. The viral images of 
angry rickshaw pullers vi­
ciously attacking Dr Yunus 
and team for their present 
plight, and drop in daily 
earnings in broad daylight on 
Dhaka streets, should give 
the new rulers ample food 
for thought. Significantly, 
no Bangladeshi policeman 
or uniformed soldier inter­
vened while the rickshaw 
pullers threatened that un­
less their earnings increased 
or prices came down, they 
would resort to mob attacks 
and violence.

One can only hope that 
team Yunus would not dis­
miss such demos as false 
propaganda worked up in 
the right wing Indian mass 
media, for their own sakes. 
(IPA Service)
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Calm before the ‘storm’
THE BJP having trounced its principal foe, the 
C ongress, in the assembly polls in two politi­
cally high-profile states, the overall mood is seen 
to be loaded in its tavour. This is a credit for a 
party that ruled the Centre and these states -  
Haryana and Maharashtra -  for long spells since 
2014. There obviously is no anti-incumbency 
factor at work. Clearly, Prime Minister Narendra 
Modi has been able to retain the confidence of 
the nation after two continuous terms in power 
and he’s running through a third term; his head 
held high. Despite the win for the Congress in 
Karnataka followed by Telangana, the Hindi belt 
seems to be backing the BJP; and the mood is re­
flected also in the Marathi-speaking Maharash­
tra. Even as the inflationary trends are adversely 
impacting home budgets, the nation is free of 
tension, with the exception of Manipur, where 
social divisions remain sharp. While farmers 
have returned to the streets in the northern sec­
tor, this too has not snowballed into a major 
crisis for the government.

There are those who ask the question whether 
this is now the calm before the storm. While the 
poor are fed with doles, freebies and subsidies, 
the middle class is faced with serious difficul­
ties both in the urban and rural sectors. Prices 
and service charges are going up but salaries are 
remaining stagnant in most cases. As a result, 
people are relying heavily on personal loans 
from banks. As per published reports, some 
67 per cent of Indian families carry the burden 
of personal loans; and more than half of the 
youths have availed it. Repayment from mea­
gre income/salaries would mean less ability on 
their part to spend in future; which could affect 
the market dynamics. Worse, it is recorded that 
the huge spurt in personal loans decreased the 
share of loans by banks to industries from 42 
per cent ten years ago to just 22 per cent. This 
could mean lesser chances for job creation by 
industries. The slowdown of the manufacturing 
sector in the past decade was there for all to see. 
Bureaucratic red tape, licence raj and associated 
corruption are among the reasons for the lack of 
growth in the industrial sector across states.

The present scenario, some suspect, is tailor- 
made for mass discontentment. The question is 
whether Modi can keep the show going at toler­
able levels for more years. How the economy 
fares is important, as was evident in the up­
heavals in Sri Lanka and now Syria. Pakistan is 
already a gone case. The two terms of Narendra 
Modi in Delhi were a period of financial stabil­
ity, not growth. Latest indications are that the 
GDP growth has majorly slowed down. This 
could be a temporary phase or a pointer to the 
future.

1 L ette rs  to th e  E d i to r

No respect for 
zebra crossings

Editor,
It is astonishing how 

many people, especially 
drivers in Shillong, turn a 
blind eye to zebra crossings. 
Is it due to ignorance'or do 
they simply ignore pedestri­
ans trying to cross the road? 
Recently, while strolling the 
streets oV Laitumkhrah, 1 saw 
an elderly lady standing next 
to a zebra crossing, trying to 
cross. No driver stopped to 
let her pass. She stood there 
w aiting for a while until the 
traffic police intervened. 
Why is it that in Shillong, 
nobody seems to understand 
the bold white stripes on the 
road surface? Each vehicle 
is in a rush with no time 
lo spare. Those stripes are 
there for a reason, not just 
for show.

It is important for all of 
us to make a mental note of 
the white and black stripes 
henceforth. We should know 
the traffic rules before we 
set a license to drive. Pe-

Potemkin Paradise of Bread, 
Circuses, and Broken Promises

destrians in Shillong hesitate 
before crossing the road 
because even at the zebra 
crossing, we a ren’t sure 
whether the stripes are for 
us or just a decorative piece. 
If it weren’t for the hard­
working traffic police, our 
roads would probably turn 
into a chaotic symphony 
of horns, near-misses, and 
vehicles conducting their 
own survival of the fittest 
experiment.

To conclude, zebra cross­
ings are a vital aspect of road 
safety, providing pedestrians 
with a designated space to 
cross while encouraging 
drivers to be more mindful 
and cautious. Their simple 
yet effective design ensures 
visibility and accessibility,, 
making roads safer for ev­
eryone. However, their true 
value lies in how responsibly 
both pedestrians and drivers 
adhere to the rules', ensuring 
mutual respect and safety on 
the streets.

Yours etc., 
Adrialli Mary Lvngdoh, 

Via email

have spent many years 
navigating this murky ter­
rain in my capacity as an 
RTI activist, humanist, and, 
as Eudardo Galeano put it, 
"the nobodies - LosNadies." 
My goal has been to uncover 
the deep-seated corruption 
within our government by 
peeling back its many lay­
ers of dishonesty. A rallying 
cry for our beloved state, 
this goes beyond ju st an 
expose.

An Illusory sign of 
advancement

The Meghalaya govern­
ment has mastered illusions 
to an extent that rivals that 
o f the greatest prestidigita­
tors of bygone eras. A press 
release is like one o f our 
many streams; it announces 
a new plan, an initiative, or 
a promise of development. 
The Chief Minister, who is 
also our state's Pied Piper, 
travels the land spinning 
yams of optimism with his 
silky words through his ''CM 
Connect" projects. These il­
lusions of advancement, like 
the shimmering mirages that 
float on sunny highways, 
fade away when one looks 
more closely. The ancient 
Romans used bread and cir­
cuses to distract the people 
from the repub lic 's  co l­
lapse, and this spectacular 
show is eerily similar. Even 
though there is a whirlwind 
o f activity in Meghalaya, 
many people are still going 
hungry.
What avarice is made of

I have viewed the cor­
ruption o f our state from 
the perspective of RTI and, 
as Eudardo Galeano put it 
again, " the nobodies - Los 
Nadies,” revealing a network 
of graft that would make the 
most notorious criminal syn­
dicates blush with envy. The 
noble intentions of central 
government initiatives that 
are conceived in the halls 
o f Delhi are transform ed 
into vehicles of enrichment 
for the powerful upon their 
arrival on our soil.

A cruel irony transpires 
in the Soil Conservation 
Department. The programs 
that were intended to culti­
vate our land instead enrich 
the "bank accounts o f the 
affluent. The list of benefi­
ciaries is reminiscent of a 
who's who of Meghalaya's 
power brokers, including 
high-ranking officials, poli­
ticians, and their network 
of associates. This pattern 
is consistent across disci­
plines, including Fisheries 
and Public Health Engineer­
ing, with the precision of a 
clock.

This system is strikingly 
similar to the "prebendal- 
ism" that is commonly ob­
served In  certain African 
countries, in which public 
offices are regarded as per­
sonal fiefdoms and exploited 
for private gain. This feudal 
governance approach has 
been elevated to_ a fine art 
in Meghalaya, where public 
resources are regarded as 
personal treasure troves.

A malicious machine
The mechanisms of this 

corrupt apparatus are both 
intricate and insidious. The 
Public Health Engineering

Syria in 
turmoil

Editor
Apropos of the editorial 

“Dictators as dynasts” (ST 
December 9 2024) the fall 
of Bashar al-Assad marks a 
significant turning point for 
Syria. The capital, Damascus 
is captured by a coalition of 
Syrian rebels throwing the 
country into qn uncertain 
future with the Hayat Tahrir 
al-Sham (HTS) also known 
as the “O rganisation for 
the Liberation of the Le­
vant” originally formed in 
2011 under the name Jabhat 
al -Nusra - an affiliate of 
Al-Qaeda gaining ground. 
The group was one of the 
most effective factions fight­
ing against Assad’s regime, 
with its partner, the Turkish- 
backed Syrian Nation Army 
(SNA) formerly known as 
the Free Syrian Army es­
tablished in 2017 under the 
auspices of Turkey, having 
taken control.

The immediate aftermath

By Napoleon S Mawphniang

(PHE) and Public Works 
Departm ent (PW D) pay­
rolls are populated by ghost 
workers, who are akin to 
spectres that haunt the cor­
ridors of bureaucracy. The 
public treasuries are esti­
mated to be drained of an 
estimated 520 crore rupees 
annually by these phantoms, 
which have a more tangible 
economic impact than any 
supernatural entity.

Umsning and Mawphh- 
lang are the nepotistic night­
mare that would cause even 
the most brazen dynasts of 
history to blush, as these 
spirits assume corporeal 
form as the offsprings and 
relatives of political lead­
ers and officers. This is 
rem iniscent o f the "war- 
lorilism" that is observed 
in failed states, where local 
pow er brokers establish 
personal fiefdoms within the 
framework of government 
institutions.
Charade of meritocracy

The corrupting influence 
of corruption has even in­
filtrated the institutions that 
were intended to protect 
fairness and competence. 
The M eghalaya  Pub lic  
Service Commission and 
District Selection Commit­
tees, which were previously 
intended to serve as protec­
tors of meritocracy, have 
transform ed into bazaars 
where positions are traded 
and sold. Formal applica­
tions and interview s are 
rendered mere theatre by the 
exchange of cash, and jobs 
are promised with a wink 
and a gesture. This degrada­
tion of merit-based selection 
is comparable to the "spoils 
system" that afflicted 19th- 
century American politics, 
but it has been refined to an 
extent that would impress 
even the most cynical Tam­
many Hall supervisor.
Belief in implementation 

miracles"'
The-’implementation of 

central government initia­
tives in Meghalaya are fre­
quently as substantial as a 
shadow, despite the fanfare 
that accompanies their ar­
rival. Despite the fact that 
funds are disbursed like 
water through a  sieve, re­
ports are filed that claim 
Herculean achievements, 
yet the landscape remains 
resolutely unchanged on the 
ground. These "blind bills" 
and inflated invoices have 
become the standard oper­
ating procedure, a sleight 
of hand that would impress 
the most accomplished illu­
sionists. It is reminiscent of 
the "Potemkin villages" that 
were built to deceive Cath­
erine the Great, with their 
intricate facades concealing 
a lack of substance.

Intimidation's weapons 
of choice

The apparatus o f cor­
ruption is revealed in its 
more sinister gears when 
intrepid citizens dare to 
pierce this veil of deception 
through RTI applications. 
Threats are h issed from 
shadowy comers, bribes are 
dangled like poisoned fruit,

in this power-shift is a power 
vacuum, with various fac­
tions vying for control. The 
HTS remains a dominant 
force. Assad’s fall is a blow 
to Russia and Iran, who 
supported his regime. This 
opens the door for greater 
Turkish influence in the re­
gion. The ongoing conflict 
and power struggles could 
exacerbate the humanitarian 
crisis, with millions of Syr­
ians already displaced and 
helpless. Both Russia and 
Iran have invested heavily in 
supporting Assad’s regime to 
maintain their strategic inter­
ests in the region. Syria was a 
crucial ally and a gateway for 
their influence in the Middle 
East. Both countries have 
provided substantial military 
support to Assad, includ­
ing troops, equipment and 
financial aid. Assad’s col­
lapse means the loss of these 
investments and a setback 
in their military presence in 
Syria that weakens the geo­
political influence of these 
two countries. It also dis­
rupts their plans to use Syria 
to counterbalance Western

and information leaks from 
presumably secure offices 
with suspicious alacrity. 
This weaponization of pow­
er against those who seek 
transparency is reminiscent 
of authoritarian regimes that 
have existed throughout his­
tory. Despite the fact that 
Meghalaya may appear to be 
a democracy, those who ven­
ture to challenge the status 
quo are swiftly met with the 
iron hand of oppression.

Corrupt practices and 
their bitter fruits

The repercussions of this 
systemic decay are as dis­
tressing as they are striking. 
The m ajority of Megha- 
layans are struggling agajnst 
a rising tide o f poverty, 
unemployment, and inad- 
equqje public services, while 
a select cadre grows fat on 
the spoils o f malfeasance. 
The developm ent o f our 
state is impeded by the very 
institutions that are intended 
to advance it. This lamen­
table disparity is reminiscent 
of the "Dutch disease" that 
is observed in resource-rich 
nations, where the exploita­
tion of one sector results in 
broader economic stagna­
tion. The resources being 
exploited in Meghalaya are 
not hydro-carbons or min-' 
erals; rather, it is the very 
lifeblood of public trust and 
funds.

The stronghold of 
notoriety

In my personal experi­
ences - a wall o f silence 
and intimidation that would 
astound the builders of me­
diaeval fortresses is en­
countered when attempts 
to seek redress through of­
ficial channels are made. 
Complaints subm itted to 
the Chief Minister or Chief 
Vigilance Com m issioner 
o f our state are lost in a 
bureaucratic black abyss. 
The police, who are intended 
to serve as the protectors 
of justice, instead function 
as gatekeepers, which dis­
courages the filing of FIRs 
against the influential.

The Central Bureau of 
Investigation, a renowned 
institution, is rendered inef­
fective by the state's refusal 
to authorise investigations. 
This system o f impunity 
is reminiscent of the "iron 
triangles" that are seen in 
political science, in which 
government agencies, in­
terest groups, and legisla­
tive committees form an 
impenetrable barrier against 
reform.

Who reveals virtue?
The m anner in which 

ill-gotten gains are laun­
dered through acts of pub­
lic philanthropy is perhaps 
the most vexing aspect of 
this corrupt ecosystem. The 
funds that are stolen from 
public treasuries are used to 
purchase respectability and 
influence by government 
officials who transform into 
prominent donors to E$a- 
lang Khristan ( Christian 
Churches). This practice is 
reminiscent of the strategies 
employed by 19th-century 
robber oligarchs, who em-

and regional rivals. Russia, 
embroiled in a relentless 
war with Ukraine, also faces 
high stakes decisions aS its 
biggest Middle East naval 
base is at Tartus on Syria's 
Mediterranean coast. Both 
countries have economic 
interests in Syria, including 
reconstruction contracts and 
access to resources. The 
instability following As­
sad’s fall jeopardizes these 
economic opportunities. 
The future of other Iranian- 
supported groups, such as 
the Houthis in Yemen and 
militias in Iraq, are now 
uncertain. These groups, 
along with Hamas in Gaza, 
formed what Iran called the 
Axis of Resistance. This 
has now been significantly 
impacted. Israel welcomes ‘ 
these changes' as Iran is 
considered a threat.

' The editorial rightly stated 
that, ‘life for the ordinary cit­
izens would only worsen and 
new trouble is in store for the 
world at large from funda­
mentalists there.” The fall of 
Assad’s regime has created a 
complex and uncertain situ-

ployed charitable donations 
as a method of reputation 
laundering. In Meghalaya, 
the already Byzantine sys­
tem o f bribery is further 
complicated by the unholy 
alliance between corruption 
and public virtue.
A transformational crisis

The situation in Megha­
laya may appear to be as 
immovable as our ancient 
monoliths; however, history 
has demonstrated that even 
the most deeply rooted sys­
tems can be disrupted. The 
Progressive Era reforms that 
swept across America in the 
early 20th century serve as 
a beacon of optimism, dem­
onstrating how determined 
citizens can break the back 
of political machines and 
usher in an era of greater 
transparency.

Not merely reform is re­
quired in Meghalaya at this 
time; rather, a revolution of 
consciousness is required.* 
We need a coalition of the 
willing, including citizens, 
reform-minded politicians, 
and honest officials, who 
are prepare*! to challenge 
the status quo with the same 
ferocity as our monsoon 
rainfall. The way ahead 
is dangerous, but straight. 
Initially, it is imperative that 
we persist in our efforts to 
shed light on the shadowy 
underbelly o f corruption 
by means of unwavering 
RTI activism and investiga­
tive‘journalism. Similar to 
the bio-luminescent crea­
tures that illum inate our 
world-renowned living root 
bridges, we need to shine a 
light when others see only 
darkness.

Second, we need to de­
mand a new set of rules that 
truly combat corruption and 
give watchdog organisations 
the power they deserve. The 
accomplishments of Hong 
Kong's Independent Com­
mission Against Corruption 
serve as a testament to the 
potential of political will and 
public support. J

And lastly but certainly 
not least, we need to spark 
a cultural revolution that 
denounces corruption as an 
acceptable lifestyle. This 
will necessitate a grassroots 
movement of education and 
organisation, which will 
facilitate the development of 
ethical leadership from, the 
village level to the highest 
echelons of government. 
There are many hazards 
and a long road ahead o f  
us. There will be resistance 
from those who stand .to 
gain from the status quo. 
Nevertheless, the level of 
risk is unprecedented. We 
are talking about the fate 
of Meghalaya, the basic es­
sence of the state.
.  Being at this juncture 

forces us to ask: Were we to 
let our state wilt like a plant 
w ithout sunlight? Would 
we persist in corrupt prac­
tices and remain stagnant? 
Conversely, will we have 
the guts to plot a different 
course, one that results in 
openness, responsibility, and 
actual advancement?

(The writer is Advocate 
, Trade Unionist and Hu­
manist)

ation for Syria. Assad used 
strong-arm tactics against 
protests in 2011. This led to 
a civil war resulting in over 
half a million deaths with 
approximately six million 
people displaced. The rise 
of groups like the HTS and 
SNA brings both opportuni­
ties,and challenges. While 
the end of Assad’s rule could 
portend new beginnings, the 
presence of fundamentalist 
groups poses problems- of 
stability and security. The 
humanitarian situation may 
worsen, with potential in­
crease in displacement and 
economic hardships. The 
international community will 
need to navigate this new 
landscape carefully to sup­
port peace and reconstruc­
tion efforts.

Yours etc;
VK Lyngdoh,

Via email

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

What’s the

of MPA 2.0?
By Benjamin Lyngdoh

Political philosophy is the 
set of fundamental beliefs, 
understanding, self-image, 
attitude and guidelines which 
determine and direct how a 
political party acts and be­
haves. Some parties have an 
arrogant political philosophy 
and that gets reflected in 
their behaviour. While some 
carry a participative and 
more empathetic political 
philosophy and accordingly 
the approach is more people- 
oriented by focusing on the 
real developmental issues 
in society. With so much of 
festival tourism happening 
in Meghalaya, it bodes well 
to ponder on the political 
philosophy of the state gov­
ernment?

Education 
In a conversation with 

a friend who was working 
in England the talk flowed 
towards, ‘how is the po­
litical scenario different 
between there and here’. 
His answer was plain and 
simple -  ‘in England, edu­
cation has changed every­
thing.’ The people there are 
so politically awar.e that no 
politician or party can play 
with its constituents. Every 
move that the politician's 
make is closely watched and 
analyzed. This analysis the'n 
forms the basis for electing 
or not electing a candidate 
in future elections. It is a 
matter of concern that such 
discourses/debates do not 
happen frequently in Megha­
laya. They happen only once 
in a while and that too just 
before the.elections.

The KHADC and JHADC 
elections are near so we 
can expect such debates to 
happen again from the first 
week of 2025. It can be said 
that the political awareness 
of the people of Meghalaya 
is limited to electioneering 
only. After elections, no one 
follows-up and checks if the 
tall promises made during 
campaigning are executed or 
not. For instance, on Febru­
ary 3, 2023:Chief Minister 
Conrad Sangma promised 
to create five lakh jobs over 
a period of fiVe years' if NPP 
comes back to power and that • 
the jobs would be in the areas 
of entrepreneurship, tourism, 
agro-processing, and digital 
sectors. Then on June 6,2023 
the narrative changed to ‘the 
state government cannot 
provide jobs to all,’ while 
speaking at a World Envi­
ronment Day function. If the 
people of Meghalaya were 
politically aware then they 
would have noted this politi­
cal philosophy of misleading 
the populace and keep their

■ fingers ready for February,
2028. But as usual, public 
memory is always short.

Priorities 
Ever since the festival 

tourism started, social me­
dia is full of it. The focus 
on pressing issues such as 
unemployment, under-em­
ployment, drugs and sub­
stance abuse, etc has died 
down. What is the political 
philosophy of MDA 2.0 on 
priorities? If there is a list. 
of priorities, what is the 
pecking order? It would be 
nice for the people to hear 
from the state government 
in detail. For a poor and 
developing state like Me­
ghalaya the priority should 
have been to invest in areas 
encompassing the majority 
of the population such as 
agriculture, small business 
and daily-wage labourers. 
These are the areas that need 
tangible interventions. Tour­
ism already has enough foot­
falls of more than 15 lakhs 
per annum and the focus 
should have been more on 
enabling better community- 
based tourism, rural tourism, 
cultural immersion through 
tourism, training and capac­
ity building of the youth 
especially in the rural tour­
ist spots, etc. Meghalaya is 
basically a poor household. 
Any poor household would 
look first into its basic needs 
such as food, water, cloth­
ing, shelter, education and 
health. Entertainment will 
only figure later when there 
is residual income to be 
spent. However, things are 
moving on reverse mode. 
The misplaced priorities are 
only creating a bigger dis­
tance between the poor and 
the state government. Many 
are disillusioned at the cur­
rent turn of events. Yet, the 
state government does not 
seem to pay any attention to 
their plight. Rather, there is 
an air of arrogance on how it

defends the overload of fes­
tivals. This only highlights a 
political philosophy that they 
are mighty and powerful and 
that ‘might is always right’.

■ Infrastructure 
It is difficult to blindly, 

validate festival tourism 
when the condition of basic 
infrastructure like roads, 
drains, waste disposal, drink­
ing water, etc., are still to 
be appropriately addressed 
even in Shillong itself. We 
can observe the deplorable 
infrastructure conditions in 
the rural hamlets. The most 
pressing ones are the condi­
tions of the schools and the 
health centres. Education 
and health are the pivots of 
human development. How 
can we expect the human 
resource to be effective if 
the infrastructural inputs are 
not provided to the ones who 
need them the most? On the 
other hand, MDA 2.0 has 
always shown a placating 
political philosophy when 
it comes to dealing with the 
pressure groups on important ' 
development projects such 
as the highways, railways, 
etc. This is a dangerous 
cocktail of ignoring the poor 
and needy while not having 
a spine to deal with and 
negotiate with the pressure 
groups. No wonder the poor 
•Of Meghalaya are feeling 
even more disenchanted with 
the actions and philosophy of 
the government with every 
passing day. It is like one en­
trepreneur quipped -  ‘looks 
like we are trying to portray 
to the world a wonderful and 
rich sitting room when in fact 
our kitchen and bedrooms 
are all in a very bad shape’. • 

Exclusiveness 
The basic role o f any 

government in a poor state 
like Meghalaya is to fa­
cilitate development. Nur­
turing and providing a space 
for the populace to prosper 
and excel is its basic, duty. 
This is inclusiveness and 
participatory political phi- 

' losophy whereby the views 
of the people are factored 
when delving into any de­
velopment strategy. To many 
people this is missing from 
MDA 2.0. Rather, exclusive­
ness is at play whereby the 
fruits o f any intervention 
are enjoyed by a few..For in­
stance, in the current affairs 
of festival tcmrism, the ones 
who reap the benefits are the 
well established business 
houses whereas the small 
shops in the corner with 
limited capacity get ignored.
It is understood that it is a 
competitive market. But, 
development studies have 
unequivocally found that 
in any developing state it is 
the role of the government 
to provide a level playing 
field for ajl. The government 
would point to the massiVfe 
crowds that attend the events. 
But, it is to be factored that 
they are an exclusive class 
of people who can afford it. 
The majority is left in the 
periphery and it is also to be 
noted that Meghalaya has 
one of the highest incidence 
of people living below the 
poverty line.

Statistics 
When the dust settles, 

it would be proper for the 
state government to trans­
parently show to the people 
the cost-benefit analysis of 
this series of festival tour­
ism. The analysis should go 
bey ond just highlighting how 
much money the government 
has given to a certain festival 
(like was done in the past). 
The statistics should include 
tourist inflows, outcomes for 
local entrepreneurs across 
transportation, accommoda­
tion, food and beverages, 
leisure, entertainment, etc. 
More importantly, the cost- 
benefit analysis should be 
done by a third party on the 
basis of vdlid and reliable 
data to be provided by the 
government. Only then and 
on the basis of factual data 
can an informed inference 
be made as to its potency/ 
failure to drive inclusive­
ness and development. This 
then should form the basis 
for their continuity/non­
continuity in future! This 
is an empathetic political 
philosophy.

In the end, it is better for 
all if  Meghalaya refrains 
from acting as a horiky-dory 
state for it is not. For after 
political philosophy comes 
political ethics.

(The writer teaches at 
NEHU; email -  blyngdph@ 
gmail.com)
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Tourism Overreach
SHILLONG witnessed an unprecedented number 
ot tourists to witness the legendary Bryan Adams 
performance at the JN Stadium Polo Grounds. Hotels 
had run out ot space so the question to ask is where 
were the audience that had flown in on the very day 
of the show parking themselves? Shillong has a lim­
ited number of hotels and homestavs and no tourist 
would want to stay away from Shillong when the 
concert was to be held in the city. To ensure smooth 
passage ot concert goers schools and colleges were 
closed tor the day which is an extraordinary phenom­
enon that could only have happened in Meghalaya. 
No other state would have prioritised a concert over 
education. This happened because o f Shillong’s 
traffic situation and the pressure to keep the streets 
free from congestions caused by parents who pick 
up their wards and school buses which occupy a 
fair part ot the road for parking. But the question 
that remains unanswered is why close down edu­
cational institutions that anyway don’t last beyond 
1 pm since examinations are ongoing. In fact many 
schools had scheduled December 10 for giving out 
the results but had to put that off by a day because 
of the exigencies posed by the Btyan Adams concert. 
Any state that has to make a choice between holding 
a concert on a particular day and closing the doors 
of educational institutions to ensure free passage to 
concert attendees on that day is condemned to being 
the laggard in educational attainments.

The other questions that arise are the carrying 
capacity' o f the ecosystem of Meghalaya. How many 
tourists is too much? Has any study been conducted 
by an independent agency to accurately determine 
the earn ing capacity o f Meghalaya or should we 
say East and West Khasi Hills and Jaintia Hills 
where tourism is fairly developed? As yet there are 
not too many tourists visiting the Garo Hills. Even 
in Khasi Hills, it is East Khasi Hills mainly Sohra, 
Laitkvnsew and Nongriat the home of the Double 
Decker living root bridge and Dawki which draw 
the largest number of tourists. Laitlum, Nongjrong 
and Kongthong follow suit. Not too many tourists 
visit Nongkhnum, the river island in West Khasi 
Hills. Those who do visit the place are day tourists 
from Assam who drive in via Rani, Patharkhmah, 
Mairang etc., and back.

How many footfalls can any destination take with­
out reaching the breaking point o f environmental 
resilience and also eating into the resources of the lo­
cal residents such as drinking water availability and 
a clean surrounding. After all, beyond Shillong there 
is no waste management facility in place. No one is 
asking as to what happens to the garbage generated 
by all tourist destinations, hotels and homestays 
outside o f Shillong at present. Should this not be a 
huge cause o f concern? Another key concern vis a 
vis Meghalaya tourism is the short selling o f desti­
nations. Why should a visit to a living root bridge, 
which showcases the traditional indigenous wisdom 
ofthe Khasi people in welding together the roots of 
the Ficus tree to weave a living bridge across rivers 
only cost Rs 50 per visitor? This is a ridiculously 
low pricing model and yet it continues and therefore 
very little benefits accrue to the communities. A 
State Tourism Policy on paper without any effective 
implementation mechanism is a washout.

L et te rs  to  the  E d i to r

India’s
economic

status
Editor,
Apropos of the editorial 

“Calm before the 'storm’” (ST 
December 11 2024) the current 
economic situation in India is 
indeed complex. While the 
country has shown resilience 
and growth, there are concerns 
about slowing GDP growth, 
high inflation, and rising un­
employment. The recent GDP 
growth rate of 5.4% for the 
July-September quarter is the 
lowest in nearly two years. 
Additionally, inflation re­
mains a significant issue, w ith 
food prices contributing to the 
overall rise. Critics argue that 
the Modi government’s eco­
nomic policies have created 
a cvcle of low growth, high 
unemployment, and rising 
prices. However, the govern­
ment continues to emphasize 
its efforts lo boost economic 
sjrowth through infrastructure 
development, social welfare 
programs, and fiscal discipline. 
W hether this period is a calm 
before the storm or a phase of 
stabilization will depend on 
how effective!) the govern­
ment addresses these econom­
ic challenges and implements 
policies to sustain growth and 
improve the well-being of its 
citizens.

Proposed federal budget slash unlikely 
to enhance peoples’ efficiency

By Prof. D. Mukherjee

The economic downturn 
and persistent inflation in India 
have significantly impacted 
the financial behaviour of its 
population. According to the 
2024 BankBazaar Aspiration 
Index report, there has been a 
sharp increase in the number 
of Indians relying on loans 
to cover basic needs and ex­
penses. The report indicates 
that only 13.4% of respon­
dents reported having no open 
credit, down from 19% in 
2022. Rising living costs and 
stagnant incomes have forced 
more people to use credit for 
daily needs, from groceries to 
transport. The proportion of 
people borrowing for day-to- 
day expenses has increased, 
driven by stagnant incomes in 
an inflationary environment. 
This trend suggests that bor­
rowing is up even for routine 
expenses, reflecting the finan­
cial strain on households. The 
inflation rate in India has also 
been a contributing factor, 
w ith the consumer price index 
(CPI) inflation rising to 6.21% 
in October 2024. This increase 
in inflation has further strained 
household budgets, leading to 
a greater reliance on loans.

It is true that a significant 
portion of Indian families rely 
on personal loans. According 
to a survey conducted by Saral 
Credit, 67% of respondents in 
India have taken a personal 
loan (As the editorial reflected) 
at some point in their lives to 
meet their financial require-

The phrase "You’re refired, 
popularized by Elon Musk dur­
ing his overhaul of companies 
like Twitter (now X), symbol­
izes the aggressive approach 
to workforce optimization in 
today’s business world. While 
these strategies may lead to 
short-term cost savings, they 
often undermine long-term 
sustainability, innovation, and 
employee morale. In contrast, 
a more pragmatic strategy 
focusing on re-skilling, up- 
skilling, and strategic work­
force planning has proven to be 
more effective in strengthening 
organizational resilience and 
stakeholder value. The expe­
riences of Tata Steel in the 
1990s and General Electric’s 
(GE) challenges under Jack 
Welch highlight the significant 
differences between these 
approaches. Companies like 
Tata Group have shown that 
a human-centred approach 
to workforce management 
not only fosters loyalty but 
also enhances organizational 
resilience and trust. This was 
exemplified by the remarkable 
bravery of Tata employees 
during the 26/11 Mumbai ter­
rorist attacks, demonstrating 
the strength of an employee- 
centric culture.

Elon Musk's proposal to 
reduce the U.S. federal budget 
by $2 trillion during a potential 
second Trump presidency is 
ambitious yet laden with risks. 
While aimed at improving fis­
cal responsibility, such a move 
would inevitably lead to sig­
nificant job cuts, particularly 
in public services, defence, 
healthcare, and other federally 
funded areas. The repercus­
sions could weaken workforce 
efficiency, undermine cor­
porate value, and destabilize 
the economy. Public-sector 
employment, accounting for 
approximately 15% o fth e  
U.S. workforce, would bear 
the brunt, with millions of jobs 
at risk. These layoffs would 
drive up unemployment, deep­
en economic inequality, and 
ripple into the private sector, 
which heavily relies on federal 
contracts. Industries such as 
defence, healthcare, and in­
frastructure. would, face, severe 
disruptions, ,

For instance, healthcare 
programs like Medicaid and 
Medicare might see reduced 
funding, causing service dis­
ruptions and layoffs in hos­
pitals and clinics. Similarly, 
defence contractors such as 
Boeing and Lockheed Martin, 
which employ thousands, could 
face revenue losses, leading to 
job cuts. Federal budget reduc­
tions would also jeopardize 
infrastructure projects funded 
by federal grants, adversely af­
fecting construction and manu- 
facturing industries. These 
cascading effects would harm 
productivity, weaken con­
sumer spending—crucial to 
economic growth—and erode 
the nation’s Competitive edge 
in key global sectors.

Historical evidence reveals 
the pitfalls of such cost-cutting 
strategies. General Electric un­
der Jack Welch initially gained 
from workforce reductions 
but later suffered declining 
market value as trust, innova­
tion, and efficiency eroded. 
Similarly, mass layoffs after 
the 2008 financial crisis de­
layed economic recovery and

ments. This trend reflects the 
increasing importance of cred­
itworthiness and the growing 
reliance on loans for various 
needs, including home pur­
chases, renovations, and even 
travel. The increasing reliance 
on personal loans among In­
dian families, with 67% carry­
ing the burden of such loans, 
has significant implications 
for financial well-being. A few 
key points to consider: High 
levels of personal debt can 
lead to financial stress, affect­
ing mental health and overall 
quality of life. Families may 
struggle to meet their financial 
obligations, leading to anxiety 
and stress. Relying on loans 
for basic needs and expenses 
makes families more vulner­
able to economic downturns 
and inflation. Any changes 
in interest rates or economic 
conditions can exacerbate their 
financial difficulties. High debt 
levels can reduce the ability 
to save for future needs, such 
as education, healthcare, and 
retirement. This can have 
long-term implications for 
financial security and stability. 
The trend of borrowing for 
day-to-day expenses reflects 
changes in consumer behav­
iour, where credit is increas­
ingly used to maintain living 
standards. This shift can have 
broader economic implica­
tions, influencing spending 
patterns and economic growth. 
Overall, while personal loans 
can provide short-term relief,

diminished organizational 
capacities. Musk’s drastic 
workforce cuts at Twitter (now 
X), which halved its staff, offer 
a contemporary parallel. The 
decision disrupted operations, 
reduced platform reliabil­
ity, and diminished advertiser 
trust, illustrating the risks of 
prioritizing immediate savings 
over long-term stability.

A Brookings Institution 
study highlights the impor­
tance of federal spending in 
supporting regional economic 
stability, especially in low- 
income communities reliant 
on public-sector jobs. Drastic 
budget cuts would exacerbate 
economic insecurity, reduce 
access to essential services, 
and weaken the U.S.’s global 
leadership by limiting invest­
ments in education, healthcare, 
and technology—key drivers 
of innovation and competi­
tiveness.

While reducing federal 
expenditure is a valid goal, 
Musk’s proposal risks destabi­
lizing the economy and under­
mining workforce efficiency. 
The evidence underscores the 
counterproductive nature of 
excessive cost-cutting. A more 
balanced approach focusing 
on strategic investments in 
human capital, innovation, and 
infrastructure is essential for 
achieving fiscal sustainability 
without jeopardizing economic 
stability and national strength. 
Policymakers must prioritize 
sustainable growth over short­
term savings to maintain work­
force efficiency and long-term 
productivity.

In the 1990s, Tata Steel 
faced the challenge of reducing 
its 78,000-strong workforce by 
nearly half to stay competitive 
amid economic liberalization 
and global competition. Instead 
of opting for mass layoffs, the 
company embraced a forward- 
thinking approach emphasizing 
voluntary retirement schemes 
(VRS), re-skilling, and re­
deployment. Through VRS, 
Tata Steel provided financial 
security and acknowledged 
employees’ contributions. Si-, 
multaneously;: it; ijygGStgd, in; 
extensive training programs 
to equip its workforce with 
new skills, enabling smooth 
transitions into alternative 
roles. This approach preserved 
employee morale, upheld the 
company’s employee-centric 
reputation, and avoided the 
stigma associated with large- 
scale layoffs. The result was 
a streamlined, efficient work­
force that propelled Tata Steel 
to global competitiveness, 
demonstrating that humane 
workforce strategies can coex­
ist with operational excellence. 
The Tata Group’s commitment 
to employee welfare is deeply 
ingrained in its ethos, fostering 
unmatched loyalty and dedica­
tion. This culture Was vividly 
displayed during the 26/11 
Mumbai terror attacks at the 
Taj Mahal Palace Hotel, owned 
by Tata. In the face of grave 
danger, employees showed 
remarkable bravery, with 11 
sacrificing their lives to pro­
tect guests. This extraordinary 
commitment stemmed from 
the Tata Group’s long-standing 
investment in employee well­
being, including fair wages, job

the long-term impact on finan­
cial well-being needs careful 
consideration. It's essential for 
individuals and policymakers 
to address the underlying eco­
nomic challenges and promote 
financial literacy to manage 
debt effectively.

The editorial is correct that 
there has been a significant 
shift in the composition of 
bank credit in India over the 
past decade. The share of loans 
to industries by banks has 
decreased from 42% a decade 
ago to just 22%. This decline 
is largely due to the increas­
ing prominence of personal 
loans* or retail credit, which 
has grown steadily and now 
constitutes a significant por­
tion of total bank credit. The 
shift towards personal loans 
reflects changes in consumer 
behaviour and the banking 
sector's focus on retail lending. 
This trend has implications for 
the overall credit allocation in 
the economy and highlights 
the need for adjustments in 
regulatory and policy ap­
proaches to ensure sustained 
economic growth and financial 
stability.

The two terms of Prime 
Minister Narendra Modi have 
seen both financial stability 
and economic growth. During 
his tenure, India has experi­
enced significant economic 
reforms, infrastructure devel­
opment, and social welfare 
initiatives. Economic Growth: 
India's GDP per capita has

security, and robust training. 
Following the tragedy, Tata 
extended comprehensive sup­
port to the families of deceased 
employees, underscoring its 
unwavering dedication.

These incidents highlight 
the critical role of employee 
loyalty in organizational re­
silience. Such loyalty is not 
forced but cultivated through 
respect, empowerment, and 
investment in employees. Tata 
Steel’s restructuring in the 
1990s serves as a model for 
balancing workforce reduc­
tion with dignity and care. The 
company avoided reputational 
damage and maintained mo­
rale, proving that workforce 
efficiency can be achieved 
without sacrificing employee 
trust.

By contrast, General Elec­
tric (GE) under Jack Welch 
adopted aggressive workforce 
reductions to boost profits. 
While effective initially, this 
strategy eroded trust, stifled in­
novation, and led to a dramatic, 
decline in market value—over 
70% by 2020—offering a cau­
tionary tale against excessive 
cost-cutting. Similarly, Musk’s 
workforce reductions at Twitter 
weakened operational stability, 
lowered platform reliability, 
and strained stakeholder trust, 
illustrating the pitfalls of pri­
oritizing short-term gains.

In today’s rapidly evolv­
ing technological landscape, 
re-skilling and up-skilling 
have become essential. Com­
panies like IBM, Accenture, 
Microsoft, and Amazon have 
invested billions in training 
employees for future-ready 
roles in artificial intelligence, 
cloud computing, and data ana­
lytics. According to the World 
Economic Forum, 50% of em­
ployees will require reskilling 
by 2025. These efforts not only 
enhance operational efficiency 
but also reduce costs linked 
to turnover and poor perfor­
mance. A 2022 Deloitte survey 
revealed that companies pri­
oritizing workforce develop­
ment achieve a 33% higher 
retention rate and 29% greater 
customer satisfaction. Tata’s 
human-centric policies exem­
plify the societal and economic 
value of respecting workers. 
Conversely, layoffs driven by 
short-term savings, as seen 
in Musk-style strategies, risk 
undermining labour markets, 
eroding consumer trust, and 
weakening economic stabil­
ity. By prioritizing employee 
development and fostering 
loyalty, organizations can build 
resilience, innovation, and 
long-term prosperity. The les­
son is clear: sustainable growth 
stems from valuing employees 
as assets, not liabilities.

Indian corporations play 
a critical role in shaping the 
nation's economic and social 
framework. Ensuring long­
term sustainability requires 
a human-centric approach to 
workforce management, focus­
ing on re-skilling, up-skilling, 
and employee welfare. Draw­
ing from the Tata Group’s 
resilience and global practices, 
companies can effectively bal­
ance profitability with ethical 
responsibilities.

Technological advance­
ments demand a workforce

increased significantly, with 
a notable rise from approxi­
mately $5,000 in 2014 to 
over $7,000 by 2022. The 
economy has shown resilience 
and growth, even surpassing 
China's projected growth rate 
in recent years. Fiscal Disci­
pline: The Modi government 
has maintained prudent fiscal 
management, with the fiscal 
deficit for 2024-25 estimated 
at 5.1% of GDP and a target 
of 4.5% by 2026. Social Wel­
fare: Initiatives like the Aad- 
haar system and direct benefit 
transfers have improved the 
efficiency of subsidy delivery 
and reduced leakage, ensuring 
that benefits reach the intended 
recipients. Infrastructure De­
velopment: Extensive infra­
structure projects, including 
rural road construction, have 
improved connectivity and 
stimulated economic activity 
in rural areas.

Overall, Modi's tenure has 
been marked by efforts to bal­
ance financial stability with 
economic growth, addressing 
various aspects of inclusiv- 
ity through structural reforms 
and development programs. 
However, there are two key 
issues that have to be ad­
dressed urgently: inflation and 
unemployment. More than five 
months into Modi 3.0, a third 
challenge has surfaced and 
that is the slowing economic 
growth which is threaten­
ing to worsen the unemploy­
ment crisis. Another cause

equipped for future challenges. 
Programs like TCS’s Digital 
Learning Hubs and Infosys’ 
Lex Platform exemplify how 
targeted skill enhancement 
initiatives can address auto­
mation and digitization gaps. 
Companies should allocate a 
fixed percentage of revenue 
to employee development and 
collaborate with educational 
institutions, fostering produc­
tivity and competitiveness in 
global markets.

Inspired by Tata’s humane 
approach during crises like 
the 26/11 attacks and Tata 
Steel’s restructuring, Indian 
firms should prioritize em­
ployee dignity through fair 
pay, mental health support, and 
career growth. Establishing 
employee support commit­
tees and offering benefits like 
flexible hours, healthcare, and 
financial planning can trans­
form ordinary employees, into 
a loyal, motivated workforce. 
In workforce restructuring, 
gradual optimization via Vol-» 
untary Retirement Schemes 
(VRS) and phased reductions 
ensures financial stability and 
operational continuity, mini­
mizing reputational risks.

Corporates must integrate 
sustainability into business 
strategies by aligning with 
global Environmental, So­
cial, and Governance (ESG) 
standards. Publishing annual 
reports on workforce invest­
ments and community impact 
enhances investor confidence 
and global alignment. Leader­
ship is vital to this transforma­
tion. Transparent communica­
tion, empathy, and long-term 
planning through town halls, 
feedback sessions, and lead­
ership training can unify em­
ployees and align them with 
organizational goals, fostering 
innovation and resilience.

The notion of “You’re re­
fired” may appeal to some 
as decisive leadership, but it 
overlooks the intricacies of 
modem workforce manage­
ment. Tata Steel’s compassion­
ate approach and GE’s pitfalls 
highlight that true efficiency 
stems from investing in em­
ployees, not dismissing them. 
Re-skilling and up-skilling 
are practical strategies forr 
addressing 21st-century chal­
lenges, fostering innovation, 
and driving sustainable suc­
cess. Indian corporations can 
secure long-term viability by 
treating employees as valuable 
assets rather than expend­
able costs. Through invest­
ments in skill development, 
loyalty-building policies, and 
thoughtful restructuring, com­
panies can ensure operational 
efficiency and resilience. Tata 
Group’s success during crises 
and restructuring underscores 
the power of humane strate­
gies, while GE’s decline warns 
against short-term cost-cutting. 
By embracing employee-cen­
tric practices, Indian busi­
nesses can emerge as global 
leaders in ethical, sustainable 
operations, contributing to 
economic growth and societal 
advancement. This approach 
safeguards corporate longevity 
and reinforces India’s position 
in the global economy.

(The Author is an Educa­
tionist, a Management Sci­
entist and an Independent 
Researcher)

for concern is the slowdown 
in consumption, particularly 
in urban areas. High prices 
of goods and stagnant wages 
and salaries have led to decline 
in urban consumption, which 
has been a major contributor 
to growth for years.

An economic slowdown in 
the developed world, coupled 
with the crisis in the Red Sea 
has impacted India’s mer­
chandise exports due to the 
Iran-backed Houthi rebels 
disrupting trade. India ex­
ported petroleum products 
worth $31.8 billion (Rs 2.7 
lakh crore) in April-August 
this year, down from $35.3 
billion (Rs 3 lakh crore) in 
the same period last year. 
Economist Ashima Goyal, a 
former member of the RBI’s 
Monetary Policy Committee 
argued that there is indeed 
room for the central bank 
to cut interest rates to boost 
growth. This now depends on 
the new governor of the RBI, 
Sanjay Malhotra, whose views 
on growth, inflation and the 
rupee are not known to us.

Yours etc;
VK Lyngdoh,

Via email
Articles and letters ap­

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

Straight from the 
Heart: The Bryan Adams 

Shillong Sojourn
______  By Kyrsoibor Pyrtuh

Amidst the public dis­
cord over the closure of 
schools on the day Bryan 
Adams performed live in 
Shillong, the concert at J N 
Sports Complex, Polo, went 
exceptionally well, with a 
thunderous crowd cheering 
the world renowned artist. 
However, on the economic 
side of it, I would concur 
with James Perry, the Maw- 
lai bom Canadian and suc­
cessful local entrepreneur, 
where he posted on social 
media recently, “The whole 
concept of all these inter­
national musicians coming 
to Shillong and boosting 
tourism is, to me, the wrong 
approach. Musicians and 
festivals are great but in the 
end they bring business for
1,2 maybe 3 days. Tourism 
needs consistent sustainable 
flow. Most of those coming 
for the big shows, likely 
have blown their budget on 
the tickets...no more bud­
get to go to spend in rural 
areas. Concerts and festi­
vals should be there but not 
sponsored by the Tourism 
Department, they should be 
self-sustaining. If a traveler's 
time coincides, then it is 
lucky for them”.

Public Event versus 
Public Safety:

Let me begin by stat­
ing that the upgraded J N 
Sports Stadium at Polo, 
which today can hold up-to 
thirty thousand (30,000) 
audiences is not inclusive. It 
totally excludes people with 
disabilities, the elderly and 
is not conducive for certain 
people with a slightly weak­
ened physical condition. 
"According to conservative 
estimates, the concert held 
on December 10,2024, had 
between 15,000 and 20,000 
attendees.

Although the designated 
gates were assigned for dif­
ferent categories of ticket 
holders, the experience I . 
had while entering through - 
the gate into the ground and 
from the ground after the 
show was over, compelled 
me to raise a pertinent ques­
tion of public safety. This 
poses the greatest risk to the 
public at large who attended 
the event. The entry and exit 
points are so narrow that the 
attendees had a harrowing 
time getting through them, 
besides being time consum­
ing. On the evening of Bryan 
Adams’ concert and while 
navigating through the nar­
row lane and steps towards 
the ground, one thing that 
struck me and which was 
scary was what if  (God for­
bids) a natural disaster like 
an earthquake occurred or 
a major fight broke out. The 
stampede of people would 
be disastrous and casualties 
would have been of humon- 
gous proportions.

As someone who fre­
quents the J N Indoor Sports 
Complex at Polo, for sports 
and leisure activities, I am 
familiar with the surround­
ings of the venue like the 
back of my hand. There is 
ongoing major construction 
surrounding the stadium. 
The new construction as well 
the expansion of the galleries 
to increase the seating capac­
ity to nearly thirty thousand 
spectators had hampered 
the movements of attendees 
to the concert and cut down 
the spaces which were previ­
ously huge and ample.

There was only one des­
ignated major entry and exit 
point from the main gate 
opposite the Short Round 
Road. However, a few in­
dividuals who were aware 
of the back gate, which led 
towards the Fourth Furlong- 
Demseiniong Road, took this 
route after the show. Con­
versely, those who parked 
their cars in the SRGT park­
ing, Lawmali, Pynthorbah, 
Bivar Road, and Oakland 
faced another challenge, as 
they had to walk another 
kilometre or two along the 
banks of the River Umkhrah 
to reach their respective 
parking places. The clo­
sure of the back gate to the 
public has raised concerns, 
especially considering its 
significance as a crucial en­
try and exit point. This gate 
provides easy access to vari­
ous roadways, particularly 
the ‘Lawdum-Bomfyled 
Road, where people can con­
veniently park their vehicles 
or walk down and up the hill

from Laitumkhrah. The clo­
sure has limited options for 
concert attendees who rely 
on this route for its acces­
sibility and convenience.

Several factors might 
have contributed to the deci­
sion to close the back gate. 
These could include security 
issues or ongoing construc­
tion that requires the area to 
be restricted for public ac­
cess. However, it is essential 
for the relevant authorities 
to communicate these rea­
sons transparently as well 
as to explore alternative 
solutions that could mitigate 
inconvenience. The security 
personnel both from the state 
police, the assets protection 
groups and bouncers were 
well mannered and well be­
haved. They must be given 
credit. However, both out­
side and inside the ground 
the management was not im­
pressive as there was a huge 
crowd at the gate (s) that 
caused great inconvenience. 
Then there was a long break 
of nearly forty five minutes 
before Bryan Adams hit the 
stage @ 8 pm smacks of 
unprofessionalism on the 
part of organizers.

The safety and security 
of the people in any public 
event is o f utmost impor­
tance. Although, the upgra- 
dation and improvisation 
of the JN Sports Stadium 
at Polo, is welcoming, but 
the concerned authorities 
must revisit and conduct a 
special audit before allowing 
holding of any event which 
attracts huge crowds, includ­
ing football/athletic matches 
or religious gatherings. The 
JN Sports Stadium at Polo, 
(even after completion) does 
not seem to be feasible any 
longer for hosting any event 
with more than five thousand 
attendees.

A new era of 
concert culture

No doubt, the high point 
Sf the Bryan Adams concert 
is the emergence of the new 
era of concert culture. To 
be fair, Shillong’s concert- 
going landscape has evolved 
and transformed dramati­
cally where an atmosphere 
of mutual respect reigned 
supreme. Attended by a bal­
anced mix of teetotallers and 
casual drinkers, the event 
showcased how music can 
unite people beyond the 
influence of alcohol.

While vendors offered 
an array of beverage from 
waters to a selection of beers 
and whiskey, the prevalent 
culture was one of modera­
tion. Long gone are the days 
when rock concerts were 
marred by unruly behaviour; 
this gathering was a testa­
ment to the evolving concert 
culture where enjoyment 
does not equate to excess.

Unlike past events char­
acterized by raucous fist- 
fights and intoxicated dis­
putes, the audience at the 
concert seemed to embrace a 
shared sense of responsibil­
ity. People were there for the 
love of music, not the thrill 
of chaos. The once-frequent 
incidents of rowdiness and 
public confrontations have 
diminished (not completely), 
reflecting a broader societal 
shift towards a more dis­
ciplined enjoyment of live 
performances.

As safety and enjoyment 
become intertwined, the 
music scene can focus on 
fostering a space where fans 
can connect with each other 
and the artists, allowing the 
sound of guitars and heartfelt 
lyrics to take centre stage. In 
this new era of concert cul­
ture, the emphasis is on ap­
preciation for the artistry and 
the collective experience, 
proving that it's possible to 
have a memorable night to 
remember without becom­
ing embroiled in negativity. 
One cannot deny the fact 
that Shillong music buffs are 
amazing. They sang along 
every line of every song 
rendered by the artist.

Let me conclude this 
piece with RS Lyngdoh’s 
lines: U  (Khasi) u don ruh 
ka jingsngewthuh kaba pura 
ba ka jingim bun kam khlem 
ka rongbiria ka pynlyngkot 
ia ka rta...' (The Khasi peo­
ple inherently understood 
that amidst the hustle and 
bustle of their busy lives, ' 
without leisure, music, and 
art, life is shortened).
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Roads as death-traps
ROAD accidents in the country are steadily on the 
increase; and so are the casualty rates. Note also 
the sharp increase in the number of vehicles. The 
issue requires to be tackled at the government level 
with a sense o f urgency. In all fairness, Minister for 
Surface Transport, Nitin Gadkari is concerned over 
the painful scenario and has acknowledged this in 
Parliament. But this alone will not make a differ­
ence. The need of the hour is action on the ground 
on two main fronts. One, ensuring road discipline 
on the part ot motorists; two, and more importantly, 
constant vigil on the part o f the roads authorities to 
keep analysing the cause and context of accidents 
so as to take remedial action if there existed any 
structural flaws in the road construction.

Gadkari has admitted that there was a 50 per cent 
increase in road accidents during his terms as roads 
minister, though his initial promise to the nation 
was to “reduce” the number. As per the statistics he 
provided to Parliament, road mishaps claimed 1.78 
lakh lives annually; and 60 per cent o f the victims 
were youths in the age-group o f 18 and 34. Youths 
tend to ride/drive with high speed and often in a 
rash manner. Delhi, with 1,400 deaths a year, itself 
presents the worst scenario among cities, but Uttar 
Pradesh tops the states with over 23,000 deaths. Set­
ting up instruments to check the speed of vehicles 
on the road, including use o f cameras, can be a 
guarantee against over-speeding. These should be in 
working condition day and night; and fines should 
be heavy. In both these, state governments are slack. 
While national highways are managed by the central 
government, as many mishaps take place on state 
highways as also city roads. The authorities must be 
insisting on the wearing o f helmets by bike-riders, 
but they rather look the other way. These raise the 
fatality levels.

One o f the main reasons for road mishaps is wrong 
parking o f trucks and other vehicles, mainly during 
night time when visibility is low. Unscientific laying 
of roads with no space for parking at most stretches, 
lack of proper placement of road signs, abrupt curves 
and turns etc are also major reasons for road mis­
haps. Roads are a sector that are infested by corrupt 
practices. Many officials are more interested in mak­
ing extra-income and compromise with rules. They 
play into the hands o f contractors. State-level road 
projects hardly use half o f the funds meant for road 
construction, while the other half is. shared between 
rackets o f engineers, local politicians, officials and 
contractors. The long years o f the Modi governance 
from Delhi saw massive fund inputs for develop­
ment o f  national highways hectored by Gadkari. 
Huge fund mismanagement was also evident, as was 
recorded by the CAG in a report.

(SIX)

Teenage pregnancy: Trauma 
of a child turned mother

L ette rs  to the  E d i to r

Revision of 
MPSC’sACF  
prelims exam 

pattern
Editor,
Through your esteemed 

newspaper, we strongly ap­
peal to the MPSC to urgently 
revise the screening test pat­
tern for the Assistant Conser­
vator of Forest (Meghalaya 
Forest Service). The current 
Prelim inary Examination 
structure, which allocates 
50% weightage to Maths 
(Arithmetic, Quantitative 
Aptitude) is deeply flawed 
and unfit for a post which 
focuses on forest manage­
ment, conservation , and 
environmental stewardship. 
This pattern disproportion­
ately favours candidates with 
Mathematics, Statistics, or 
Engineering backgrounds 
making it inherently biased 
and unfair to candidates 
from other science and non- 
mathematical disciplines.

The current pattern for the 
Meghalaya Forest Service 
Preliminary exam is; English 
- 1 0 0 . GK and Aptitude - 100. 
Arithmetic-100. This clearly 
tilts the balance. While can­
didates with a mathematical 
background can clear the 
screening test effortlessly, 
others feel abandoned and 
helpless, grappling to com­
pete on unequal footing. This 
not only limits diversity in 
the recruitment process but 
a'so sidelines candidates 
who may possess superior 
knowledge and passion for 
forestry and environmental 
conservation.

w hat particularly dis­

heartening is that MPSC has 
deviated drastically from 
the UPSC Preliminary pat­
tern. While UPSC assigns 
A ptitude as a qualifying 
paper with only 33% as the 
benchmark, MPSC gives it 
undue weightage alongside 
an additional paper solely 
dedicated to Arithmetic. The 
dissimilarity in Preliminary 
exam patterns makes it ex­
ceedingly difficult for Me­
ghalaya students to simulta­
neously prepare for state and 
national-level exams. This 
lack of alignment not only 
wastes their time and energy 
but also discourages genuine 
environmental enthusiasts 
from competing. For over 
a decade, M eghalaya has 
failed to produce an Indian 
Forest Service officer.

With a very limited num­
ber of posts (only five), the 
competition becomes even 
more skewed. Mathematics- 
heavy exam patterns give 
candidates with a mathemat­
ical background an undue 
advantage, practically secur­
ing half the marks needed 
with minimal effort.

We urge the authorities to 
adopt a more balanced and 
inclusive examination pat­
tern, reducing the weightage 
of Mathematics. This change 
will not only provide a fair 
and balanced playing field 
but also encourage Megha­
laya students to compete at 
both state and national levels 
without unnecessary and ir­
relevant obstacles.

We hope that this appeal 
reaches the concerned au­
thorities and sparks a mean­
ingful change that benefits 
the youth of M eghalaya 
and enhances the quality of 
recruitment for forest ser-

The teenage years known 
as adolescence are the best 
years of life. They are years 
when one is aware of one’s 
sexuality, sexual desires and 
the first flush of romantic 
love. Unfortunately these are 
also years when teenagers 
mistake infatuation for love. 
Research suggests that the 
average duration of adoles­
cent romantic relationships 
increases throughout the teen 
years. By age 16 youth report 
that relationships typically last 
for six months, and by 18, re­
lationships often last a year or 
more. But this again is subjec­
tive. In Khasi society we are 
familiar with the term ‘ialang 
samla’ meaning that a girl and 
a boy are dating or seeing each 
other. The fatal flaw is that 
among Khasis (there is no data 
yet on this) there is a tendency 
for the two to become close 
and have sex after which 
the girl gets pregnant. That 
sexual encounter happened in 
a fit of emotional outflow of 
passion which young people 
call ‘love.’ The girl often 
tends to believe that having 
sex will cement the relation­
ship but that does not usually 
happen. And woe behold if 
the sexual encounter leads to 
pregnancy. The boy, himself 
a teenager, is in no position 
to take on the responsibility 
of fatherhood. Even if he is 
deeply in love with the girl, 
the very idea of settling down 
is daunting, especially if he is 
in high school or college. So 
what happens? The girl and 
her family members are left 
holding the baby.

This is a society where 
sex is not openly discussed 
as if it is a sinful thing. Hence 
teenagers go through that 
period of stress and storm 
without understanding the 
consequences of unprotected 
sex. Now when we talk of 
protected sex it means among 
other things that the boy uses 
a condom before the sexual 
act. If the boy refuses to do so 
and the girl who is so in love 
with him is ready to compro­
mise, then she has to use the 
“Morning After” pill which 
is an emergency contracep­
tive pill to avoid pregnancy. 
If the two are in a long term 
relationship and the girl has to 
have these contraceptive pills 
over a long period, medical 
science says there could be 
complications. Any which 
way we look at it, it is the girl 
who always has to pay the 
price for casual sex. Usually, 
if a teenage girl gets pregnant 
she and her partner are too 
scared of approaching a doc­
tor for advice and to get an 
abortion done in case the two 
are not ready for motherhood 
and fatherhood. I am sure that 
genteel society will frown at

vices.
Yours etc., 

Daman Dkhar, 
Shillong

Hindu avatars 
not myths

Editor,
As I read through the 

various articles and opin­
ions on Hindu mythology, 
I can’t help but feel that the 
concept of avatars is often 
m isunderstood and m is­
represented. The stories of 
Rama, Krishna, and Buddha 
are frequently dismissed as 
mere myths, devoid of any 
historical significance.

H ow ever, I s trong ly  
believe that the avatars of 
Hinduism hold a wealth of 
historical significance, offer­
ing insights into the cultural, 
social, and spiritual evolu­
tion of ancient India. The 
concept of avatars emerged 
in ancient India during the 
Vedic period, and the Vedas 
contain references to various 
gods and goddesses who took 
on human or animal forms to 
interact with humans.

Archaeological excava­
tions at Ayodhya and Dwarka 
have uncovered evidence of 
ancient cities dating back to 
the 7th century BCE and 2nd 
century BCE, respectively. 
The edicts of Ashoka, dating 
back to the 3rd century BCE, 
provide historical evidence 
of the Buddha’s existence.

It's time to reexamine 
our understanding of Hindu 
avatars and recognize their 
historical significance. By 
separating the historical 
facts from the mythological 
embellishments, we can gain 
a deeper understanding of

By Patricia Mukhim

this suggestion of abortion but 
will those same people come 
forward and help to look after 
the child who will be born to 
the girl-mother? And I am 
addressing especially church 
elders here who ferociously 
preach that abortion is ‘sin’ 
but who will not lift a finger to 
help bring up a child bom to a 
teenage girl whose parents are 
destitute and are barely able to 
support themselves. The same 
set of preachers will also not 
consider educating that child 
so that it does not fall into a 
cyclic trap and repeat what its 
parents have done when faced 
with a similar situation.

ners in late adolescence. But 
such conversations cannot be 
expected in rural households 
where the sex organs are all 
“bad” words. It's easy to use 
the word ‘vagina’ when we 
are conversing in English but 
that’s a swear word in Khasi. 
This is the problematic part 
about sex education in Khasi. 
I have said this in the past and 
will reiterate that we need to 
come up with words for sex 
organs and popularise them so 
they are no longer taboo.

In Meghalaya it's almost 
a cyclic order that a teenager 
drops out of school for any 
number of reasons and before

We live in a society where 
open conversation between 
children and parents is all 
but absent. There is a studied 
silence around sex hence ado­
lescents learn about sex from 
their peers or their mobile 
phones where pornography 
is rife. If the adolescents stop 
short of experimenting with 
sex and only watch pornog­
raphy that may be fine but 
which adolescent today will 
refrain from having sex. If 
we think this is absurd we are 
living in cloud cuckooland. 
As parents and elders we need 
to get real and to be prepared 
to accept that our adolescents 
are experimenting with sex 
and the safest thing to do is to 
discuss sex at home in an open 
atmosphere and point out the 
consequences of unprotected 
sex, especially for the girl who 
must always pay the price of 
sexual indiscretion.

Studies have shown that 
the level of closeness and 
support adolescents have ex­
perienced with their parents 
and siblings influences the 
quality of their romantic rela­
tionships. If communication 
between parents and children 
is positive and supportive in 
early adolescence the youth 
are more likely to interact 
positively with romantic part-

these figures and their role 
in shaping the cultural and 
spiritual heritage of India.

Yours etc., 
Sudarshan Dasgupta.

Via email

Secularism an 
imperative

Editor,
There is a line in the 

song, "The sound of silence", 
"And in the naked light, I 
saw/ Ten thousand people, 
maybe more/ People talking 
without speaking/ People 
hearing without listening". 
The practice o f "hearing 
without listening" has un­
fortunately been followed by 
many people when it comes 
to understanding the impor­
tance of secularism. They 
question whether secularism 
is at all practical and wise for 
a country's development and 
progress, even though every 
chapter o f a history book 
shows that it is secularism 
that ensures a country's all 
round development.

The Bangladesh economy 
witnessed the fastest growth 
among South Asian countries 
when attacks on minorities 
had firmly been dealt with by 
the Hasina administration. 
Bangladesh went past India's 
position in the global hunger 
index (105) and secured 84th 
place. It achieved 129th 
place ahead of India’s 134th 
in the human development 
index.

After Sheikh Hasina's 
ouster on August 5, there 
were attacks on religious mi­
norities in Bangladesh. What 
is the result? Its economy is 
now in bad shape. The man­
aging director of a leading

long she is in a romantic rela­
tionship, has sex and becomes 
pregnant. The man/boy who 
impregnated her is unsure if 
he wants to settle down and 
become a father. In the first 
place he has no job and is still 
dependent on his parents. This 
is the point of conflict. The 
boy takes the easy way out 
and leaves the girl to bear the 
burden alone. Now did the girl 
here know of protected sex? 
Did she know of contraceptive 
pills? If she is from a village it 
is certain she would be igno­
rant about both but also would 
be too naive to suggest that the 
boy wear a condom during 
the sexual act. And about the 
morning after pill -  she might 
have been brought up in a 
culture that says, “every child 
comes from God,” hence hav­
ing a morning after pill would 
mean preventing pregnancy 
and therefore a sin.

This is Meghalaya’s di­
lemma where teenage preg­
nancy has raised the total 
fertility rate (TFR) and hence 
its population. That the TFR 
is high particularly in rural 
Meghalaya where women 
still give birth to 10 or more 
children is not surprising be­
cause in the city and among 
educated couples the birth rate 
has come down.

private sector bank, Selim R. 
F. Hossain said, "The situa­
tion has to be fixed promptly. 
Otherwise, it would be very, 
very difficult to pick up the 
economy." The World Bank 
and the IMF -have brought 
down their growth forecast 
for Bangladesh by 1.7 and 
2.1 percentage points, re­
spectively.

Those who abhor secular­
ism must learn that secular­
ism and development are 
synonymous. Its no surprise 
therefore that this year’s Isa­
bel laureates in economics
- Daron Acemoglu, Simon 
Johnson, and James Rob­
inson - have demonstrated 
that societies with a poor 
rule of law and institutions 
that exploit the population 
do not generate growth or 
change for the better.

Some people ridicule sec­
ular ideals as "sickular" and 
humanitarian approaches as 
utopian. They regard ma­
chismo and majoritarian- 
ism as panacea. But history 
teaches us that exactly the 
very opposite of this is true. 
Hatred only spelt disaster 
everywhere. On the other 
hand, the road to tolerance, 
harmony, and fraternity took 
countries to prosperity.

It is not just enough to 
appreciate or criticise the 
policies of other countries. 
We need to imbibe good 
things in other countries and 
avoid falling into the traps 
of some countries' suicidal 
actions.

It was because of the 
liberal attitude of the Brit­
ons that made it possible 
to elect a Hindu as their 
Prime Minister in their previ­
ous government. Hindu and 
Muslim ministers are there in

Now what is a matter of 
concern is the trauma of a 
pregnant girl whose partner 
either refuses to claim that 
the child is his or he has aban­
doned her before childbirth. 
Have we ever considered the 
mental state of that young girl 
and how she would cope with 
the prospect of having to look 
after the child single-handedly, 
only with the support of her 
parents and siblings? Think 
also of another scenario where 
a woman with four kids is 
abandoned by her husband/ 
partner without him looking 
back to check on his kids; 
forget about providing main­
tenance for them. Think of an 
uneducated woman who sud­
denly has to fend for herself 
and 3-4 kids? Who is helping 
her to overcome her trauma 
and build her resilience?

It is important to decon­
struct the word ‘resilience’ 
here. Resilience is the ability 
to anticipate disruptions tcf 
one’s life; adapt to such dis­
ruptions and quickly recover 
from challenges and move on 
by applying lessons leairned 
to meet future challenges. Do 
we see the long process here? 
Does any woman anticipate 
that she would be abandoned 
by her husband/partner? The 
greatest disruption in any 
woman’s life is a “broken” 
marriage and in matrilmeal so­
cieties for the woman to be left 
to handle the.offsprings single- 
handedly without any mainte­
nance since most relations are 
based on cohabitation (living 
together) and the relationship 
is not registered. So where are 
the institutions to help women 
recover from the trauma of 
divorce? Who or what institu­
tion will help them gather the 
pieces of their lives so they 
can move on. It’s a long and 
traumatic process and mental 
health is the first casualty. But 
for the longest time we have 
left women to cope with their 
own heartbreaks.

Teenage pregnancy is not a 
subject to be dealt with by the 
Health Department only. The 
Social Welfare and Education 
Department in particular have 
the onus of providing space for 
young women to get answers 
to questions related to sex, 
unwanted pregnancies- and 
a support system for young 
girls who become pregnant 
due to casual sex encounters. 
An institution combining all 
the above Departments is the 
need of the hour. Such insti­
tutions need to be accessible 
especially in rural areas.

Teenage pregnancies fol­
lowed by single-parenthood 
and that by a woman alone is 
a societal burden that cannot 
be reduced to some academic 
discussion with little or no 
outcomes!

the present UK cabinet also. 
This liberal attitude is one of 
the main reasons behind their 
scoring high in the human 
development indices and 
getting the 15 th rank.

This should encourage 
us to rectify our fault lines. 
For the first time in India, 
a Union Cabinet has been 
formed without a single 
Muslim minister in it, even 
though India has the third 
largest Muslim population 
in the world after Indonesia 
and Pakistan. The second 
fault line lies in the human 
development index rank of 
134, which indicates that 
India must improve two most 
important sectors, namely 
education and health.

While we must condemn 
the attacks on minorities in 
Bangladesh, we also need 
to clean our own backyard. 
There should be zero toler­
ance towards hate speeches 
against minorities, vilifica­
tion, and lynching of poor 
workers who belong to mi­
nority communities.

Hitler showed the world 
the danger of pursuing an 
idea of hatred by killing and 
persecuting the Jews. Hitler 
left Germany in tatters. Now, 
we must embrace the idea of 
harmony with zero hatred 
against minorities so that the 
bad chapter of history may 
not repeat here and dam­
age our country's unity and 
progress.

Yours etc., 
Sujit De, 
Kolkata

Articles and letters ap­
pearing on this page are 
the views of the writers/ 
authors and not that o f 
The Shillong Times ____

Bob’s Banter
By Robert Clements

Look for the Lowly Man­
ger..!

Today, being the Christ­
mas month, I’d like to write 
on two manger topics

Jenny smirked bitterly as 
she saw boys and girls all 
over town making cribs to 
put a small baby doll, they 
called Jesus, into it. “What 
good can that baby do?” 
she thought bitterly. “It’s 
time we stopped these silly 
traditions!”

It was a chilly evening 
in the city. It had suddenly 
rained, and the slight drizzle 
gently fell onto the bustling 
streets, casting a gloom over 
the crowd. Jenny had been 
struggling with feelings of 
emptiness and purposeless­
ness for months. Despite 
her outward success and 
popularity as a comedian, 
she felt lost and alone. As 
she walked in the drizzle, 
Jenny stum bled upon a 
small, quaint church tucked 
away in a quiet alley. The 
warm glow of the candles 
and the soft carols drifting 
from within beckoned her 
to enter.

Inside, Jenny found a 
peaceful sanctuary. The 
priest, a kind-eyed man 
with a warm smile, greeted 
her and invited her to join 
the service.

Since it was raining out­
side, and the church appeared 
a good place for shelter, she

But where is that manger 
in Bethlehem?

Sadly, no lone manger ex­
ists by itself there, because a 
huge basilica has been built 
at the very place where the 
greatest message of humility 
was expounded to the world, 
that God did not need to be 
born in a palace, or a huge 
building, but the King of 
Kings showed that the trap­
pings Of glitter and dazzle 
was totally foreign to Him.

In everything Jesus did, 
from the picking of ordinary 
fishermen as disciples, to 
being bom to a humble car­
penter, in washing the feet of 
disciples, being put to death 
like a criminal, all beginning 
with His birth in a manger, 
Jesus was telling the world 
something'.

Something we have lost 
as we started building huge 
cathedrals, lofty steeples, 
spires built to impress the 
uneducated poor of those 
days; that this God was 
so big, He needed huge 
columns and impressive 
ceilings. And the bigger the 
better. Those cathedrals, pal­
aces, and intimidating build­
ings were meant to scare 
people into awe and terrify 
them into submission.

And thus, the whole mes­
sage of Jesus’ humble birth 
was lost.

It’s not the fright of God’s 
mighty power that needs to

BY R O B E R T  C L E M E N T S

decided to stay.
As Jenny listened to the 

story of Jesus' birth, she felt 
a strange sense of connec­
tion. The words of the priest 
spoke directly to her heart, 
echoing her deepest longings 
and fears. The priest spoke 
of the darkness that had de­
scended upon humanity, of 
the sin and shame that had 
separated us from God.

“Then the baby in the 
cradle grew up!” said the 
priest, “His light pierced 
the darkness, and gave us 
the gift of salvation that has 
been offered to all humanity 
through the birth, life, death, 
and resurrection of that baby 
who we all know as Jesus."

As Jenny listened, she 
felt the weight of her despair 
slowly lifting. She realized 
that she had been trying 
to fill the void in her heart 
with fleeting pleasures and 
accomplishments, but that 
true fulfillment could only be 
found in a relationship with 
the same grown-up baby.

The priest’s words paint­
ed a vivid picture of the love 
and redemption that God 
had offered to humanity. 
Jenny felt her heart stirring, 
responding to the call of the 
Gospel. As the service came 
to a close, she felt a sense of 
peace and hope that she had 
not felt in years.

She approached the priest, 
tears streaming down her 
face, and asked him to pray 
with her. As they prayed, 
Jenny felt the presence of 
God enveloping her, filling 
her with a sense of love, for­
giveness, and redemption.

At that moment, Jenny 
received the -gift of salva­
tion, and her life was forever 
changed. The darkness that 
had once consumed her 
was replaced by the light of 
God's love, and she knew 
that she would never be 
alone again. As she went out, 
she smiled at the boys and 
girls making mangers and 
cribs for the baby!

Jenny’s experience was 
simple yet profound, but 
th e re ’s another thought 
around the crib and manger 
I’d like to mention: As we 
approach Christmas, most 
carols, hymns or readings 
speak about Jesus being bom 
in a manger, right?

make you His follower, btit 
it’s the simple use of His 
power within us that should 
make us run to Him, like 
the shepherds did, and the 
wisemen too. Through that 
humble birth, man realises 
God’s availability, God’s 
keenness to be approached, 
and God’s total willingness 
to be harnessed.

As I see political leaders 
moving around in monstrous 
cars, wearing extravagantly 
expensive clothes, there’s 
one thing that comes to my 
mind; they feel so insecure 
in themselves that they need 
to have such gigantic, exter­
nal props to lean on.

In fact, the bigger the size 
of the chair they sit on, the 
bigger the Audi or Mercedes, 
and larger their mansion, re­
veal in ratio, how large their 
insecurity is!

Our Jesus was bom in a 
humble, dirty, smelly man­
ger, but not for an instance 
was His greatness, or His 
power lessened. In fact, 
those who dwelt in palaces 
were afraid of His birth and 
His life. King Herod was so 
afraid of the ‘manger baby’ 
that, cowardly that he was, 
he ordered all children bom 
below a particular age to 
be killed. The high priests 
and Pharisees were equally 
frightened and saw to it 
that an innocent Man was 
crucified.

Today, though it is still 
the beginning of the Christ­
mas month, do realise that 
someone born in a filthy 
stable has a following of 
one third of the world, or 
two billion people calling 
themselves Christians!

From today, in our mak­
ing o f friends, selecting 
leaders, and even voting, 
let us look for the manger 
in people and reject outright 
pomp, showing off and pag­
eantry. ■

Let’s begin this month 
like Jenny did, from a lowly 
crib in a manger in Bethle­
hem..!

The Author conducts an 
online, eight session Writ­
ers and Speakers Course. I f  
you’d like to join, do send 
a thumbs-up to WhatsApp 
number 9892572883 or send 
a message to bobsbanter@ 
gmail.com



THE SHILLONG TIMES, SHILLONG, SATURDAY, DECEMBER 14, 2024
(SIX)

‘A sm ile is happiness yo u 'll 

f in d  right under y o u r  nose. ”

— Tom Wilson

The Shillong Times
Vol No:LXVH No.124 SHILLONG, SATURDAY, DECEMBER 14, 2024

Cadastral survey urgently needed
IN March this year, the State Assembly passed the 
Meghalaya State Investment Promotion and Fa­
cilitation Act (MSIPF) 2024 to replace the Single 
Window Agency (SWA) created earlier to speed 
up investment procedures. The aim of the MSIPF 
remains the same as the SWA which is to accelerate 
the process o f granting licenses and permissions 
from the competent authority/authorities o f the 
State Government for setting up manufacturing 
and serv ice sector undertakings and promoting eco­
nomic development in the state. The intention for 
passing the above Act is to simplify the regulatory 
framework by reducing procedural requirements and 
rationalizing documents; to improve ease o f doing 
business, and thereby provide an investor friendly 
environment in the State.

The Act mandates the setting up o f a Nodal 
Agency called the "Invest Meghalaya Authority" at 
the State level. This Authority is governed by the 
Governing Council constituted under Section 8: (2) 
of the Act. This Authority is headed by the Chief 
Executive Officer (CEO) - a senior bureaucrat- who 
is responsible for the day-to day operations and can 
exercise the powers and perform functions of the 
Nodal Agency as stated under the Act. Under the Act 
a High-Powered Committee for Investments com­
prising the Chief Minister as Chairman, Commerce 
& Industry Minister, Minister o f the concerned 
department for which investment proposal will be 
discussed, the Chief Secretary, senior most officer or 
authorized member representative not below the rank 
of Secretary o f Planning, Member representative not 
below the rank of Secretary of Commerce & Industry 
and other senior officers from Finance, and Forests & 
Environment Department are included. It is evident 
that the High-Powered Committee for Investments 
is the competent authority at the state level and is 
also perhaps the final decision maker about which 
industries to allow in. This Committee moreover is 
tasked with regularly monitoring, supervising and 
reviewing the functioning of the State Investment 
Committee headed by the Chief Secretary, the Invest 
Meghalaya Authority and also the District Commit­
tee for Investments.

There has not been any public debate around the 
setting tip o f the Invest Meghalaya Authority and 
h<5w marty investors have applied to set up shop in 
Meghalaya till date and what sort o f industries they 
intend to set up. What is troubling is also the State 
Cabinet’s recent amendment to the MSIPF which 
now facilitates the purchase o f land by investors in 
Meghalaya. Land is a scarce commodity and land 
acquisition has always been the bone o f contention 
in a State where land is ostensibly “community 
owned” although how much o f land is still held by 
community and not by a tribal elite is not borne out 
by any data yet. This data is important to corroborate 
what the VPP and KSU are saying -  which is that 
Raid land (community land) will be gobbled up by 
prospective investors. Meghalaya suffers from poor 
data and a lack o f transparency in the functioning of 
the plethora o f institutions created by the Govern­
ment to bypass scrutiny. Public advocates like the 
KSU and political parties like the VPP should now 
demand a cadastral survey to establish very firmly as 
to whether community land still exists or is eroded 
and converted to private property considering that 
some ministers are in a land buying spree which 
includes the Raid land or community owned land.

L et te rs  to the  E d i to r

From hatred 
to harmony: 
rediscovering 

the true 
essence of God

Editor,
If God exists as the su­

preme force behind this amaz­
ing creation, why do humans 
try to confine the infinite 
within the walls of bigotry 
and animosity? Our history 
is littered with the rubble of 
temples burned, mosques des­
ecrated, and churches, gurud- 
waras, and stupas demolished 
in the name of God. Recent 
acts of mindless violence in 
Bangladesh, including the de­
struction of countless temples, 
are a pointer to this reality. 
This is how some extremists 
exploit the divine as an excuse 
to unleash brutality upon those 
w ho simply approach God in 
slightly different ways. Is this 
not, at its core, a rejection 
of the very concept of God 
and His all-encompassing 
nature?

A troubling question arises: 
Why is devotion to "my God" 
so commonly linked to hatred 
of "vour Gods"? The irony 
is painfully evident. If God
— by whatever name or form 
of worship — is the ultimate 
source ot all life, how can 
anvone lustitv dividing His 
creation into warring tae-

Rejoinder to the Debate on Hawkers 
and the Question of Spatial Justice

By Joel Kyndiah

tions? This obsession with 
differences in names, rituals, 
and customs has only led to 
bloodshed, trauma, and suffer­
ing — things no deity would 
ever condone. Hatred in the 
name of “love for God” is not 
faith at all; killing in the name 
of protecting religion is utterly 
ungodly.

Due to excessive hatred, 
some have convinced them­
selves that loving God gives 
them the right to hate others' 
deities or ridicule the paths 
they follow. Moreover, it is 
sheer ignorance to assume that 
different faiths worship differ­
ent gods, or more precisely, 
creators. If this were true, our 
very “biology” would differ 
based on religion. Should a 
Muslim’s blood flow differ­
ently than that of a Hindu’s? 
Should a Christian’s heart 
pump with a rhythm entirely 
distinct from a Buddhist’s? If 
the universe operates under 
“one set of natural laws,” why 
do we claim, “my God is the 
most powerful” and dismiss 
yours as inferior — or worse, 
as Satan?

Let’s consider this: GRAV­
ITY doesn’t ask about our 
beliefs before pulling us to the 
ground. Air doesn’t question 
our faiths before entering our 
lungs to nourish and sustain 
our lives. The sun doesn’t 
shine only for Hindus, nor do 
the rains fall exclusively for 
Muslims or Buddhists. The 
universe operates with per-

The ongoing debate in 
response to my earlier article, 
“Laitumkhrah Aesthetics and 
Middle Class Victimhood” 
(ST December 5, 2024) is 
both engaging and interest­
ing. Hence, this article which 
demolishes some of the argu­
ments of Lyzander Sohklet 
in his article “Urban Ideals 
vs Ground Realities” (ST 
December 6, 2024).

However, rather than 
resorting to an exhaustive 
point -  by -  point counter 
rebuttal, or dwelling on small 
disagreements, as though I 
were drafting a Rejoinder 
to my earlier Written State­
ment in response to what I 
may equate as Sohkhlet’s 
Ejectment Suit against the 
hawkers in this Court of 
public opinion -  I intend to 
redirect the conversation. In­
stead of framing this strictly 
as a counter rebuttal, lim­
ited to the discussion on the 
competing claims between 
the menacing “illegitimate” 
hawkers, and the “victim­
ized” law abiding “middle 
class,” I intend to address two 
fundamental flaws in Sohkh­
let’s rebuttal, and redirect this 
rejoinder to the broader issue 
of procedural due process, 
negotiation of space, and 
public participation.

In this context, I appreci­
ate Sohkhlet’s humility in 
revising his argument, where 
his stance originally char­
acterizing the hawkers as 
“audacious” for threatening 
“legitimate businesses” to ac­
knowledging, in his rebuttal, 
that hawkers may earn their 
livelihoods, provided they 
do it within the boundaries 
of the law (no pun intended), 
thereby marking a shift to­
wards a position of empathy, 
as a common ground for this 
discussion.

Right of Way vs. Right 
to Livelihood

Sohkhlet argued that 
haw kers occupying the 
pavements is a violation 
o f a pedestrian’s right of 
way and passage under Ar­
ticle 19(l)(d) — the right 
to freedom o f movement 
throughout the territory of 
India. While this could be 
constitutionally interpreted 
to encompass localized right 
o f way, wherein hawkers 
preventing the right of way 
are violating a fundamental 
right of the pedestrian, this 
interpretation may be prob­
lematic for Article 19(l)(d), 
which pertains to the “right 
to move freely throughout 
the territory of India,” rather 
than specifically within the 
confines of a locality such as 
Laitumkhrah. While not sub­
scribing to a strictly textualist 
approach of constitutional 
interpretation and looking 
at purposive interpretation, 
viewing the Constitution as a 
dynamic, living document in 
the present context one might 
interpret Article 19(l)(d) as 
potentially being infringed 
upon if the right of way is 
obstructed by hawkers.

However, what Sohkhlet 
fails to account for is whether 
Article 19(l)(d) could be 
used to curtail and restrict 
the hawker's right to engage 
in trade under Article 19(1)

feet consistency, impartiality, 
and awe-inspiring generosity. 
Shouldn’t our concept of God 
reflect this same boundless 
benevolence, encouraging us 
to cherish the world around 
us and live in harmony with 
one another?

At the heart of every reli­
gion lies a “call to compas­
sion.” God, in any form and 
energy, is usually approached 
through the act of feeding the 
hungry, serving the needy, 
spreading the virtue of com­
passion than in building walls 
of division. The divine, if it 
exists, is surely too vast to 
be confined by the smallness 
of human ego and narrow 
dogmas.

The greatest irony of all is 
that we claim to worship God, 
yet our actions so completely 
go against the very essence of 
what God represents and His 
expectations. We seem to miss 
the serene forest for the trees, 
focusing literally on petty 
trivialities while overlooking 
the vast shared essence of 
humanity.

I sometimes feel, if God 
were to descend today in flesh, 
perhaps His first question to 
us would be: "Why do you 
spend so much time defend­
ing Me and so little time 
embodying the love, compas­
sion, and unity I have woven 
into every fiber of creation?" 
Perhaps God would go on to 
say further: "Bury your divi­
sions, bury your dogmas, and

(g). As far as I am aware, 
any reasonable restrictions 
on fundamental rights would 
only be permissible under 
the specific provisions of 
Article 19(2) — not under 
Article 19(l)(d), which itself 
is reasonably restricted under 
Article 19(2) through the 
Inner Line Permit (ILP) for 
example.

It is aft established prin­
ciple of law, that fundamental 
rights are not mutually ex­
clusive. Hence, the right to 
move freely throughout India 
and the right to practice any 
profession or carry on any 
occupation, trade, or busi­
ness are distinct rights and 
cannot be used to restrict one 
in favour of the other. There­
fore, the “absolute” freedom 
of trade and right to liveli­
hood which may violate the 
“urban order” in this context 
is reasonably restricted with 
the procedure, definitions, 
and self-regulations of the 
Town Vending Committees 
under the Street Vendors Act 
(Protection of Livelihood and 
Regulation of Street Vend­
ing) Act 2014, that give effect 
to Article 19(2), ensuring 
restrictions in the interest of 
public order, safety, and con­
venience, while also mandat­
ing stakeholder participation 
and due process. The right 
to trade and livelihood of the 
hawkers is also inherently 
tied to their right to life and 
personal liberty under Article 
21 as established in Olga 
Tellis v. State of Bombay 
(1986), which affirmed that 
pavement dwellers have a 
constitutional right to dig­
nity, and livelihood under 
Article 21.

Due Process and 
the Missing Crux

While the Supreme Court 
in Olga Tellis recognized the 
illegality of encroachments 
(a point with which I align 
with), it emphasized that 
livelihoods should not be 
disrupted without adhering to 
due process. Therefore, any 
limitation on the hawkers’ 
activities should be subject 
to lawful restrictions, out 
these must be balanced with 
their constitutional right to 
livelihood and due process 
of issuing notices, effective 
stakeholder participation 
and natural justice. For legal 
administrative action, fol­
lowing “due process” and 
the “procedure established 
by law”, is imperative, and 
it is this crux that is missing 
in our discussions that con­
tinues to polarize the hawker 
experience and urbanisation 
questions in Shillong, and 
frame the situation as a zero- 
sum game of “menacing” 
hawkers, the “victimized” 
middle class, and the help­
less government. Thus this 
continued narrative of hawk­
ers as a “gauntlet of obstruc­
tions”, is to inanimate their 
livelihoods as an obstruction. 
Which begs the question - 
have we considered the many 
homegrown efforts from the 
hawkers to self-regulate, - 
such as the odd-even system 
they were implementing near

abandon your bloody battles 
over who knows Me best. 
Love one another, serve one 
another, and I promise you 
eternal peace and eternal life 
in the hereafter."

Yours etc., 
Salil Gewali, 

Shillong

Street dogs 
a looming 

threat!
Editor,
I am writing to bring to 

light a growing concern in 
our neighbourhood which is 
the increasing menace caused 
by street dogs. While we 
understand that these ani­
mals too deserve compassion 
and care, the situation has 
reached a critical point where 
the safety and well-being of 
residents, including children, 
are at risk.

Over the past few months, 
numerous households have re­
ported distressing incidents of 
street dogs attacking and kill­
ing pet cats. This has caused 
immense grief to families who 
have lost their beloved pets. 
Additionally, there have been 
alarming cases of children and 
adults being bitten, leading 
to fear and panic within the 
community.

The lack of proper control 
measures has exacerbated 
the issue. Packs of stray dogs 
often roam freely, creating a

Civil Hospital, with numbers 
and a lottery system to reduce 
congestion?

S tree t vendors have 
voiced strong dissatisfaction 
with the “in-situ survey” 
conducted, criticizing its 
unilateral nature and lack of 
transparency. A fair survey, 
as per due process, would 
require proper notice to all 
vendors, including seasonal 
hawkers, a public display 
of the surveyed names, and 
a clear timeline to address 
objections. By sidelining 
these principles of natural 
justice, the survey excludes 
legitimate vendors and un­
dermines their trust in the 
TVC. Adding to the concern, 
the provisional TVC does 
not meet its legal mandate 
of 40% representation from 
elected hawkers. The claim 
that vending zones are “noti­
fied” is equally misleading, 
as mere identification of 
localities does not constitute 
formal notification through a 
gazette publication. Without 
these critical steps, expecting 
vendors to shift to designated 
zones appears both premature 
and unfair.

Additionally, while Soh­
khlet’s concern about the 
safety risks to pedestrians 
and school students in narrow 
roads, is legitimate; equat­
ing hawker stalls with static 
encroachments like parked 
vehicles oversimplifies the 
issue. The Supreme Court’s 
ruling in S. Rajaseekaran v. 
Union of India, which Sohkh­
let cited rightly emphasized 
safe, unobstructed pathways. 
Yet, it also highlighted the 
role of better road engineer­
ing and planning—a respon­
sibility of urban authorities, 
not hawkers alone.

The Ground Reality of 
Spatial Justice

While my earlier engage­
ment with Z izek’s fram­
ing of class antagonisms, 
alongside Lefebrve’s notion 
of the “right to the city” 
(TST, 5th December 2024), 
is rebutted to be “lofty” and 
a “philosophical posturing”,
I emphasize that I am neither 
a philosopher nor sociolo­
gist. My objective is not to 
validate my critique by free­
riding on established Western 
philosophers, and transplant 
their frameworks to under­
stand contexts removed from 
the reality where their as­
sessments developed, and 
therefore succumb to an “in­
credulity of meta-narratives,” 
where it may be rebutted that 
I am falling into a “grand 
narrative” trap for using as­
sumptions of socio-economic 
inequities perpetuated by 
capitalism to frame the con­
dition of hawkers, while 
overlooking the fact that 
the desire for urban order in 
Laitumkhrah is not rooted in 
these “abstract” ideas, but is 
independent of any biopoli­
tics regulating the lives, and 
kiosks of the hawkers but 
simply grounded in the real­
ity of pedestrian rights.

Rather I demonstrate that 
my utilization of Zizek and 
Lefebrve, provides the foun-

hostile environment for pe­
destrians and playing children. 
Night time disturbances due 
to constant barking have also 
become a regular nuisance.

We urge the concerned 
authorities to address this 
matter with urgency. Initia­
tives such as sterilization 
programs, proper sheltering 
for stray dogs, and vaccination 
drives are essential to ensure 
the safety of both humans 
and animals. Awareness cam­
paigns can also help promote 
responsible pet ownership and 
humane treatment of stray 
animals.

Our community looks for­
ward to a swift response to 
this pressing issue. We believe 
that with the cooperation of 
local authorities and civic 
bodies, a balanced solution 
can be achieved to ensure 
harmony between residents 
and animals.

Yours etc., 
Ayesha Langstieh, 

Via email

State has a 
bounden duty 

to nurture 
young talents
Editor,
After winning the FIDE 

World Chess Championship 
2024,18-year-old Dommaraju 
Gukesh of India has become 
the youngest ever world chess

dation for extending my 
observation through Edward 
Soja’s treatise of ‘spatial 
justice’ -  based on the ‘tri- 
fecta’ of the Firstspace (the 
physical aspects of space 
like urban infrastructure), 
the Secondspace (the ideas, 
perceptions, meanings, and 
rights we attach to space), 
and the Thirdspace (the in­
teraction of the first and 
second, representing lived 
experiences). This provides 
the framework o f spatial 
justice and its attributes of 
equitable distribution, par­
ticipatory planning, and due 
process of law.

Here, I argue that Soja’s 
‘spatial justice’ is not just a 
jurisprudential abstraction, 
but manifested in the reality 
of the ‘Thirdspace’ of the 
Street Vendors Act, and its 
understanding of the liminal- 
ity of the economy of street 
vending, by recognizing the 
concepts of “natural”, and 
“heritage markets”, demon­
strated in the trifecta of the 
‘Firstspace’ in the pavements 
and roads, the ‘Secondspace’ 
in the inherent right to live­
lihoods, and the Act as the 
‘Thirdspace’ providing the 
protection and regulation for 
the same.

Section 2(1) of the Act 
defines street vendors as 
those using public spaces 
such as “streets” , “pave­
ments”, “footpaths”, using 
“temporary structures”: for 
their livelihood, recogniz­
ing the transient nature of 
their economy. This under­
standing underscores that 
vending zones should not 
isolate vendors or disrupt 
established marketplaces, as 
this would create artificial 
ghettos disconnected from 
natural markets.

The Act also protects natu­
ral markets-—organically de­
veloped spaces identified by 
TVCs and heritage markets, 
those existing for over fifty 
years, which would include 
Police Bazaar, Motphran, 
and the Laitumkhrah Market. 
The Act, through the logic 
of “natural”, acknowledges 
markets as evolving, organic 
spaces, with fifty year? ,of 
continuity granting heri-' 
tage status. It recognizes the 
neural network of hawking 
economies and larger mar­
kets, ensuring that vending 
zones identified by TVCs, 
even when notified, remain 
connected to natural or heri­
tage markets rather than iso­
lated. Even if vending zones 
in Laitumkhrah are notified, 
they will, in letter and spirit, 
remain within Laitumkhrah, 
likely in the same areas cur­
rently occupied, with proper 
demarcation and measures to 
alleviate congestion, which 
aligns with the jurisprudence 
of spatial justice and the 
concept of liminal econom­
ics. Hence, can it be deemed 
an abstraction when it is 
firmly grounded in a statutory 
framework?

(The author is pursu­
ing his 4th Year, B.A., LL.B 
(Hons.) at NLU Kolkata 
and is grateful for the in­
sightful responses received. 
Contact: joelblahkyndiah@ 
gmail.com )

champion. The decision mak­
ers of our country must pay 
heed to what he said in his 
post-match press conference.

He acknowledged the fact 
that without the sacrifices of 
his parents and their friends 
he could not have achieved 
much in chess. Chess, like 
other sports, needs financial 
backing. Gukesh could not 
even compete in various chess 
competitions in India and 
abroad to hone his chess skills 
in his formative period had 
his parents not made lifestyle 
sacrifices.

Gukesh's father is an ENT 
surgeon and his mother is a 
microbiologist. Therefore, 
their family income is well 
above the average Indian 
household income. But even 
then their financial support 
was not enough. The gap in 
financial backing could not 
have been filled had friends 
and colleagues of his parents 
not donated generously. The 
policy makers must acknowl­
edge that young talents both in 
academics and sporting fields 
need government support in 
their formative years when it 
matters.

Yours etc., 
Sujit De, 
Kolkata

Articles and letters ap­
pearing on this page are 
the views of the writers/ 
authors and not that of 
The Shillong Tunes

Halt order on places of Worship Act 
kindles hope for survival of secularism

Supreme Court order has 
far reaching social, political, 

and legal implications
By Dr. Gyan Pathak

Halt all fresh suits, pro­
ceedings, and orders in rela­
tion to the Places of Worship 
(Special Provisions) Act 
1991, ordered a three-judge 
bench of the Supreme Court 
of India on December 12. 
The implications of this or­
der will be far reaching since 
it would transcend beyond 
the legal boundaries to the 
social and political life of the 
people of the country. The 
order has kindled a new hope 
of survival of secularism in 
its battle with communal- 
ism being attacked socially, 
politically, and legally by the 
Hindutva forces, though the 
Places of Worship Act has 
a bar against raising such 
issues.

Altogether 18 cases filed 
by the H indutva forces 
claiming as many as 10 
Mosques or Dargahs were 
pending in various courts 
across the country, despite 
the Ayodhy a Verdict of 2019 
which had upheld the Places 
of Worship Act with the 
ultimate objective of not al­
lowing the incidents of the 
distant past in history going 
back to the 16th Century 
AD any destruction of the 
present and future of the 
people now.

An oversight of the real 
objective of the Places of 
Worship Act by a former

Since the ruling estab-‘ 
lishment at the Centre have ' 
been pursuing the Hindutva 
agenda, the halt order of the ' 
Supreme Court is significant, - 
especially given Centre’s at- ’ * 
titude in this matter that has ' 
been exposed in the court.

What lies ahead is a mat­
ter o f imagination. When 
senior advocate Vikas Singh' 
sought a reference to a five- 
judge bench, Chief Justice 
Khanna said that the court; 
would consider this case in 
the light of the five-judge 
bench which delivered the ■ 
Ay odhya Verdict of Novem­
ber 2019. Ayodhya verdict 
had not only upheld the 
Places of Worship Act but 
had also observed that “for 
any person who seeks sol- ' 
ace or recourse against the 
actions of any number of 
ancient rulers, the law is not • 
the answer”. 1 _

Further, Justice Vish- '" 
wanathan said that section’
3 of the Places of Worship '• 
Act was an “effective mani- ’ • 
festation of a reiteration o f  - \ 
Constitutional principles”, ' 
adding that the Act embod- ' 
ied the idea of secularism, 
dignity, fraternity, and free- - 
dom of religion. He said '' 
that the suits could also be 1 
objected to on the ground of 
violation of these basic Con- •' 
stitutional principles, even

CJI D Y Chandrachud in 
2022 paved the way for 
n&shroemittg-' growth oT’! 
cases against the Mosques 
and Dargahs, because he 
said that there was no bar 
on ascertaining the nature 
of places of worship under 
the said Act, though it bars 
changing their character 
with a cut-offdate of August 
15,1947, when India became 
independent. In the current 
order, CJI Sanjiv Khanna 
led three-member bench has 
corrected the error.

Though the Places of 
Worship Act was upheld 
by the five-judge bench of 
the Supreme Court of In­
dia in die Ayodhya Verdict, 
its constitutional validity 
was challenged in the Su­
preme Court in 2020 and 
afterwards. The Supreme 
Court had issued notice to 
the Union Government and 
asked to file their reply, but 
even after four years' the 
Centre could not submit the 
reply and the case remained 
pending. In the meantime, 
various parts of the country 
continued undergoing social 
and political tensions caus­
ing loss of lives and proper­
ties, with a rising number of 
cases in courts too. It was 
only recently, after 5 deaths 
in Sambhal in Uttar Pradesh, 
fresh requests were made 
before the Supreme Court 
bench to expedite hearing. 
Now the Supreme Court of 
India has given the Centre 
four weeks to reply and 
submit its counter-affidavit 
in the case.

The intention ofthe Union 
Government was clear when 
Solicitor-General Tushar 
Mehta said that third parties 
cannot seek stay of civil suit 
proceedings. Obviously, the 
Centre loved the mushroom­
ing growth of cases by Hin­
dutva forces making claims 
over Mosques and Dargahs. 
Senior Advocate Vij ay Han- 
saria even argued that civil 
suits cannot be stayed while 
entertaining writ petitions 
concerning the Places of 
Worship Act.

Chief Justice Khanna re­
sponded to the objection and 
said, “These writ petitions 
had brought up the matter 
of the civil suits. Notice 
was already issued in these 
petitions. Secondly, other 
writ petitions have raised 
the issue of enforcing the 
1991 Act against these civil 
suits. They have called for 
an injunction.’

in the absence of the 1991 • 
Places of Worship Act. :
' The freeze order that bars ' 
courts registering fresh suits 
or passing orders in pending 
cases seeking to “reclaim” 
Hindu temples destroyed 
by Mughal “invaders” in 
the 16th century was passed 
amidst interruptions by the 
petitioners representing Hin­
dutva forces is also signifi­
cant. The order will remain 
in force until the bench hears ■, 
the petitions challenging the 
validity of the Places of Wor­
ship Act. The next hearing 
in the case is scheduled for 
February 17.

The order has preserved ' 
the integrity of the Places of - 
Worship Act, which has been . 
in place for over three de- 
cades but was not enforced , ■ 
on the ground. The order has <" 
both immediate and long- 
term significance in prevent- • 
ing legal volatility and social .. 
unrest, since the Act was . J 
effectively put in place to 
avoid further disputes over • 
religious sites that could • 
escalate communal tensions 
affecting social and political 
life of the country.

The Supreme Court bench 
led by CJI Khanna also aims 
to provide stability in legal 
interpretations relating to- 
religious site ownership and 
status. It would certainly 
prevent reigniting commu­
nal tensions that impact both 
society and politics of the 
country in very disastrous 
ways.

By the halting order, the 
Supreme Court bench, com­
prising CJI Sanjiv Khanna, •' 
Justice P V Sanjay Kumar, ■ 
and Justice K V Vishwana- ; 
than, has not only protected ( 
the Places of Worship Act ' 
but the ‘basic structure’ of 
the Constitution of India ; 
which stands on secular- - 
ism.

The Centre is given a time 
to reply in four weeks, which 
they have been avoiding for ' 
the last four years. The order ' 
has put the ruling establish- . 
ment at the Centre led by 
Hindutva forces in a difficult 
situation -  either to support 
the Places of Worship Act or ‘ 
to argue against it.

At this point of time, the i 
Supreme Court order has just 
given a little hope to secular- . 
ism to survive the onslaught 
of communalism in India, 
but there is a long social, . 
political, and legal battle-, 
ahead. (IPA Service)
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Can Al understand human emotions?
C un a r t i f ic ia l  in te ll ig e n c e  

(A I) te ll  w h e th e r y o u 'r e  
happy, sad, angry or fru s­
tra ted ?  A ccord ing  to techno logy  

com panies that o ffer A l-enab led  
em otion recogn ition  softw are, the 
answ er to th is question  is yes.

But th is  claim  does not stack 
up a g a in s t m o u n tin g  sc ie n tif ic  
ev idence.

W h a t’s m ore, em otion  reco g ­
nition  techno logy  poses a range 
of legal and soc ie ta l risk s - e s ­
p e c ia lly  w hen  d e p lo y e d  in the  
w orkplace.

For these reasons, the European 
U n ion ’s AI A ct, w hich cam e into 
force in A ugust, bans Al system s 
used to in fe r em otions o f  a p e r­
son in the w orkp lace  - except for 
"m e d ic a l” or “ sa fe ty ” reasons.

In A u s tra l ia , h o w ev er, th e re  
is not yet sp ec ific  reg u la tion  o f 
these  system s. As 1 argued in my 
subm ission  to the A ustra lian  gov­
ernm ent in its m ost recen t round 
o f  co n su lta tio n s  about h igh -risk  
AI sy stem s, th is  u rgen tly  needs 
to change.

A NEW  A N D  G R O W I N G  
WAVE

The global m arket for A l-based 
em o tio n  re c o g n itio n  system s is 
g row ing . It w as valued at US$34 
b illio n  in 2022 and is expected  to 
reach  U S$62 b illio n  by 2027.

T h ese  te c h n o lo g ie s  w ork  by 
m aking p red ic tio n s  about a p e r­
so n ’s em o tio n a l s ta te  from  b io ­
m etric  d a ta , such as th e ir  h eart 
ra te , sk in  m o istu re , vo ice tone, 
gestu res  or fac ia l expressions.

N e x t y e a r ,  A u s t r a l ia n  te c h  
s ta r tu p  in T ru th  T e c h n o lo g ie s  
p la n s  to  la u n c h  a w r is t -w o rn  
dev ice  tha t it claim s can track  a 
w ea re r’s em otions in real tim e via 
th e ir  heart rate and o ther p h y s i­
o log ica l m etrics.

inT ru th  T echno log ies founder 
N ico le  G ibson  has said  th is  te c h ­
nology  can be used by em ployers 
to  m onito r a te a m ’s “perform ance 
and energy” or th e ir m ental health  
to  p re d ic t is su e s  such  as p o st-  
trau m atic  s tre ss  disorder.

She has also  said  inT ru th  can 
be an “ AI e m o tio n  c o a c h  th a t 
know s ev ery th in g  about you, in ­
c lud ing  w hat y o u ’re fee ling  and

why y o u ’re fee ling  i t” .
Em otion recogn ition  tech n o lo ­

g ie s  in  A u s tra l ia n  w o rk p la c e s  
T h e re  is l i t t l e  d a ta  a b o u t the  
deploym ent o f  em otion reco g n i­
tio n  te c h n o lo g ie s  in A u s tra lian  
w orkplaces.

H ow ever, we do know  som e 
A u s t r a l ia n  c o m p a n ie s  u se d  a 
video in terview ing system offered 
by a U S -based  com pany ca lled  
H ireV ue tha t inco rpo ra ted  face- 
based  em otion analysis.

This system  used facial m ove­
m ents and expressions to assess 
the su itab ility  o f  job  app lican ts. 
For exam ple, app lican ts  w ere a s ­
sessed on w hether they expressed 
excitem ent or how they responded 
to  an angry custom er.

H ire V u e  re m o v e d  e m o tio n  
analysis from  its system s in 2021 
fo llow ing  a form al com plain t in 
the U nited  S tates.

E m otion  re c o g n itio n  m ay be 
on the rise  again  as A u stra lian  
e m p lo y e rs  e m b ra c e  a r t i f i c i a l  
in te l l ig e n c e -d r iv e n  w o rk p la c e

surveillance  techno log ies.

LA C K  OF S C I E N T I F I C  
VALID ITY

C o m p a n ie s  su ch  as in T ru th  
cla im  em otion  reco g n itio n  sy s­
tem s are ob jective and roo ted  in 
sc ien tific  m ethods.

H ow ever, scholars have raised  
concerns tha t these  system s in ­
volve a re tu rn  to  the d iscred ited  
fie lds o f  phreno logy  and p h y s i­
ognom y. T h at is , th e  use o f  a 
p e rso n ’s physical or behavioural 
charac teris tics  to determ ine the ir 
ab ilities  and character.

Em otion recogn ition  tech n o lo ­
gies are heavily  re lian t on th eo ­
ries w hich claim  inner em otions 
are m easu rab le  and u n iv e rsa lly  
expressed.

H o w e v e r , r e c e n t  e v id e n c e  
show s th a t how people  com m u­
n ic a te  em o tio n s  v a r ie s  w id e ly  
a c ro s s  c u l tu r e s ,  c o n te x ts  and 
ind iv iduals.

In 2019, for exam ple , a group 
o f  ex p erts  co n c lu d ed  th e re  are

“no o b jec tiv e  m easu res , e ith e r 
sin g ly  or as a p a tte rn , th a t r e l i ­
ably, un iq u e ly , and re p lic a b ly ” 
id e n tify  e m o tio n a l c a te g o rie s . 
E or e x a m p le , s o m e o n e ’s sk in  
m o is tu r e  m ig h t go u p , dow n  
or stay  the sam e w hen they  are 
angry.

In a s ta te m e n t to  The C o n ­
versa tio n , inT ruth  Technologies 
founder N ico le  G ibson  said  “ it 
is true that em otion recognition  
te c h n o lo g ie s  faced  s ig n if ic a n t 
challenges in the p a s t”, but that 
“the landscape has changed s ig ­
n ifican tly  in recen t y ea rs” .

IN F R I N G E M E N T  OF
F U N D A M E N T A L  RIG H T S
Em otion recogn ition  techno lo ­

gies also endanger fundam ental 
rig h ts  w ithou t p roper ju s t i f ic a ­
tion.

They have been found to d is­
c rim ina te  on the basis  o f  race , 
gender and d isability .

In  one case, an em otion  re c ­
ognition  system  read black faces

as angrier than  w hite faces, even 
w hen both  w ere sm iling  to the 
same degree.

These technologies may also be 
less accurate for people from de­
m ographic groups not represented 
in the tra in ing  data.

Gibson acknowledged concerns 
about bias in em otion recognition 
technologies. But she added that 
“bias is not inherent to the tech ­
nology itse lf  but rather to the data 
sets used to tra in  these system s” . 
She said inTruth is “com m itted to 
addressing these b iases” by using 
“diverse, inclusive data se ts” .

As a su rv e illan ce  to o l, em o­
tion  reco g n itio n  system s in  the 
w orkp lace  pose  serious th rea ts  
to  p r iv a c y  r ig h ts . Such r ig h ts  
may be v io lated  if  sensitive  in ­
form ation is co llected  w ithout an 
em ployee’s know ledge.

There w ill also be a failure to 
respect p rivacy  righ ts i f  the co l­
lection  o f such data is not “rea ­
sonab ly  n e c e ssa ry ” or by “ fa ir 
m eans”.

W O R K E R S ’ VIEWS
A su rv e y  p u b lis h e d  e a r l ie r  

th is year found that only 12.9% . 
o f  A u s tr a l ia n  a d u lts  s u p p o r t  , 
face-based  em otion recogn ition  
tech n o lo g ies  in the  w orkp lace . 
The research ers  concluded  that 
respondents view ed facial analy-' 
sis as invasive. R espondents also 
view ed the technology as.unethi-. 
cal and highly prone to error and 
bias.

In a US study also published 
this year, w orkers expressed con-, 
cern that emotion recognition sys-' 
tems would harm their w ellbeing 
and im pact work perform ance.

They were fearful that inaccu­
racies could create false im pres­
sions about them . In turn, these 
false im pressions m ight prevent 
prom otions and pay rises or even, 
lead to dism issal.

As one p a rtic ip an t stated: “ I 
ju s t cannot see how this could ac­
tually  be anything but destructive . 
to m inorities in the w orkplace.” • 
(The Conversation)

‘Star - Gazing’
By Pt. Ajai Bhambi Sunday, DECEMBER 15, 2024

‘Birthday Forecast’
Full Moon on your solar return chart will enhance and optimize your creativ­
ity and imagination. This will give a potent surge to your career. Also, as 
imagination would be an asset this year remember to stay within the realms ' 
o f pragmatism. Your abilities come in for recognition and your status will also 
improve. Moreover, relationships will be a big theme this year. There could 
be the end o f one and start to another relationship or a romance. Emotions 
and feelings would come to the fore so be aware o f this. Take care o f your 
health as there could be some emotional stress at times.

‘This week for you’

Aries: (March 21 - April 20) This phase brings joy, understanding and harmony 
in personal and professional relations. You gain money and 
influence through business ventures and partnerships. You 
dominate the professional scene as you bring together 
divergent forces. You would express yourself with charm  
and grace in professional life.Quality time is spent at home 
bringing balance and perspective into your life. You have 
more energy fo r work and your daily routines tend to speed 
up now. Perhaps you have a larger workload than usual. You 
feel full o f energy and indulge in sports, physical activities 
and a structured exercise routine.

Taurus: (April 21 - May 21) You are patient, laborious and clever with material 
aspects and manage finances and business ventures with 
ingenuity. This phase heralds cordial relations with extended 
fam ily and friends. Cooperation and focus on harmony and 

.  understanding benefit you professionally and enhance your 
V reputation in public relations. You need to curb comparisons 

and rivalry as it adds to stress. Personal relationships cannot 
be resolved through discussion and analysis but through 
love, acceptance and freedom. Changes in personal rela­
tionships and attitudes happen by themselves, vyith natural 
ease, rather than by your pursuing. You would regroup your 
energy and thoughts and focus on the basics, which brings 
achievement.

Gemini: (May 22 - June 21)This is a phase when you are more responsible, 
hard working, dutiful, and serious. This enhances the abil­
ity to achieve desired goals. You would take up tasks that 

I  involve cooperation and team harmony. Acheerful and hopeful
V  outlook increases your chances of gaining cooperation and 

teamwork. You would have positive feels towards religion and 
related aspects. You are socially active, although you display 
a seriousness and self-discipline. You extend hospitality to 
family and friends as you entertain and organize meetings 
and get - togethers.

Cancer: (June 22 - July 22) This is an excellent period under which you bring 
more harmony and pleasant interactions to ycur relationships 
with loved ones as suffering and negativity will be eliminated 
once you make a significant change in a personal relation­
ship. You would expand your social circle and make more 
contact with groups and friends. It is advisable to be prudent 
in professional and work-related matters. Avoid hasty and 
rash decisions when it comes to change. Give the matter due 
thought and considerthe entire matter with care. There will be 
a fluctuation in energy levels before a balance is achieved. 
Health will take a turn for the betterment.

Leo: (July 23 -August23)This phase brings confidence, pleasure and involvement 
in personal and professional relations. There are deadlines to 
be met and presentations to be made. Your confidence and 

( T  eloquence stand you in good stead as you take centre stage. 
Networking could help to boost your career. The support you 
receive from colleagues will help you gather and process more

• T /  information. Youenjoydoing jobsandtasksw ithyourpartner;
however mundane they may be. You turn your attention on 
fitness and balanced diet programs, as these efforts would 
bring positive results.

Virgo: (August 24 - September 22) You are more focused and hard working 
which reflects in the results that you achieve. On the financial 

j  j  front,progresswouldbesteady.Thisenhancesself-confidence
O p '  and enables you to take well thought out risks. You are likely 

to get business and work opportunities from hitherto unknown

sources. The ability to express and communicate your ideas 
is extremely important to you. For you home is where the 
heart is as you do the extra bit and our close ones see you 
in a most positive way. You may be tempted to spend extra 
money on things that will make your life more comfortable 
and pleasant and represent a sense o f security.

Libra: (September 23 - October 23) The planetary configuration brings good 
financial returns as you communicate well specially with team 
members and otherco-workers. This is an excellenttime where 
you bring more harmony and pleasant interactions to your 
peer relationships. You would spend time with your beloved 
and enjoy the feeling o f togetherness. You would spend on 
clothes, furniture, and entertainment. Domestic relationships 
and the homeenvironmentwould be harmonious and peaceful. 
You may have a desire to re-decorate your home would buy 
expensive household items. There maybe minor health ailment 
as you need to give more attention to your health.

Scorpio: (O ctober24 - November 22)You would take a more practical and disci­
plined approach towards work and on the domestic front. You 
assume a leadership role and take control o f matters both at 

a  u  work and home. Those in the field o f art or using their creative 
prowess would give a fresh dynamism to their work. You are 
drawn to intellectual pursuits. You take pride in your work and 

* • *  the thinking process helps you come up with ideas to infuse
energy in the work at hand. This is an excellent week under 
which you bring more harmony and pleasant interactions to 
your relationships with loved ones.

Sagittarius: (November 23 - December 21) You use wisdom to overcome any 
misgivings in your professional field. Innerfocus helps you feel 
enlightened as your thoughts undergo a transformation and 
become stronger and more positive. Strong existing relation­
ships are likely to grow and transform. Your finances could 
also improve as long as you deploy well tried out strategies. 
There are also some unexpected expenses on family front. 
In love and romance your personal relationship takes on a 
special quality as you communicate and express your views 
beautifully. Physical energy and good health enable you to 
keep up with a busy schedule and work commitments.

Capricorn: (December 22 - January 20) It is time to heal old friendships with 
tender, love, care and move into new relationships with love 
and sensitivity. There is strength in your feelings of love and 
the power of attraction, which may open the door to new 
romantic relationships. New ideas and concepts floated 
by you at your work place will be appreciated. At work, you 
may take up new assignments and project that would bring 
creativity and new ideas. You understand that nothing can 
replace diligence. There may be gains from property, shares 
and assets in hand. You are likely to get back to fitness routines 
and diet programs to enhance health and energy.

Aquarius: (January 21 - February 18)You would work in association with the 
young and this brings confidence and you use yourbesttalents 
and inspired by the youthful energy you coordinate all activities 
with a joie de vivre. You express inner feelings, ideas and 
future plans without being afraid of results and consequences. 
You will be creative, adventurous and unconventional at 
work and this brings appreciation from senior colleagues. 
Changes in your lifestyle can now be incorporated with long 
term benefits. Any unresolved argument may create a rift in 
your relationships; take a softer approach in your interactions 
with people at work and home.

Pisces: (February 19 - March 20) This period brings more efficiency and creativity 
in your work in an unconventional way. There are chances of 
new associations and beginnings as new opportunities and 
changes may come. Your family would be more supportive 
and you will feel more comfortable. You exhibit individualism 
in handling business ventures and collaborations. You may 
take up assignments and projects and this would end on a 
winning note for you during the week. Your efforts to reach 
out to new people will be accepted and welcomed as you get 
success in matters connected to foreign lands too. You give 
attention to fitness and health related programs.

The Antarctic ‘plastisphere': 
A hazardous new ecosystem

A n ta rc tica , the w o rld ’s m ost rem ote, harsh 
and p ristine  continent, is not free from m a­
rine po llu tion . W here hum an activ ity  goes, 
p lastic  debris inev itab ly  follow s.

W hat m ight the early  explorers o f th is icy w il­
derness th ink  today, upon discovering  a continent 
transfo rm ed  by perm anent fish ing  ac tiv itie s , re ­
search sta tions, m ilitary  presence, tourism , and all 
th e ir environm ental im pacts? Am ong these, p lastic  
po llu tion  stands out, as it has created a unique new 
ecological niche in the ocean.

Once it gets into the w ater, p lastic  debris p ro ­
v ides su rfaces tha t can be qu ick ly  co lon ised  by 
m icrob ia l com m unities, form ing a b iofilm . This 
p la s tic -b o rn e  com m unity  is know n as the p la s ­
tisphere , and it poses a serious th rea t to m arine 
ecosystem s, p a rticu la rly  in the cold, understud ied  
w aters o f the Southern Ocean.

THE P L A S T IS P H E R E :
AN E M E R G I N G  THREAT

As p lastic  debris d rifts through 
the ocean, the p lastisp h ere  de­
v e lo p s  th ro u g h  ty p ic a l  e c o ­
logical succession, eventually 
b eco m in g  a co m p lex  and 
specialised m icrobial com 
m unity. P lastics not only 
provide shelter for these 
m ic ro o rg a n ism s  bu t 
also  act as a vector, 
a llo w in g  p o te n tia lly  
harm ful pathogens like 
V ibrio spp., E scherich ia  
c o li/a n d  bacteria  carrying 
an tib io tic  resistance  genes, 
to spread across m arine en­
v iro n m e n ts ,  e v e n  r e a c h in g  
rem ote, un touched areas.

B eyond being a hom e for m i­
crobes, the p lastisphere  can disrupt 
the natural balance o f  ocean life at the 
m icroscopic level. These changes don ’t stay in the 
w ater, as they can spread outw ard, po ten tia lly  af­
fecting how the ocean absorbs carbon and produces 
greenhouse gases. This has consequences for the 
air we breathe around the world.

However, i t ’s not all bad news, as bacteria known 
for th e ir po ten tia l to degrade p lastics  or hydro­
carbons -  such as A lcanivorax sp., A estuariice lla  
sp., M arinobacter sp. and A lterom onas sp. -  are 
frequently  iden tified  on p lastics.

A H O ST IL E R E S E A R C H  E N V IR O N M E N T
We curren tly  know very little  about the p las ti­

sphere, especia lly  in the Southern Ocean, w here 
uncovering its dynam ics is key to understanding 
its im pacts on one o f the p la n e t’s m ost rem ote and 
vu lnerab le  m arine environm ents. For this reason, 
our recent study sought to investigate  the abun­
dance and diversity o f m icrobial com m unities in the 
Southern Ocean plastisphere, particularly  following

the in itia l co lonisation  o f p lastic  debris.
Working in A ntarctica is not an easy task. Just 

reaching th is  continent is a challenge, and once ‘ 
there , sc ien tis ts  have to contend w ith harsh en­
v iro n m en ta l co n d itions: freez in g  tem p era tu res , 
pow erful w inds, icebergs, and the constant p res­
sure o f  lim ited  tim e to carry out their work. These 
challenges make every m om ent in the field both 
dem anding and invaluable.

This is why we approached  our study w ith a 
co n tro lled  and m anageab le  experim en t. We set 
up aquarium s filled  w ith seaw ater collected  near 
the Spanish research  station on L ivingston I s la n d , ' 
South Shetlands. Inside, we p laced sm all, rounded- 
pelle ts  o f the th ree m ost common types o f  p lastic  
po llu ting  the sea -  po lyethylene, polypropylene, 
and po lysty rene . We left them  at environm ental 
conditions (around 0 °C and betw een 13 -  18 h o f 
sunlight) for 5 weeks, aim ing to recreate  the most 

plausib le outcom es in the field.
We com pared the colonisation 

o f p lastics  w ith glass, an inert 
su rface . Sam ples o f  p la s tic s  

ind glass were collected pe­
riod ica lly  to track bacterial 

colonisation .

PL A ST IS PH ER E  
DYNA MIC S  

IN ANTA RCT IC A
Studying bacteria 

m eans m ak in g  the 
in v is ib le  v is ib le , so 

we com b in ed  se v e ra l . 
techniques to get a better - 

picture o f the plastisphere. ' 
U sin g  sc a n n in g  e le c tro n -  

m ic ro s c o p y , we o b ta in e d ' 
biofilm  im ages. We com bined , 

flow  cy to m etry  and b a c te r ia l*  
cu ltu re  to count to ta l cells and * 

colonies, and we sequenced the 16S - 
rRNA gene to iden tify  the succession of bacteria l  ̂
settlers.

This m eticulous approach revealed that time was 
the key driver o f  change. M icrobes quickly colo-^ 
nised the p lastic , and w ithin less than two d ay s,' 
bacteria  like genus C olw ellia were already fixed-, 
in the surface, show ing a clear progression from 
in itia l se ttle rs to a m ature diverse b iofilm  in c lu d - . 
ing other genera like Sulfitobacter, G laciecola or \ 
Lew inella.

These species, although also detected in water, 
show  a clear p reference  for the social life  o f a 
biofilm  com m unity. M oreover, we did not detect 
clear differences between the bacterial communities 
from p lastics and glass, suggesting that any stable 
surface can host these com m unities.

W hile s im ila r p rocesses happen  in the o ther 
oceans, in A n tarc tica  the p rocess seems slower. 
The re g ip n ’s low er tem pera tu res slow bac te ria l 
developm ent. (The Conversation)
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“/ /  everyone is moving forw ard together, 
then success takes care o f  itself ” 

— Henry Ford
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One Nation, One Election
CABINET approval for the draft legislation on 
the One Nation, One Election endeavour of the 
Narendra Modi government clears the prolonged 
uncertainty about the ambitious plan to streamline 
the nation’s election process in a unified manner. 
The idea advanced by Prime Minister Modi short­
ly after he took office in 2014 did not progress in 
the normal course. However, with the BJP having 
made a commitment to implement this plan and 
the government having formed a high-level panel 
headed by former President Ram Nath Kovind in 
March last, the ball was set rolling. The painstak­
ing exercise by the panel lasting over 190 days 
formed the basis for the draft bill now approved 
by the Union Cabinet. It is understood that all 
elections from the Lok Sabha polls to Panchayat 
polls, majorly including the assembly polls too, 
will be held in one single go.

The gargantuan task requires fool-proof logisti­
cal arrangements, no doubt, but a worry therein 
is in the idea to hold the first such polls ten years 
later -  after one more General Elections and a 
full term for the next elected government at the 
Centre. This looks strange. Granted that the Modi 
government set the ball rolling and it is likely to 
obtain the parliamentary nod during the present 
session itself, there’s no guarantee that the same 
political formation would win the next polls to 
carry this exercise forward. For instance, if the 
Congress-led UPA takes charge, or some other 
motley alliance of regional chieftains grabs power 
at the Centre, they might even show a proclivity 
to dump the initiative. Some regional satraps have 
already opposed the move. The Congress party 
itself might not be enthused at the prospect of 
simultaneous polls.

The main justification advanced by the govern­
ment in delaying the onset of the One Nation One 

is the ‘‘difficulty’’ in arranging 
the manufacture and supply of “as many EVMs” 
as are required for the wholesome exercise in a 
matter of a few years. Admittedly, we as a nation 
are like a slow-moving coach. The leaders elected 
into office -  the run-of-the-mill politicians -  are 
a set of lazy bums. The bureaucracy is lazier by 
their very conditioning. What can be done in an 
hour takes a minimum of a few weeks. This is 
evident even in the construction of a culvert on a 
busy road. What is possible in a week’s time takes 
a minimum of six months for the “planning, con­
sultations” and execution. Bureaucratic red tape 
is the main curse of this nation. Chairs in govern­
ment offices are deserted for much of the day. This 
retards progress in all fields. Curiously, again, the 
tabling of the bill in Parliament on Monday seems 
to have been postponed abruptly. The Winter Ses­
sion ends in a matter of a few days.

When Humans, Animals, and 
Celestial Bodies Still Communicate

Letters to the Editor

MDA Govt 
should push for 
cadastral survey

Editor
Apropos of the editorial 

“Cadastral survey urgently 
needed” (ST December 14, 
2024) Late Brington Buhai 
Lyngdoh, the first Minister 
o f  Revenue, Finance, etc 
Meghalaya in his sincere de­
sire and single-minded deter­
mination to help and save the 
Khasis from the waste, pain 
and bitterness of unneces­
sary disputes and avoidable 
litigations arising out of the 
tangled skein of unwritten 
customs by means of a codi-- 
fied system of laws having 
due regard to the customs 
and genius of the people and 
by the preparation of maps, 
record of rights, etc, initi­
ated the Constitution of the 
Land Reforms Commission 
for Khasi Hills under the 
Chairmanship of R. Tokin 
Rymbai.

M a in  findings of 
th e  C om m iss ion

The Report o f the Land 
Reforms Commission for 
Khasi Hills, dated Novem­
ber 30, 1974 in its main 
findings detected that there 
is a loosely managed land 
governance in Khasi Hills, 
leading to illegal selling 
and bartering of community 
lands (Rt Raid, Ri Shnong

and Ri Kur) to private par­
ties. It also found that there 
is a lack of codified land laws 
and therefore felt that there is 
a need for codified land laws 
and land rights to protect the 
interests of indigenous tribes 
and prevent loss of commu­
nity lands.

Recommendations 
of the Commission 

The C om m ission rec­
ommended the survey and 
preparation of maps where a 
survey of the entire land (Ri 
Kynti, Ri Raid and Govern­
ment) should be taken up 
in a phased manner, and 
a cadastra l map th e reo f 
prepared. On the basis of 
such survey and the maps 
record-of-rights should be 
prepared. The Commission 
also recommended the need 
for codifying land laws and 
land rights to ensure clear 
governance and protection 
of community lands. It sug­
gested conducting a wide 
public debate to develop 
governance m echanism s 
for the land holding system, 
w hich should be im ple­
m ented by the Councils 
and the Dorbar Shnong. It 
also emphasized the need for 
thorough ground research to 
understand the current land 
holding patterns and address 
the issues effectively. These 
recom m endations aim to 
create a robust land manage­
ment system that protects

They call the beginning 
of time ‘myndang lung ka 
pyrthei’ (when the Earth was 
still very young). Later, some 
called it ‘ka Soti juk’ or the 
virgin age, which some in­
ferred to be the influence of 
Hindu thoughts on the Khasi 
Jaintia culture. They argue 
that it is simply the translation 
of ‘Kali yug’ from the neigh­
boring culture. Nevertheless, 
it is believed in our culture 
that there was once a time 
when the Earth was young, 
and humans, animals, and 
celestial beings spoke to each 
other. In fact, most of our folk 
tales are stories of humans 
interacting with animals or 
even with celestial bodies. 
I f  one looks carefully, one 
would realize that for those 
who live close to nature, the 
interaction between humans 
and nature has not stopped; it 
continues, and they continue 
to communicate with each 
other till today.
They are etiological stories

Our folk stories, like all 
the ancient stories in the 
world, are not mere myths 
that elders tell the younger 
generation around the fire­
place. They are not just myths 
with no evidence to prove 
they are true. In fact, they do 
not have to be proven true 
because these stories have 
their own reasons for being 
told. So, what are etiological 
stories?

E tiological stories are 
narratives that explain the 
origins or causes of natural 
phenomena, cultural prac­
tices, names, or other aspects 
of human life and the world. 
The term "etiology" comes 
from the Greek word ‘aitip- 
logia,’ meaning "giving a 
reason for." These stories 
often serve to provide a 
mythical or symbolic expla­
nation for things whose true 
origins may be unknown 
of-'obscure Theyadiiress 
"why" or "how" questions 
about the world. For in­
stance, "Why does the sun 
rise and set?" or "How did 
a particular custom begin?" 
Many are rooted in myths or 
religious traditions, linking 
the explanation to divine 
or supernatu ral actions. 
They often reflect the val­
ues, beliefs, and worldview 
o f the cu ltu re  tha t te lls  
them . T hese sto ries are 
often passed down through 
oral traditions and m ain­
tain relevance within their 
cultures even if their literal 
interpretations are no longer 
believed.

Examples of etiological 
stories include Greek my­
thology, like the myth of 
Persephone, which explains 
the changing seasons—her 
descent into the underworld

By H  H  Mohrmen

causes winter, and her return 
brings spring. Similarly, the 
story of the Tower of Babel 
in Genesis explains the origin 
of different languages; in fact 
all creation stories are etio­
logical stories. Many Native 
American tribes have stories 
about how specific animals 
gained their traits, like the 
coyote being clever or the 
bear being strong.

Examples of some of
our etiological stories
Etiological stories are a 

universal feature of human 
cultures, serving to make 
sense of the world and deepen 
the connection between com­
munities and their environ­
ment. It is no surprise that our 
ancestors, like all humans, 
struggled with these same 
fundamental questions.

If one studies these sto­
ries carefully, one will find 
they are not just myths but 
evidence of how our ances­
tors sought to understand the 
world around them. These 
stories were their way of try­
ing to answer the profound 
questions of life, the why, 
what, where arid how of life. 
They are not just stories; in 
fact, they used these stories 
to answer these important 
questions.

The story of the sixteen 
huts and the seven that came 
down while the nine re ­
mained with the creator is 
one that attempts to answer 
the question, "Where do we 
come from?" Like any tribe 
or race, in the beginning, 
there was always a divine 
connection, and the story 
of the seven huts has all the 
factors to be described as an 
etiological story.

The story of the Sun and 
the Moon and “Krem Lamet 
Krem Latang” is not only a 
tale reflecting our ancestors' 
understanding of celestial 
bodies but also one that an­
swers the question of why 
the rooster crows three times 
before the sun rises every 
morning. The story of “u 
Pyrthad bad ka waitlam u 
Kui” the Thunder and the 
Civet’s Sword explains the 
connection between people 
and thunder, why the phe­
nomenon is worshipped as 
a deity, and what causes the 
lightning that always accom­
panies a thunder strike. It also 
answers why the civet col­
lects its feces in one place*

The story of the Market 
of Chaos “Yew luri lura” ex­
plains how dogs developed 
their sense of smell to track 
humans and animals. The sto­
ry of the Sun and the Peacock 
explains how the peacock got 
its beautiful feathers. This is

community lands and ensures 
sustainable developm ent 
in M eghalaya. For those 
interested the details of the 
Commission’s recommenda­
tions can be found in Chapter 
XI of the Report of the Land 
Reforms Commission for 
Khasi Hills, 1974 which is 
also in the public domain 
and can be found at archive. 
org/details/ReportOfTheL- 
andReform sCom m ission- 
ForK hasiH ills 1974/page/ 
n51/mode/2up.

T hough  the  A PH LC  
government tried its best to 
implement the recommenda­
tions of the Commission but 
there were political hurdles 
and propaganda by vested 
interests that the government 
is in the process of having a 
cadastral survey done with 
an ultimate aim of collecting 
revenue from the public. This 
propaganda was a blatant lie. 
Though subsequent govern­
ments of Meghalaya failed to 
implement the recommenda­
tions of the Land Reforms 
Commission, it is hoped that 
the present government under 
their able leadership will look 
into the matter and ensure 
that a cadastral survey and 
record-of-rights is in place 
and implemented in right 
earnest for the interest of the 
people of Meghalaya.

Yours etc;
VK Lyngdoh, 

Via email

Should we relocate 
schools or concerts 
& role of Rangbah 
Shnongs in tourism 

management
Editor,
We are truly fortunate 

to have experienced the 
Bryan Adams concert right 
here in our state. However, 
this memorable event also 
brought challenges such as 
ticket scalping at exorbitant 
prices, and the inevitable traf­
fic congestion and sparked 
mixed opinions about the 
closure of educational institu­
tions during such occasions.

Would relocating schools 
to less congested areas be 
a solution to prevent these 
disruptions? With so many 
schools clustered together in 
the city, perhaps a redistribu­
tion could ease both traffic 
and the need for frequent clo­
sures. Alternatively, should 
concerts and large events be 
held in less central venues? 
It’s worth considering which 
option is more practical and 
beneficial for the commu­
nity.

Another concern raised 
during such events is the ac­
commodation crunch. Tour­
ists often struggle to find 
lodging, with hotels and 
lodges fully booked during 
concerts or festive seasons. 
This is where the Rangbah

also a story which explains 
why the hornbill’s beak is 
shaped as it is. There are 
many more such etiological 
stories in our traditions, but 
sadly, space will not permit 
us to mention them all here. 
When nature, humans, and 

animals continue to talk
Nature has not stopped 

speaking to humans. To those 
who have the patience and 
knack to listen and try to 
understand it, Mother Nature 
continues to communicate. 
Here are a few examples of 
cases where I found nature 
still talks to human.

One such story occurred 
in Jarain village as we walked 
down to the Umngot River. I 
call this incident ‘When the 
Insect Tells the Time. ’ A local 
woman from the Pamthied 
clan guided us through the. 
steep gorge to see the spot 
where certain birds migrate 
every year, staying there 
from spring until autumn. 
We were trying to under­
stand what attracts the bird 
to the place? Is there some 
kind of fruits or nuts found 
in this place which attract 
the birds to the place? Af­
ter studying carefully, we 
found that there is a small 
hole which secretes droplets 
o f water, where the birds 
w ent to  drink the w ater 
from, every now and again. 
It looks like the water from 
the small opening has some 
special taste which attracts 
the birds to the place. While 
we were enjoying the sight 
of hundreds of birds roost­
ing atop the trees and then 
dropping to drink the water, 
the woman suddenly said we 
needed to start our journey 
back to the village.

When I asked her why, 
since I was still enjoying 
the sight, she replied that 
it would take time to climb 
up the steep gorge, and if 
we wanted to reach the vil­
lage before dark, we had to 
start immediately. It was an 
unplanned trip; we were un­
prepared and hadn’t brought 
torchlight. She was very con­
fident in her assessment, and 
I couldn't help but ask how 
she knew the time since she 
didn’t have a watch.

She said, “Do you hear the 
sound of the insect? When 
this insect makes its sound, 
every farmer in the village 
knows it’s time to collect our 
tools, pack our “khoh chot”, 
our machete, and head back 
to the village. She also added, 
“There is another insect and it 
sounds a signal that it’s time 
to have our lunch.”

He smells the wind and
predicts the weather

Shnongs could play a pivotal 
role. Relaxing NOC require­
ments to encourage locals to 
set up paying guest accom­
modations, OYO rooms, and 
homestays could be a game- 
changer. Not only would this 
address the lodging shortage, 
but it would also create sub­
stantial employment oppor­
tunities for locals.

As we anticipate more 
renowned artists visiting us in 
the future, it’s crucial to plan 
systematically. With thought­
ful measures, we can ensure 
these events remain a source 
of pride and joy for all.

Yours etc., 
B.Laitphlang, 

Via email

Land and 
development

Editor,
The state under the NPP 

led-govemment along with 
its coalition partners have 
initiated a policy for bring­
ing investment through the 
land acquisition model by 
way of buying community 
land in productive areas of 
the state and selling that to 
prospective investors. For 
readers it is to be understood 
that the land tenure system in 
the state is practically based 
on tribal customary rights 
and practices. It is for this 
reason that in the Khasi and 
Jaintia Hills the land tenure 
system is divided into Hima,

Along with my friend, 
Dr. Raj Kamal Goswami, a 
wildlife scientist, and a few 
others, we visited the sacred 
grove at Tuber. I remember 
we had to remove our shoes 
and anything made of leather 
before entering the sanctum 
sanctorum of the forest.

As we walked through the 
forest to reach the valley by 
the Myntdu River, the elderly 
guide sniffed the air and said 
it was going to rain. I was 
surprised because the sun was 
shining brightly, yet later, we 
experienced the usual rain on 
a sunny day.

The herbs and shrubs 
of Sohmynting

Sohmynting is another 
interesting village regarding 
the conservation of sacred 
forests. Although the en­
tire village has converted to 
Christianity, the community 
still maintains the sacred for­
est and the “Khloo Tangbru” 
of the different clans.

In 2012, before the Pyrtuh 
clan decided to register the 
sacred forest with the Wild­
life Department under the 
Community Reserve Project, 
Mynjur Pyrtuh and William 
Pyrtuh took us around the 
sacred grove. As we walked, 
William enthusiastically iden­
tified various herbs, shrubs, 
trees, and flowers, explain­
ing their benefits. With ex­
citement, he pointed out a 
grass species, named it, and 
described how another plant 
was consumed. He shared 
the medicinal properties of 
numerous plants found in the 
forest.

The mushrooms’ lesson
On two trips accompany­

ing my daughter for her Mas­
ter’s dissertation on wild ed­
ible mushrooms, I witnessed 
another instance of humans 
learning from animals. On 
one trip we found the family 
that just returned from the 
forest where they collected 
mushrooms. We asked them 
how they differentiated the 
edible from the toxic; they 
said we have learned from 
our mothers.

During one trip with Ma 
Realsing Muksor o f Moo- 
sakhia village, we noticed 
an unusual mushroom in a 
pine plantation. My daughter 
asked how he knew it was 
not toxic. He replied, “From 
the cows. As cow herders 
we used to watch what the 
cows eat and whatever the 
cows eat is safe for human 
consumption.”

When we say humans and 
celestial bodies still com­
municate, it does not mean 
they literally talk. In the past, 
humans could read and un­
derstand the signs of nature. 
Sadly, we have lost this ability 
today and what a great loss 
this is !

Raid and Shnong (village) 
which all come under the ju­
risdiction of the Autonomous 
District Councils. However, 
what needs to be redressed 
is the selling away of pieces 
of land along the Assam bor­
der by a section of greedy 
headmen which has led to 
a series of social problems. 
The unused community land 
needs to be conserved and 
instead of parcelling off land 
it could be leased out in clear 
terms since most lands as in 
Jaintia Hills have either been 
bought or leased to many 
cement factories. It is agreed 
that unproductive firms have 
been in Jaintia Hills and in 
Ri Bhoi as well even while 
the employment opportuni­
ties remain limited. If we are 
looking for investments the 
government should call in 
automobile firms, IT firms, 
aeronautical manufacturing 
firms etc., and not those that 
want to come and exploit the 
mineral resources of the state. 
Such firms should come with 
a caveat set by the State Gov­
ernment that local employ­
able people with skills should 
be given preference.

Yours etc..
Dominic S. Wankhar 

Via email

4 years of Government 
of Bodoland: A Journey 

of Transformation
By Pramod Boro

Ever since taking oath 
on December 15, 2020, the 
Government of the Bodoland 
Territorial Region (BTR) 
has undertaken a pletho­
ra o f initiatives to fulfill 
the hopes and aspirations 
of all the region's citizens, 
particularly the vulnerable 
groups and communities. The 
BTR Government’s vision of 
“Peaceful, Smart, and Green 
Bodoland” has translated into 
various multi-sectoral flag­
ship programmes, schemes, 
and projects to bridge gaps, 
connect the dots, and restore 
self-esteem and dignity to 
all its citizens. Four years 
later, distinctive change and 
transformation have become 
visible in BTR.

What was once a region 
hounded by violence, ethnic 
conflicts, and sporadic kill­
ings has now transformed 
completely. Through sus­
tained dialogue and inclusive 
policies, we have fostered 
healing among communities 
that suffered from decades of 
communal conflicts. Today, 
Bodoland stands united, em­
bracing a spirit of reconcilia­
tion and mutual respect. The 
words of Prime Minister of 
India, Shri Narendra Modi, 
during the recently conclud­
ed Bodoland Mohotsov in 
Delhi, “The people of Bod­
oland Territorial Region have 
completely held onto their 
word for maintaining peace 
in the last five years,” is a 
testament to this fact. Here, I 
must mention that the contin­
ued guidance and support of 
Home Minister of India Amit 
Shah and the Chief Minister 
of Assam Dr. Himanta Biswa 
Sarma has been instrumental 
in paving the way for perma-

evident, with 50 youth clear-' 
ing APSC in 2024, compared 
to 25 in 2023. ...

BTR became the first 
Sixth Schedule Council 
to digitize land records 
and facilitate the online 
settlement of land-related 
problems through Mission 
Bwiswmuthi. It also became 
the first such council to start 
e-govemance by introduc­
ing an e-office mechanism. 
Partnerships with 24 lead­
ing agencies have further 
strengthened governance 
systems and resources.

Our governm ent has 
strongly emphasized creating 
need-based infrastructure in 
rural areas. Roads, schools, 
hospitals, and irrigation sys­
tems have been improved, 
providing m uch-needed 
services to underserved ar­
eas. We have explored and 
tapped into the potential of 
the rural economy, blending 
traditional practices with 
modem approaches to drive ■ 
socio-cultural and socio­
economic growth. By align­
ing development with com­
munity needs, we empower 
rural areas to contribute 
significantly to Bodoland's 
progress.

Understanding the aspira­
tions of our people has been ' 
central to our approach. We 
have collected and incor­
porated community visions' 
through continuous dialogue' 
and community-driven pro- ’ 
grams, shaping a collective 
roadmap for a better future. ' 
Inclusive participation in 
governance and decision­
making processes ensures 
that no group feels marginal- ’ 
ized or excluded.

In the absence of favor- -

A rtic le s  a n d  U t te r s  a p ­
p e a r in g  on th is  p a g e  a re  
th e  v iew s o f  th e  w r i te r s / 
a u th o r s  a n d  n o t t h a t  o f  
The Shillong Times

Under the Green Bodoland Mission, 
efforts have been intensified to protect and 

preserve the region ’s rich biodiversity. 
Reforestation drives, wildlife conservation 
projects, and the promotion of eco-friendly 

practices have ensured a sustainable 
approach to development. Clean energy 
projects and awareness campaigns have 

also been introduced to mitigate the 
impact of climate change.

nent peace and development 
in Bodoland. Due to various 
reasons in the past, Bodoland 
was left out of the broader 
development paradigm of 
the Region and the Nation. 
However, I am happy to 
mention that with the recent 
transformation towards a new 
era, Bodoland is in a position 
to contribute significantly to 
our march towards Vikshit 
Bharat Mission conceived by 
the Prime Minister of India.

Due to the preemptive and 
sustained interventions of the 
Government of BTR, sup­
ported by the Centre and the 
State Government, commu­
nal and ethnic flare-ups have 
been entirely absent in the last 
four years. We have stream­
lined governance systems 
to ensure transparency and 
efficiency in developmental 
activities. These reforms 
have enabled us to address 
grievances effectively, ensur­
ing equitable progress across 
all sectors. Education is the 
cornerstone of any society. 
Recognizing this, we have 
prioritized the enhancement 
of educational institutions, 
paving the way for improved 
learning outcomes and better 
opportunities for our youth. 
Alongside education, we 
have revitalized other insti­
tutions to deliver robust and 
reliable services. After de­
cades of instability and social 
unrest, we have redirected 
our focus toward harnessing 
the potential of our human 
resources. By strengthening 
educational institutions and 
investing in training and 
capacity-building programs, 
we are equipping our people 
with the skills and knowledge 
needed for a brighter future. 
Under the UN Bodofa Super 
50 Mission, 382 youth from 
economically disadvantaged 
families have received cut­
ting-edge coaching from the 
best institutions for entering 
top engineering and medical 
colleges in India and clearing 
APSC and UPSC exams. The 
success of these initiatives is

able niches for engaging 
in creative and recreational' 
pursuits, festivals were of- ' 
ten associated with mere 
m erry-m aking, alcojiol 
abuse, and large-scale gam­
bling. These trends have 
now been reversed. The 
present government has set T 
a benchmark for organizing - 
festivals that provide space ’ 
for promoting excellence in 
sports, language, literature, f 
knowledge, theatre, art, and. 
cultural rejuvenation. An 
unprecedented environment 
of confidence and fulfillment 
has been created among the 
youth.

Under the Green Bod­
oland Mission, efforts have 
been intensified to protect 
and preserve the region’s rich 
biodiversity. Reforestation, 
drives, wildlife conservation 
projects, and the promotion 
o f eco-friendly practices 
have ensured a sustainable 
approach to development. 
Clean energy projects and 
awareness campaigns have 
also been introduced to miti­
gate the impact of climate 
change.

Our journey does not end • 
here. We are steadfast in our ' 
commitment to building a . ' 
Bodoland that embodies , 
peace, prosperity, and par- . ’ 
tici'patory democracy. Our • \ 
vision for the future includes • 
promoting equitable growth, • ’ 
fostering participatory De­
mocracy, continuing to fo­
cus on harnessing human • 
resources, and strengthening 
the rural economy, among 
other things.

As we move forward, we 
call upon every citizen o f ' 
Bodoland to join hands in 
this journey of transforma­
tion. Together, we can build 
a region that is not only 
peaceful, smart, and green 
but also a beacon of hope, 
resilience, and progress for 
generations to come.

(The writer is Chief Ex­
ecutive Members, Bodoland 
Territorial Council)



THE SHILLONG TIM ES, SHILLONG, TUESDAY, DECEM BER 17, 2024
(SIX)

“Perseverance is not a long race; it is 
many short races one after the other. ” 

— Walter Elliot
The Shillong Times
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Land Alienation in Meghalaya
IN August this year during the Assembly ses­
sion, Deputy Chief Minister in charge of Com­
merce and Industries, Sniawbhalang Dhar while 
replying to a question from VPP MLA Adelbert 
Nongrum about the number of cement plants 
that are set up on their own land, informed that
11 out of 15 cement plants have set up factories 
on their own land. At the time, Dhar had also 
stated on the floor of the House that the Govern­
ment would soon start the process of verification 
on the 15 out of 17 coke plants in the state. The 
VPP MLA had pointed out that most cement 
companies are operating in the name of tribal 
directors in what is a partnership concern. In 
other words the tribal director has lent his/her 
name to make it easy for the company to acquire 
land and to bypass the Land Transfer Act 1972 
subsequently amended from time to time. Per­
haps by now it is clear that any law is rendered 
ineffective because of weak implementation.

Land has always been a bone of contention in 
Meghalaya and a political issue that is flagged 
especially before elections but hardly anyone 
pays attention to this matter once the last vote 
is cast. It would be interesting for instance if the 
VPP which raised the question on land owner­
ship of cement companies in Jaintia Hills were 
to follow up the matter by visiting all the cement 
companies and verifying the ownership details. 
It would be interesting to find out as to what 
percentage of the company’s capital investments 
come from the tribal director/s. Is/Are the tribal 
director/s the majority stakeholder/s? What does 
the paperwork actually say? Is it even possible 
to see all the paperwork? This is the prime duty 
of any political party desiring to safeguard the 
much-touted “tribal interest.” Merely making 
public statements without getting into the heart 
of the matter is mere political one-upmanship. 
Meghalaya has seen enough of this and the state

questions in the State Assembly and gaining 
brownie points from that. That same is the case 
of the sundry pressure groups that have only 
now awakened to the Meghalaya State Invest­
ment, Promotion and Facilitation Bill passed in 
February 2024 with the objective of establishing 
the Investment Meghalaya Authority (IMA) to 
replace the current Single Window Agency.

This decision ostensibly was made to en­
hance the ease of doing business in the State 
by introducing a streamlined, unified system for 
handling investment applications. Why were rel­
evant questions not raised at the time of passage 
of the Act? It is also interesting to note that the 
only state-run cement company -  the Mawmluh 
Cherra Cements Company, now on the verge of 
closure was set up on land held on lease from 
a private landowner. Those who have now be­
come advocates of, “land belongs to indigenous 
tribes and should not be alienated,” bandwagon 
should also show that they have equal concern 
for an emerging phenomena which is large scale 
privatisation of community land. Merely stating 
that the indigenous people are endangered when 
non-tribals acquire tribal land is a vacuous state­
ment. A tribal holding kilometres of land which 
once was community land is more dangerous 
than a land transaction conducted upfront. This 
double standard no longer deceives.

Balancing Development & Tribal Rights in Meohalava

An Analysis of the Meghalaya State Investment 
Promotion & Facilitation Act, 2024

The Meghalaya State In­
vestment Promotion & Fa­
cilitation Act, 2024 (Act No. 
6 of 2024) is a significant 
legislative effort aimed at 
boosting economic growth 
and creating an investor- 
friendly environment in the 
state. It seeks to streamline 
processes for land acquisi­
tion, investment clearances, 
and industrial development. 
However, in a state where 
95% o f land is owned by 
clans, families, and com­
munities under customary 
law, this Act raises critical 
concerns about its impact on 
tribal land rights, environ­
mental sustainability, and the 
role of Autonomous District 
Councils (ADCs). Drawing 
on past experiences such as 
the cement factories in East 
Jaintia Hills, this analysis 
delves into the Act’s pros and 
cons while proposing a way 
forward.

I. Key Features of the
Act

The Act aims to:
1. Simplify regulatory 

frameworks by centralising 
approvals through a Unified 
Investment Portal (UIP).

2. Accelerate economic 
development by fast-tracking 
land-use permissions and 
investment clearances.

3. Reduce procedural bot­
tlenecks and promote ease of 
doing business.

4. Facilitate industrial 
and service sector growth 
while creating employment 
opportunities.

II. Pros of the Meghalaya 
State Investment Promotion 
& Facilitation Act, 2024

1. Ease of Doing Busi­
ness:

* By consolidating various 
approvals under the UIP, the 
Act minimizes bureaucratic 
hurdles, encouraging private 
and public investments.

2. Economic Growth:
* The Act fosters industri­

alisation, potentially diversi­
fying Meghalaya’s economy 
beyond its traditional reliance 
on agriculture and mining.

3. Employment Genera­
tion: '
* * New industrfes: eould 
create jobs, especially for 
Meghalaya’s youth, reducing 
outmigration for employ­
ment.

4. Improved Infrastruc­
ture:

* Industrial investments 
often bring associated ben­
efits such as better roads, 
electricity, and healthcare 
facilities, contributing to 
overall regional develop­
ment.

5. Revenue for the State:
* Investments in industries 

and services could enhance 
the state’s revenue through 
taxes and royalties.

III. Cons and Concerns
1. Alienation of Tribal 

Land
* Meghalaya’s land tenure 

system is rooted in tribal 
customs, with community 
ownership protected by the 
Sixth Schedule of the Indian 
Constitution. The Act’s em­
phasis on centralising land- 
use decisions risks bypass­
ing customary institutions 
such as Dorbar Shnong, the 
Syiem Raid and the Kurs and 
ADCs, leading to the poten­
tial alienation of tribal lands 
and leaving tribal communi­
ties landless. It also opens the 
door for the land mafia which 
has recently emerged to gain 
control and monopoly over 
land sale in Meghalaya.

2. Exclusion of Traditional 
Governance

* ADCs, empowered by

By Erwin K. Syiem Sutnga
the Sixth Schedule, have 
legislative powers over land 
use and tribal rights. The Act 
minimises their role, raising 
concerns about sidelining 
constitutional safeguards for 
tribal land. Land Acts of the 
ADCs has been totally by 
passed by this state Act.

3. Environmental Deg­
radation

* Industrialisation often 
comes at the cost of environ­
mental sustainability. Lessons 
from the cement factories in 
East Jaintia Hills reveal how 
unchecked industrial activity 
can result in deforestation, 
water pollution, and destruc­
tion of biodiversity.

4. Lack of Local Benefits
* Experiences with cement 

factories in East Jaintia Hills 
demonstrate that industrial 
projects often fail to benefit 
local communities:

* Em ploym ent Exclu­
sion: Most jobs in the ce­
ment factories have gone to 
non-tribals, sidelining local 
youth.

* Monopolistic Practic­
es: Contracts for logistics 
and raw material supply are 
awarded to external players, ‘ 
excluding local entrepre­
neurs.

* Unsustainable Resource 
Use: Overexploitation of 
mineral resources has left 
future Jaintia tribal genera­
tions with degraded land and 
depleted reserves.

6. Potential Conflicts with 
Existing Laws

The Danger of Section 
34 of the Meghalaya State 
Investm ent Prom otion & 
Facilitation Act, 2024

Section 34 of the Megha­
laya State Investment Promo­
tion & Facilitation Act, 2024, 
titled “Act to Override Other 
Laws,” states:

"Save as otherwise provid­
ed in this Act, the provisions 
of this Act shall have effect 
notwithstanding anything 
inconsistent therewith con­
tained in any other State law 
for the time being iji force.or 
any custom or usage or any 
instrument having effect by 
virtue of any such law."

This provision effectively 
allows the Act to supersede 
any state law, custom, or 
usage that conflicts with its 
objectives. While Section 34 
aims to streamline processes 
and promote investments, it 
raises significant concerns 
about its implications for 
existing legal frameworks, 
tribal rights, and constitu­
tional safeguards.

Key dangers of Section
34

1. Undermining Tribal 
Safeguards

* Conflict with the Me­
ghalaya Transfer o f Land 
(Regulation) Act, 1972:

* The 1972 Act prohibits 
the transfer o f tribal land 
to non-tribals without ap­
proval from the Competent 
Authority and safeguards 
community ownership. Sec­
tion 34 allows the 2024 Act 
to override such protections, 
enabling industrial land use 
without adequate scrutiny or 
consultation with local com­
munities.

* This risks alienating 
tribal land to non-tribals 
or corporations, undermin­
ing tribal identity and au­
tonomy.

* Conflict with the Sixth 
Schedule:

* The Sixth Schedule 
grants Autonomous District 
Councils (ADCs) the power 
to regulate land use and pro­

tect tribal customs. Section 
34 bypasses ADC author­
ity by centralising decision­
making under the Unified 
Investment Portal (UIP) and 
state-level committees, erod­
ing the constitutional man­
date of ADCs.

* Disregard for Customary 
Practices:

* Tribal customs and tra­
ditional governance sys­
tems, such as Dorbar Shnong 
and Dorbar Raid and the 
Kurs, play a critical role in 
managing land. Section 34 
dismisses these practices, 
creating tension between the 
state’s developmental agenda 
and community-based gov­
ernance.

2. Erosion o f Central 
Legal Protections

* Conflict with the LARR 
Act, 2013:

* The Right to Fair Com­
pensation and Transparency 
in Land Acquisition, Re­
habilitation, and Resettle­
ment Act, 2013 (LARR Act) 
mandates:

* Consent of tribal com­
munities (Section 41) for 
land acquisition in Scheduled 
Areas.

* Land alienation as a 
measure of last resort.

* Section 34 undermines 
these safeguards by prioritiz­
ing streamlined investment 
approvals, allowing industri­
al projects to proceed without 
adhering to the LARR Act’s 
protective measures.

* Article 254: Doctrine of 
Repugnancy:

* Central laws like the 
LARR A ct prevail over 
conflicting state laws under 
Article 254 of the Indian 
Constitution. However, Sec­
tion 34 creates ambiguity 
by claiming to override all 
inconsistent state laws, po­
tentially leading to judicial 
challenges and invalidation 
of the Act’s provisions.

IV. Lessons from the Ce­
ment Industry in East Jaintia 
Hills. The cement factories in 
East Jaintia Hills exemplify 
the pitfalls of unchecked in ­
dustrialisation:

1. Neglect of Local Em­
ployment:

* Promised employment 
opportunities have largely 
benefited non-tribals, leav­
ing local tribal communities 
marginalised.

2. Environmental Dev­
astation:

* Cement production has 
degraded the region’s natural 
resources, leading to water 
pollution, deforestation, and 
loss of biodiversity.

3. Monopolistic Exploita­
tion:

* Local businesses have 
been excluded, and m o­
nopolistic practices have 
entrenched economic in­
equality.

These failures highlight 
the importance of ensuring 
community participation, 
environmental sustainability, 
and equitable benefits in fu­
ture industrial projects.

V. Way Forward: Balanc­
ing Development and Tribal 
Rights. To address the short­
comings of the Meghalaya 
State Investment Promotion 
& Facilitation Act, 2024, 
the following measures are 
recommended:

1. Strengthen Community- 
Based Development

* Public-Private-Commu- 
nity Partnerships (PPCPs):

* E ncourage m odels 
where tribal communities 
co-own industrial projects, 
ensuring that benefits are

shared equitably.
• Mandatory Local Em­

ployment:
• Enforce quotas for hir­

ing local tribal youth in in­
dustries, supported by skill 
development programs.

• Support for Local Entre­
preneurs:

• Prioritize local business­
es for contracts and supply 
chains in industrial projects.

2. Protect Tribal Land
• Free, Prior, and Informed 

Consent (FPIC):
• Mandate FPIC for all 

industrial projects involving 
tribal land, ensuring commu­
nity participation in decision­
making.

• Preserve Customary 
Governance:

• Integrate ADCs, Dorbar 
Shnong, and other traditional 
institutions into the approval 
process for land-related in­
vestments.

3. Promote Sustainable 
Industrialisation

• Focus on industries 
aligned with local strengths 
and ecological sustainability, 
such as:

• Eco-tourism leveraging 
Meghalaya’s natural beauty 
and culture.

• Agro-processing indus­
tries to add value to local 
agricultural produce.

• Small and Medium En­
terprises (SMEs) that use local 
resources without large-scale 
environmental damage.

4. Introduce Transparent 
Revenue Sharing

• Establish revenue-shar­
ing mechanisms where a por­
tion of profits from industrial 
projects is reinvested in com­
munity development.

5. Strengthen Environ­
mental Safeguards

• Comprehensive Environ­
mental Impact Assessments 
(EIAs):

• Ensure EIAs are con­
ducted transparently, with 
active community involve­
ment.

• Sustainable Resource 
Management:

• Regulate resource ex­
traction to preserve mineral 
wealth and biodiversity fox., 
future generations. '

6. Harmonise Laws and 
Institutions

• Align the Act with the 
Sixth Schedule, the Megha­
laya Transfer of Land (Regu­
lation) Act, 1972, and the 
LARR Act, 2013, ensuring 
that tribal rights and land 
protections are upheld.

• Involve the judiciary in 
reviewing land-use decisions 
to prevent violations of tribal 
safeguards.

Conclusion: The Megha­
laya State Investment Promo­
tion & Facilitation Act, 2024, 
presents a dual challenge: 
fostering industrial growth 
while protecting the rights and 
heritage of tribal communities. 
The failures of the cement 
industry in East Jaintia Hills 
serve as a stark reminder of 
the risks of prioritizing corpo­
rate interests over community 
welfare and environmental sus­
tainability. To avoid repeating 
these mistakes, the Act must 
adopt a balanced approach that 
integrates community partici­
pation, strengthens customary 
governance, and ensures sus­
tainable industrialization.

By incorporating these mea­
sures, Meghalaya can achieve 
inclusive development that 
respects its unique cultural 
identity, safeguards its natu­
ral resources, and empowers 
its tribal communities. Only 
then can the state truly fulfill 
its potential as a model for 
equitable and sustainable 
growth in India.

Letters to the Editor

One nation, 
one election
Editor,
Apropos of the editorial 

“One Nation, One Election” 
(ST 16, December 2024) 
frequent elections can indeed 
have an impact on the Gross 
Domestic Product (GDP) of 
the country. The logistics, 
security and adm inistra­
tive costs associated can 
divert resources from other 
productive activities. Ad­
ditionally, the imposition 
of Model Code of Conduct 
(MCC) during elections 
can delay policy im ple­
mentation and government 
spending, which can further 
affect economic growth. 
According to Harish Salve, 
an eminent senior Supreme 
Court law yer and other 
houses of law across the 
world has rightly stated that 
frequent elections in India

can reduce by around 1 per­
cent o f the Gross Domestic 
Product. The “One Nation, 
One Election” (ONOE) ini­
tiative aims to synchronize 
the electoral schedules of 
Lok Sabha and State As­
semblies. However, even 
if  the bill is cleared by 
Parliament, implementing 
ONOE before 2029 faces 
significant challenges. The 
reasons include d e lim i­
ta tio n , w hich  in v o lv es  
redrawing the boundaries 
of e lectoral co n stitu en ­
cies, and the census are 
essen tia l p re re q u is ite s . 
These processes are time- 
consuming and complex. 
Coordinating simultaneous 
elections across the entire 
country requires extensive 
planning and resources. 
Ensuring that all states and 
union territories are pre­
pared for such a massive 
exercise is a daunting task.

Achieving political consen­
sus on the implementation 
o f ONOE is crucial. Dif­
ferent political parties and 
states may have varying 
opinions and concerns about 
the impact o f sim ultane­
ous elections. Given these 
factors, it is unlikely that 
ONOE can be implemented 
before 2029, despite parlia­
mentary approval.

D esigning and m anu­
facturing Electronic Voting 
Machine (EVMs) is a com­
plex process that involves 
several stages. The initial 
design phase, w hich in ­
cludes conceptualisation, 
prototyping and testing can 
take several months to a year. 
Once the design is finalized, 
the manufacturing process 
begins, which involves pro­
ducing the components, as­
sembling the machines, and 
conducting quality checks. 
The entire process, from

design to final production, 
can take around 1 to 2 years, 
depending on the scale of 
production and the specific 
requirements of the Election 
Commission of India. The 
government’s reasoning for 
the process of manufactur­
ing EVMs is indeed justified. 
EVMs and Voter Verifiable 
Paper Audit Trail (VVPAT) 
machines are designed and 
manufactured indigenously 
by two public sector under­
takings, Bharat Electronics 
Limited (BEL) and Electronic 
Corporation of India Limited 
(ECIL). This ensures that the 
entire process is under strict 
control and adheres to the 
highest standard of security 
and reliability. By manufac­
turing EVMs domestically, 
the government can maintain 
transparency, reduce depen­
dency on foreign technology 
and ensure that machines 
meet specific requirements of

the Indian electoral system. 
This approach also allows 
for better quality control 
and quicker response to any 
issues that may arise during 
elections. Given these fac­
tors, it is unlikely that ONOE 
can be implemented before
2029, despite parliamentary 
approval.

Yours etc;
VK Lyngdoh, 

Via email

Fearless 
Journalism

Editor,
Apropos the news item, 

‘ST Editor receives award 
for fearless journalism, fight 
against misogyny’. [ST 14th 
December 2024) I am thrilled 
to greet Ms Patricia Mukhim 
for the recognition she has 
received for the work she 
has been doing over several

decades. She rightly deserves 
the award. Since the very 
beginning of her journalism, 
her exceptional quality of im­
partial and fearless but most 
logical arguments represent­
ing the voice of the unheard 
were highly appreciated by 
readers like me but for which 
she had to face many critical 
situations. But in the long 
run she stood her ground 
and came out victorious. She 
deserves my most hearty and 
respectful congratulations! 
May God grant her a very 
long active life with more 
glorious recognitions in the 
future.

Yours etc 
Uma Purkayastha, 

Shillong - 4

A r tic le s  a n d  l e t te r s  a p ­
p e a r in g  on th is  p ag e  a re  
th e  v iew s o f  th e  w r i te r s /  
a u th o r s  a n d  n o t t h a t  o f 
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Myntdu: A reminiscent 
past and speculative future

By Da o Emi Lamar
“To write history without 

putting any water in it is to 
leave out a large part of the 
story. Human experience has 
not been so dry to leave that”- 
Donald Worster

A recent judgment by the 
High Court of Meghalaya has 
mandated state authorities to 
address the sand debris clog­
ging the Myntdu River and 
ensure its unobstructed flow. 
This directive stems from 
a Public Interest Litigation 
(PIL) filed by Khooid Ya Ka 
Wah Myntdu (KYM), an or­
ganization founded with the 
primary objective to safeguard 
the river. KYM has conducted 
numerous public meetings and 
is currently spreading aware­
ness across different localities 
of Jowai, highlighting the 
need to protect Myntdu.

Myntdu river encircles 
Jowai town before it even­
tually culminates into the 
plains of Bangladesh. Much 
revered for its divine pres­
ence, it is a lifeline to fertile 
valleys of the Pynthor fiein 
(upper stream) and Pynthor 
wah (lower stream). It is also 
regarded as the 'Tawiar Takan' 
(divine guardian) which is 
integral to the local indigenous 
faith and culture.

Along with the natural 
streams that flourish the paddy 
fields, the pipeline systems 
placed through the assistance 
of PHE department schemes 
establish an instrumental rela­
tionship between the residents 
of Jowai and Myntdu river. 
Thus, Myntdu river becomes 
a threshold to trace the his­
tory, culture and the process 
of (re)making Jowai and its 
surrounding settlements.

In one of the meetings con­
ducted by the KYM, a speech 
made by one of its promi­
nent members highlighted 
the profound “symbiotic” 
relationship between Jowai 
and the Myntdu River—an 
immemorial bond that defies 
any timeline. Jowai, in many 
ways, owes its very existence 
to Myntdu. This is best ex­
emplified through the Jaintia 
Festival Behdienkhlam, cel­
ebrated annually during after 
SQ\fiflg;petiod. Aiuesserltiat 
aspect of this festival reflects 
the community's advanced 
agricultural practices and 
deep reverence for the river. 
Steeped in folklore, this cul­
tural tradition underscores the 
Myntdu’s dual role as both a 
spiritual deity and a lifeline, 
nurturing the people of Jowai 
and neighbouring villages 
materially and spiritually. 
It is also worth noting that 
along its banks at Syntu Ksiar, 
a pivotal moment in Jaintia 
history unfolded—the decla­
ration of U Kiang Nangbah 
as the leader of the uprising 
against British rule. There the 
speaker poignantly remarked, 
“Just as Egypt is a gift of the 
Nile, so too is Jowai a gift of 
the Myntdu.” These words 
resonate deeply, encapsulating 
the river’s enduring role as the 
heart and soul of the region.

While the sentiment of the 
saying holds truth, I am of the 
opinion that we have moved 
beyond the binary notion 
of this symbiotic relation­
ship. We have reached a point 
where the Myntdu Riyer is 
no longer recognized as an 
entity of its own. Instead, it is 
viewed merely as a resource 
or a symbol of divinity, disre­
garding the fact that Myntdu 
is a living system, deserving 
of respect and protection. The 
ongoing construction of the 
new Jowai-Dawki bypass, 
which encroaches within 20 
to 50 meters of the river, has 
brought to light the river’s de­
teriorating state. This should 
serve as a wake-up call, urging 
the community to acknowl­
edge the Myntdu’s plight. In 
sustaining Jowai’s urbanity, its 
management and access over 
the river has over time pro­
duced a ‘new nature’, one that 
is of concrete infrastructure. 
Poised under the guise of de­
velopment, this ‘new nature’ 
counterintuitively disrupts 
urban sustainability. Arguably, 
the most visible threat is the 
ongoing construction of the 
highway which has contrib­
uted gravely to the depletion 
of the river.

The completion of the 
highway is expected to pro­
vide improved access to land 
alongside Myntdu river, which 
will exponentially drive-up 
land prices. Initiation for the 
same is evident where land 
markings suggest plans for 
future sales or residential con­
struction. While this is largely 
speculative, the potential con­
sequences of such develop­
ments are already clear.

A grim yet stark parallel 
can be drawn to Wah Um-

khrah, a once-pri stine river 
now stuck in a monotonous 
loop of pollution and ineffec­
tive clean-up efforts. Despite 
valiant attempts to restore it, 
Wah Umkhrah serves as a 
constant reminder of the en­
vironmental toll of unchecked 
urbanization. H. Elias, one of 
Meghalaya’s literary lumi­
naries, once described Wah 
Umkhrah as “Ko wah rupa 
baied ki Blei”—a silveTy 
river beloved of the Gods. 
Today, however, it bears no 
resemblance to this poetic im­
age, its past diminished by the 
rapid expansion of Shillong. 
The fear is palpable: if resi­
dential areas emerge along 
the new bypass, Myntdu’s 
fate will probably mirror that 
of Wah Umkhrah, rendering 
it beyond saving. This is not 
merely a concern for the envi­
ronment but a cautionary tale 
of history repeating itself.

Less visible but equally 
harmful is the accumulation 
of waste and untreated sew­
age from Jowai that flows 
directly into the Myntdu. This 
persistent pollution has led to 
repeated warnings about the 
river’s deteriorating health 
and has clearly established 
the fact that the water drawn 
from Myntdu is unfit for 
consumption. The current al­
ternatives in place include the 
excessive use of chemicals by 
the Public Health Engineer­
ing (PHE) Department at 
water treatment centres and 
the reliance on groundwater 
for commercial water supply. 
However, both approaches 
are unsustainable in the long 
term. The concern for the 
river’s health has been pre- ’ 
dominantly human-centric, 
a reflection of the Anthropo- 
cene era. This anthropocen- 
tric perspective is not unique 
to the Myntdu but has shaped 
the discourse surrounding 
Indian rivers in general. The 
pressing need of the hour is to 
move beyond this approach 
and recognize legal rights 
for rivers.
Legal Rights for the Myntdu

River: A Path Forward?
The plight of the Myntdu 

echoes that of rivers across 
India, many of which face 
similar threats. While India 
lacks specific laws recog­
nizing the rights of nature, 
the Constitution provides a 
foundation for environmental 
protection. Articles 48A aiid 
51A(g) impose a duty on the 
state and citizens to safeguard 
the environment, but these 
provisions are often insuf­
ficient in practice.

Globally, countries like 
Ecuador and New Zealand 
have pioneered the recogni­
tion of legal rights for nature. 
In New Zealand, the Whan- 
ganui River was granted 
personhood, a victory for the 
Maori people after decades of 
advocacy. In India, similar ef­
forts have been made, such as 
the Uttarakhand High Court's 
declaration of the Ganga and 
Yamuna rivers as legal enti­
ties. Although this decision 
was later overturned by the 
Supreme Court, it provides 
a framework for recognizing 
rivers' rights.

Granting legal personhood 
to the Myntdu River could of­
fer a transformative solution. 
This status would ensure that 
the river’s health is legally 
protected, with representa­
tives acting on its behalf. 
However, such an approach 
is fraught with challenges. 
Who will speak for the river? 
How will these rights be en­
forced without succumbing to 
human-centric or economic 
biases? A robust framework 
is essential, supported by 
independent advocates and 
sufficient resources to uphold 
the river's rights in court. 

Collective Responsibility
and the Way Ahead

While the High Court’s 
directive to clear sand debris 
is a step forward, long-term 
solutions require collective 
responsibility. Jowai’s resi­
dents, elected leaders, state 
authorities and the autono­
mous district council should 
recognize their role in the 
river’s degradation and work 
towards sustainable practices. 
Community-driven initiatives, 
combined with legal safe­
guards, can help restore the 
Myntdu to its former vitality. 
The Myntdu River is more 
than a resource; it is a living 
testament to Jowai's identity, 
history, and culture. Whether 
it continues to thrive or fades 
into memory depends on the 
actions taken today. The ques­
tion remains: Will we rise to 
the challenge and save the 
river, or will we leave future 
generations with nothing but 
stories of what once was?
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k The only true happiness comes from 
squandering ourselves for a purpose.” 

_______ — John Mason Brown
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Banerjee as ‘saviour’
ADMITTEDLY, the opposition INDIA bloc is 
gripped by a sense of despondency after the weak 
performance of the Congress in the four major as­
sembly polls in recent times. While there were hopes 
that the grand old party would fare better this time 
around in a follow-up to the doubling o f its parlia­
ment seats, the reverse has happened. Naturally, 
this has cast a shadow yet again on the leadership 
capabilities o f Rahul Gandhi and raised a question 
mark on the strategies of the Congress to revive 
its fortunes. Rahul Gandhi is downcast though he 
was slowly building his political muscles to appre­
ciable levels. However, this is the conundrum with 
politics. The ability to strategize and win polls is a 
matter o f top priority for any political establishment. 
What is important is also to build the organisational 
strengths. The Congress fails here, while the BJP 
with its power and huge funds is hyper-active.

Every time when the stocks of the Congress are 
down, there are those who get active and seek to 
present themselves as an alternative force such as 
Mamata Baneijee. Her urge to lead the Opposition 
bloc and fight her way up to the PM’s post is no se­
cret. She was lying low for some time when Rahul 
Gandhi’s stock was up. Naturally, this again is the 
time for her to preen her feathers. Talk is in the “air” 
to hoist her atop the INDIA bloc leadership. Baner- 
jee’s strength is her fighting spirit that ultimately 
catapulted her to the rank o f a central minister and 
chief minister’s posts. Despite her efforts to spread 
out, her party remains a state-entity. It lost ground 
in Tripura. To aspire to outwit the Congress and its 
leadership jells well with her high ambitions. Ques­
tion is, will the nation opt for the Congress and its 
leadership or the leadership of a regional outfit at the 
head of a new government at the Centre. No regional 
chieftain could ever run a central government for 
its full term.

Baneijee’s USP is her street fighting as was also 
the case with the Communists in Bengal for over 
three decades. This has not helped Bengal revive 
its fortunes. Its economic growth was stagnant and 
its old clout faced mptures through the stewardships 
of these fighters. The state hardly got its^uesor any 
care from the Centre for many decades. Alongside, 
there have been some attempts at the behest o f Gov­
ernor Ananda Bose to break the ice between Baneijee 
and the central establishment. The BJP is willing to 
take her support for the “minority” government that 
PM Modi heads. It wants to neutralize the bargain­
ing powers o f both Nitish Kumar and Chandrababu 
Naidu. Greedy Babu and chameleon-like Kumar are 
unreliable partners. But Mamata hesitates to bite 
the bullet. For, her the principal electoral support in 
Bengal comes from Muslims. She’s caught between 
a rock and a hard place.

1

Plight of taxi drivers: How
A couple of weeks ago, 

1 was returning home from 
Delhi. When I reached Gu­
wahati airport, 1 called a taxi 
driver who is also a friend to 
come and pick me up. He was 
the same person who drove 
me down to Guwahati airport. 
Over the last 4-5 years, I have 
used this taxi driver whenever 
1 had to tragvel to Guwahati. 
Only on one occasion he could 
not pick me up because his taxi 
met with an accident. I had to 
take a taxi parked at the airport. 
The driver was Assamese and 
a very amiable person. He 
dropped me at my house and 
then drove to Khyndailad so 
that he could get passengers for 
the return journey to Guwahati. 
At the airport, 1 recall another 
driver arguing with him as 1 
entered the taxi. Since 1 under­
stand a bit of little Assamese, I 
heard the other driver protest­
ing angrily that he shouldn’t 
also get to drive to Shillong 
(i.e., get business). So, even 
among the Assamese drivers 
there is a lot of competition. In 
fact, you can see the despera­
tion on their faces to make a 
living. While I sympathise with 
the Assamese drivers, I want to 
return to Shillong with a local 
driver. It could be a Khasi, 
Garo, Bengali or Nepali but it 
has to be one of our people. Not 
only do I feel comfortable but 
we also have to look after our 
own. The Assamese are doing 
it. Why shouldn’t we?

In my conversation with 
the taxi driver he told me 
that taxis from Shillong can 
no longer park at the airport 
premises since it has become 
very expensive. Previously, a 
space was allotted for drivers 
from Meghalaya. But now it is 
becoming very difficult. With 
the little tiff I saw between the 
Assamese drivers themselves, 
it could get even more difficult 
in the future. So, how do we 
tackle this crisis?

One straightforward solu­
tion is to introduce the railways. 
Tourists or anyone visiting Me­
ghalaya will no longer have to 
disembark in Assam- When 
they arrive at Meghalaya, it is 
the local taxis that would get 
the business. Authorities can. 
only aliaw. a
of Assamese drivers near the 
railway station, considering 
the local taxi's current capacity. 
Railways will also end Megha­
laya’s dependence on Assam 
where the Hindutva politics 
implemented by an upper caste 
Chief Minister, Himanta Biswa 
Sharma, is creating problems 
for the indigenous peoples of 
the North East particularly 
Meghalaya, like the recent beef 
ban which will affect the sup­
ply chain to some extent. The 
time to reduce our dependence 
on Assam has never been more 
pressing than now.

can it be solved?
By Bhogtoram Mawroh

However, just like the jaid- 
bynriew politics which wants 
to have ‘Khasi first’ in Megha­
laya, there is also an Assamese 
version of ‘Assamese first’ 
being played out in the whole 
tourist taxi saga. Let’s be clear, 
the Assamese may follow their 
own version of jaidbynriew 
politics in their own territory 
and we have to make peace 
with it. Circumventing it is the 
only way out and railways in 
more ways than one represent 
the solution. However, those 
professing jaidbynriew politics 
are the ones who are against 
this solution, claiming that it 
will lead to migrants making 
the indigenous people a minor­
ity in their homeland. That is a 
complete lie.

The last 50 years census 
report has showed that the 
non-indigenous population 
of the state has been going 
down and has declined by 
almost 10%. There is no im­
migration but out-migration 
which is taking place. Strict 
provisions prohibit the sale of 
land to non-indigenous enti­
ties (persons or institutions), 
and these provisions, come 
what may will not be allowed 
to be violated. I was part of 
the anti-CAA protest from the 
very first rally which gathered 
outside St Edmund’s college 
and marched to Mothphran. A 
national magazine document­
ing anti-CAA protests around 
the country published one of 
my anti-CAA cartoons. How­
ever, I don’t want to act based 
on lies. If the new Census 
(whenever it happens) were to 
change the trend and show that 
the non-indigenous population 
is not declining but going up,
I will change my mind imme­
diately. Until then, I will base 
my decision on facts. However, 
few would agree with me at the 
moment and therefore railways 
might not be an immediate 
solution. But we have to find a 
solution to help our taxi drivers 
and protect the interests of the 
state. Hence there is a solution 
which I would like to propose 
for discussion regarding, its. 
feasibility.A big problem our _ 
drivers are facing right now 
is that they are not getting 
the space and the time to take 
passengers from the Airport. I 
don’t know about the railway 
station because I have not trav­
elled by rail for some time now. 
So, the issue is a space where 
our drivers can wait out for 
the passengers. During a per­
sonal discussion, Avner Pariat 
proposed that the Meghalaya 
government could lease land 
for parking state taxis. A driver 
or a couple of them (it’s not a 
big airport) could use the stand 
outside the airport exit with a

sign saying ‘enjoy reduced taxi 
fares to Shillong and amazing 
discounts at our partner ho­
tels!’ Essentially, passengers 
using Meghalaya taxis receive 
discounted taxi fares and hotel 
rates. You could have a booth 
specifically meant to get pas­
sengers for Meghalaya taxis, 
but it could be a little costly. A 
couple of people standing with 
placards will not cost much. It’s 
a marketing tool for attracting 
customers without getting into 
a confrontation with the As­
samese drivers. Even if the As­
samese drivers were to reduce 
the fare to compete, they can­
not have the same deals with 
the hotels in Meghalaya. Once 
the passengers have agreed, 
the Meghalaya local taxis 
parked outside the airport can 
be called for pickup. For this 
to work, the reduced fares and 
the discounts have to be real. 
This is where the Government 
has to step in.

There has to be an agree­
ment between the taxi associa­
tions and the hotels regarding 
the arrangement. The Megha- 
layan Age Limited (MAL), a 
State Government company,, 
could facilitate the process by 
also creating a database of the 
drivers and host a site which 
will have information about the 
tourist sites in the state linked 
with the website of the hotels; 
guest houses, and the various 
rates they offer, normal and 
discount if they were to take 
Meghalaya taxis. The people 
standing outside the airport 
could give the tourists’ their 
business cards with the address 
of the site or a pamphlet for 
them to check the fares. Once 
the passengers are inside the 
taxis, the drivers could give 
their own cards so that they 
can then keep and share those 
with others, visiting the state 
in future. The hotel would pay 
drivers the remaining fare and 
include this amount in the tour­
ist discount. Hotels add this to 
their total tax payment to the 
government, which they can 
then reclaim by submitting the 
paperwork. The government 
will subsidise the scheme, but 
it is as a part of the revenue 
foregone rather than a grant 
being allocated.

This would affect tax col­
lections, but we could fund 
the program by reducing the 
number of political appointees, 
and freeing up their salaries 
and allowances. Some people 
get allowances, but not a sal­
ary. We could also cut that. 
We could also curtail many 
foreign trips that don’t seem 
to benefit the state. Some sav­
ings could come from there as 
well. It is also unfair that for a 
state whose per capita income

is less than 10,000, our MLAs 
should get a salary of over 2 
lakhs a month. Maybe, the 
MLAs would voluntarily ask 
for a reduction in the salaries 
to support the program. If the 
MLAs were to take only 1 lakh 
per month, the amount saved 
is a minimum of 7.2 crore and 
added with salaries and allow­
ances of political appointees 
could reach a minimum 10 
crore. Is Rs 10 crore a year 
not enough money to support 
this program? If it is still less, 
the government could use the 
funds under tourism projects 
for which they will or are al­
ready taking loans and claim it 
as part of a livelihood support 
program. Revenue is in fact not 
getting lost if we consider that 
the increased income of the 
local taxi drivers is being used 
by them to raise the effective 
demand in the local economy, 
thus improving the overall 
business. Improved business 
would raise tax collection, 
which could mitigate some of 
the loss. Whether that would 
completely compensate for the 
loss, I am not sure. But anyway, 
the FOCUS program was also 
about handing out sums of 
money to farmers, which were 
basically a grant. How different 
is this going to be?

Politically, it could help the 
government in shoring its own 
support among the populace 
for solving a problem which 
is not just economics but also 
an emotional one linked with 
dignity and respect. That could 
bring political dividends for the 
government in the elections. 
During the election, candidates 
spend a lot of money for can­
vassing votes. This is basically 
campaigning but before elec­
tions. One thing to remember 
is that this is only for taxis 
plying the Shillong-Guwahati 
route and does not include 
local taxis plying between 
districts or within the state. So, 
the financial impact might not 
be very high. We could also 
withdraw support after a couple 
of years, once tourists become 
accustomed to using Megha­
laya taxis and have established 
connections (remember the 
business cards).

Of course, this is just a 
rough mental exercise of how 
we can help our drivers at 
the same time not get into a 
confrontation with our Assam 
counterparts. There could be 
different iterations of this or 
something completely differ­
ent. But the goal will be the 
same which is to help our 
people. And for the govern­
ment how to ensure it gets 
elected next time.

(The views expressed in the 
article are those o f the author 
and do not reflect in any way 
his affiliation to any organisa­
tion or institution)

L ette rs  to the E d ito r I
Unmanned 

systems: 
Securing our 

airspace
Editor,
June 27, 1937, Abraham 

“Abe” Karem was born in 
Baghdad, Iraq; his family 
later moved to Israel, where 
he later earned an aeronautical 
engineering degree from the 
Technion Institute of Technol­
ogy. The Pentagon’s DARPA 
later funded and supported 
Karem’s drone technology. 
As the spurt of alleged atroci­
ties being meted in the other 
side of the 4096.7 Km land 
border shared with Bangla­
desh, India sent its best man 
Vikram Misri, Indian Foreign 
Secretary to get dialogue and 
back channels functioning 
but to everyone’s surprise 
Bangladeshi Bayraktar TB2 
unmanned aerial vehicles 
were detected to have flown 
close to Sohraand Shelia. Did 
they violate Indian airspace? 
These are important develop­
ments which the Ministry of 
Home Affairs and Ministry of 
Defence should immediately 
take up on top priority.

Northeast India has a cred­
ible amount of important 
assets dedicated to the cause 
of defending our sovereignty, 
which has to remain classified. 
We recall that rogue elements 
in Manipur deployed drones 
to drop munitions on security 
personnel sometime this year. 
India’s warm relationship with 
the Americans was witnessed 
in the signing of an agreement 
to buv 3 1 General Atom­
ics Predator high-altitude, 
long-endurance drones at an 
estimated cost of $4 billion 
dollars but the need of the hour 
is a counter-drone technology, 
prioritizing funding for these

capabilities, training across all 
spectrum of the military and 
paramilitary through design 
and developmental programs 
to mitigate such threats. It 
may be mentioned that Adani 
Defence and Aerospace have 
been at the heart of weapons 
development, especially in 
the division of Unmanned 
Air Systems, which the Indian 
Navy recently inducted on the 
Drishti 10 Starliner.

These issues do affect 
public safety and privacy; 
recently, mysterious drones 
appeared over parts of New 
Jersey and the East Coast in 
the US, some suggesting they 
were part of classified mili­
tary exercises. As operational 
procedures and strategies 
advance,' governments must 
prioritize public concerns, as 
accountability will eventually 
be demanded. Unmanning: 
How Humans, Machines and 
Media Perform Drone War­
fare by Katherine Chandler 
is a timely book discussing 
the historical changes in the 
creation of a technology which 
needs consistent oversight.

Yours etc., 
Christopher Gatphoh, 

Shillong-10

Champion 
of fearless 

journalism
Editor
The state beams with pride 

as Patricia Mukhim adds yet 
another feather to her cap 
with the prestigious ‘Saahas 
Shrestha Award’, presented 
by Women in Security, Con­
flict Management, and Peace 
(WISCOMP) for her fearless 
journalism. No other intel­
lectual from the region has 
received such widespread 
recognition beyond the state 
as Patricia Mukhim has.

As an avid reader of Pa­

tricia Mukhim’s letters and 
articles since my school days, 
I couldn’t help but feel an 
overwhelming rush of pride 
and inspiration to pen a few 
words upon hearing about 
her recent recognition. Like 
countless others, I, too, am 
deeply indebted to her in 
many ways.

Patricia Mukhim’s indomi­
table pen and unparalleled in­
tegrity have earned her numer­
ous accolades. These include 
the Chameli Devi Iain Award, 
ONE India Award, FICCI FLO 
Award, UN Brahma Soldier of 
Humanity Award, Siva Prasad 
Barooah National Award, and 
North East Excellence Award. 
Crowning these honours is 
the Padma Shri, one of In­
dia's highest civilian awards, 
recognizing her exceptional 
social service. Needless to 
say, her recent recognition 
highlights her steadfast advo­
cacy for gender equality. This 
cause has been at the heart of 
her incisive journalism and 
grassroots activism. Patricia 
has consistently brought atten­
tion to the struggles faced by 
women in patriarchal societ­
ies, particularly in the North­
east. She amplifies their voices 
and fights for their rightful 
inclusion in decision-making 
processes.

What truly sets Patricia 
apart is not just her accolades 
but her amazing ability to 
“connect” with both the na­
tion’s top intellectuals and its 
most marginalized communi­
ties. Her fearless pursuit of 
truth and dedication to justice 
elevate her beyond the role of 
a journalist. She stands as a 
transformative leader, inspir­
ing countless others to envi­
sion a better, more equitable 
society. Of course, throughout 
her career, Mukhim has bat­
tled many challenges and ob­
stacles. Yet, her inner strength 
and grit have never wavered.

It seems as though divine 
providence has always stood 
by her side!

Patricia Mukhim is not 
only fearless in writing the 
truth for the larger good of 
society, but she also possesses 
the extraordinary courage to 
tread untrodden paths. She has 
taken an unprecedented step 
in environmental activism by 
fearlessly wading into pollut­
ed streams and rivers taking on 
mountains of filth and waste 
head-on to clean them. Her 
bold actions inspired many 
others, including NGOs and 
school students, who rallied 
under the banner of Operation 
Clean-Up (OCU). Her leader­
ship, particularly in the face of 
catastrophic “climate change,” 
exemplifies how action-driven 
commitment can send a pow­
erful message to society.

I am confident that her 
remarkable environmental 
crusade will one day be etched 
in history. Patricia may well 
be remembered more fondly 
for this profound contribution 
than for any other work she 
has accomplished.

Her fearless and tireless 
efforts will undoubtedly con­
tinue to inspire generations of 
journalists, environmentalists, 
and changemakers, leaving an 
enduring legacy not just in the 
state, but across the nation. 
With the deepest admiration, 
my heartfelt kudos to the fear­
less lady—Kong Patricia.

Yours etc., 
Salil Gewali, 

Shillong

Deterioration 
in STEM bus 

services
Editor,
The current state of the 

Government STEMS school 
bus services is unfortunately 
on the decline As one of the

first parents to use the service 
when it was initially launched, 
I was thoroughly impressed 
with its efficiency and con­
venience. However, recent 
experiences have prompted 
me to raise several issues that 
I believe require immediate 
attention.

When the service first be­
gan, it was exemplary, with 
clear and timely communica­
tion via SMS notifications 
regarding bus locations and 
delays, as well as an effective 
GPS tracking system. Sadly, 
these services have become 
unreliable, with notifications 
often delayed or missing, and 
the GPS feature is no longer 
functioning as it once did. 
Further, the cleanliness and 
upkeep of the buses have also 
deteriorated. Buses are often 
dirty, and there have been 
instances of drivers smoking 
while on duty, which is a seri­
ous health hazard.

Another issue I have ob­
served is the inconsistency in 
the uniforms of conductors, 
which undermines the pro­
fessionalism and safety that 
should be associated with the 
service. Parents are also facing 
uncertainty regarding the last 
date for bus fee payments, 
and there have been frequent 
changes in bus assignments, 
leaving many of us confused 
and inconvenienced. The cus­
tomer care service has become 
less responsive, and although 
passengers are required to 
carry tickets, they are rarely 
checked during the commute, 
raising concerns about the ef­
ficiency of the entire system.

With regards to the ad­
mission process for the next 
school year, a pamphlet was 
recently distributed to students 
containing two QR codes 
for applying and registering 
for the bus service. This has 
caused significant confusion 
among parents, as it is un­

clear why there is a need to 
go through the process twice. 
This unnecessary duplication 
of efforts has only added to the 
frustration of already confused 
parents.

I would like to emphasize 
that my intention in writing 
this letter is not to complain 
but to offer constructive feed­
back to help improve the ser­
vice. The Government school 
bus service, when it was first 
launched, was a much-needed 
and reliable resource for stu­
dents and parents. However, 
it seems that the focus has 
shifted from quality to quan­
tity, and the deterioration of 
service is now evident.

I urge the authorities re­
sponsible for managing the 
service to address these is­
sues seriously and restore 
the level of quality that was 
initially promised. Effective 
communication, attention to 
cleanliness, proper conduct by 
staff, and a streamlined admis­
sion process are essential to 
regaining the trust of parents 
and students alike.

Lastly, I kindly request 
anonymity when publishing 
this letter, as I am concerned 
that revealing my identity 
could negatively impact my 
daughter’s experience with 
the service. Thank you for 
providing a platform for pub­
lic voices to be heard. I hope 
my feedback contributes to a 
positive change that enhances 
the overall experience for all 
those relying on this important 
service.

Yours etc., 
Name withheld on request, 

Via email

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

All eyes on the PIL to 
conserve St. Anthony’s 

LP School Building
_______ By Kenneth Nongsiej

The Shillong Times in 
its December 9, 2024 re­
ported on the Public Inter­
est Litigation (PIL) filed by 
Raphael Warjri concerning 
the Assam-type building 
that houses St. Anthony’s 
Lower Primary (LP) School. 
According to the petitioner 
the school management has 
proposed to demolish the 
colonial era structure which 
is of considerable architec­
tural and historical value. 
Waijri has sought the court’s 
intervention to conserve 
the building by halting its 
demolition.

This PIL currently under 
the proceeding of the Me­
ghalaya High Court. The 
focus is on how the Me­
ghalaya High Court will 
address these issues and 
arrive at a verdict and this 
article will explore the key 
issues from a legal perspec­
tive while exploring two 
fcentral questions: Whether 
the government can declare 
a school building owned 
by a religious minority as 
a heritage site and acquire 
it and whether the rights of 
religious minorities to ad­
minister educational institu­
tions are protected under the 
Constitution of India

Whether the government 
can declare a school build­
ing owned by a religious 
minority as a heritage site 
and acquire it

St. Anthony’s LP School 
building owned and run by 
the Catholic Church has not 
yet been declared a heritage 
site by the State Government. 
Nor has the government at­
tempted to acquire the prop­
erty. However, the petition 
raises complex questions 
regarding the procedure and 
implications of designating a 
religious minority’s property 
as a heritage structure.

The Meghalaya Heritage 
Act, 2012servesasthe guid­
ing legislation in this matter. 
Under Section 3 of the Act 
the competent authority is 
empowered to declare a site

■ o r  bliiMing1 as ‘ a* ‘ heritage 1 > 
property. Additionally, Sec­
tion 4 allows the government 
to acquire or take possession 
of such sites to ensure their 
maintenance and preserva­
tion.

To declare the St. An­
thony’s LP School building a 
heritage site the government 
must follow the procedure 
outlined in the Act. Howev­
er, such a move could have 
significant consequences.
It might interfere with the 
administrative autonomy 
of the school and disrupt 
the academic calendar of its 
students. The school man­
agement has already justified 
its decision to construct a 
new building on the grounds 
that the existing structure is 
fragile and no longer safe for 
students.

Moreover, the declaration 
of a heritage site raises ques­
tions about compensation 
and ownership. Would the 
government provide land to 
the Church in Laitumkhrah 
for the loss of its property? 
These issue would inevitably 
result in prolonged litiga­
tion delaying the construc­
tion of a safer building for 
students.

W hether the rights of 
religious minorities to ad­
minister educational institu­
tions is protected under the 
Constitution of India

The Constitution of India 
provides robust protection 
to religious and minorities 
through Article 30 under 
Part m  of the Fundamental 
Rights of the Constitution 
of India. Further, Article 
30 sub clause 1 provides 
the rights to minorities to 
establish and administer 
educational institutions of 
their choice without undue 
interference from the State 
and this provision is rooted 
in the recognition that minor­
ity communities must have 
the autonomy to preserve 
their cultural, religious, and 
educational identity.

In the case of Pramati 
Educational and Cultural 
Trust and Ors. V. Union of 
India and Ors. (2014) the 
Supreme Court ruled that 
the Right of Children to Free 
and Compulsory Education 
(RTE) Act, 2009 cannot be 
imposed on minority schools 
whether aided or unaided as 
doing so would violate Ar­
ticle 30(1). The Court held 
that any law infringing upon 
the autonomy of minority 
institutions is ultra vires the 
Constitution.

Applying this precedent

to the current case one must 
ask whether the Meghalaya 
Heritage Act, 2012, can be 
enforced upon a minority 
institution without violating 
Article 30(1) and if declaring 
St. Anthony’s LP School a 
heritage site under the Act 
might limit the Church’s 
ability to administer the 
institution thereby infring­
ing on its constitutional 
rights such a move could 
potentially be challenged as 
unconstitutional similar to 
the Supreme Court’s ruling 
on the RTE Act in the Pra­
mati case.

While the right to proper­
ty is no longer a fundamental 
right under the Constitution 
it remains a constitutional 
right under Article 300A. 
This provision states that no 
person shall be deprived of 
their property except by the 
authority of law. In recent 
years the Supreme Court 
has reiterated the importance 
of the right to property in 
protecting individuals and 
entities from arbitrary state 
action.

In the recent judgment of 
Kolkata Municipal Corpora­
tion and Another v. Bimal 
Kumar Shah and Others 
the Supreme Court elabo­
rated on the importance of 
protecting property rights 
under Article 3 00A of the 
Constitution. The Court ob­
served that although the right 
to property is no longer a 
fundamental right it remains 
a constitutional right and 
any deprivation of property 
must strictly adhere to the 
principles of due process, 
public purpose, and fair 
compensation. .

The judgm ent further 
observed that the acquisi­
tion of private property by 
the State cannot be arbitrary 
and must meet the standard 
of proportionality. The Court 
stated that even in cases of 
eminent domain the justi­
fication of public purpose 
must be compelling and the 
compensation equitable.

This ruling might hold 
significant relevance for 
the PIL concerning St. An­
thony’s LP School if  the 
Meghalaya government at­
tempts to declare the school 
building a heritage site and 
subsequently acquires it 
under the Meghalaya Heri­
tage Act, 2012. It will need 
to demonstrate compliance 
with the criteria established 
in this case. Failure to ensure 
public purpose and fair com­
pensation may render such 
an action unconstitutional, 
thereby inviting judicial 
intervention.

This judgment holds rel­
evance for the ongoing PIL. 
If the Meghalaya Govern­
ment decides to acquire St. 
Anthony’s LP School build­
ing under the Heritage Act, 
it must demonstrate that such 
acquisition serves a public 
purpose and compensates 
the owners adequately and 
if it fail to do so it could 
result in the acquisition be­
ing struck down as uncon­
stitutional.

The case of St. Anthony’s 
LP School presents a deli­
cate balancing act between 
heritage conservation and 
the constitutional rights of 
religious minorities. On the 
one hand, the building’s 
architectural and historical 
significance cannot be de­
nied. On the other hand, the 
Church’s right to administer 
the school without state in­
terference is constitutionally 
protected.

It is very important to 
consider the practical im­
plications of declaring the 
school building a heritage 
site as since the structure 
is fragile and unsafe for 
students, prioritizing its con: 
servation over the safety and 
education of children may be 
unjustifiable.

The PIL filed to conserve 
St. Anthony’s LP School 
building raises important 
questions about the intersec­
tion of heritage conserva­
tion, constitutional rights, 
and property law. While 
the Meghalaya Heritage 
Act, 2012, provides a legal 
framework for declaring 
and acquiring heritage sites, 
its application to minority 
institutions must be carefully 
scrutinized in light of Article 
30 of the Constitution. As 
the legal battle is underway 
all eyes will remain on the 
High Court’s verdict which 
could have far-reaching im­
pacts for heritage conserva­
tion, minority rights, and 
property law.

*



“Deep in their roots, all flowers 
keep the ligh t ”

— Theodore Roethke
The Shillong Times
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CM Connect & Public Grievances
THIS is the first government that has tried its hand at 
innovative strategies to take governance closer to the 
people. CM Connect as the name suggests is an attempt 
by Chief Minister, Conrad Sangma to listen first hand to 
peoples’ grievances. This takes him to distant villages 
where people are able to speak to the Chief Minister 
on a one on one basis which is something that could 
not have been thought of in the past. Although India 
is a democracy, once elected the MLA who becomes 
a minister moves around in a stultified domain away 
from the people who elected him/her. Ministers travel 
in speed and inside vehicles with tinted glasses for se­
curity reasons. This leaves them blind to the condition 
of the roads and they don’t get to observe the ground 
realities in the course o f their travels. Also what has 
happened to democracy in India is that ministers are 
treated like royalty and they in turn dole out their 
patronage in the form of doles. The recipients of such 
doles then become beholden to the MLA/minister for 
as long as he/she sits on that chair. In a scenario where 
the voting public has become poorer by the day and 
living on doles would they dare point out governance 
anomalies? They would not like to rock the boat by 
airing their grievances publicly. This is the reason 
why several people who air their views on governance 
failures through letters to the editor prefer to remain 
anonymous. This in itself is an indicator that we are not 
a fully functioning democracy where people understand 
the power of their votes and are not beholden to any 
elected representative.

CM Connect has seen people drawing the attention 
of the Chief Minister to several issues such as the failure 
of district and block level officials in addressing their 
grievances. And those concerns are not personal. They 
include the poor quality of roads; irregular water supply 
or no water supply at all despite the much touted JJM 
scheme. Obviously, the CM Connect scheme would not 
be popular with the officials at the Block levels because 
now they can be hauled up for non-performance or 
tardy implementation of schemes which is more the rule 
than the exception. The CM Connect strategy is to cut 
through the red tape and bureaucratic hurdles which has 
been the bane o f governance in this country and which 
also sets back development by several decades. Add to 
that corruption that afflicts every level o f governance 
and you have a perfect recipe for the political class to be 
defeated in the forthcoming election. There are several 
occasions when decisions on implementation of certain 
schemes have been taken by ministers but between the 
signing of the files and their actual implementation is a 
yawning gap. It is important for people to take an ac­
tive part in the CM Connect scheme and for all villages 
and blocks to demand that the CM come and hear their 
grievances and their pain points. This is the only way 
to improve governance.

Twin bills for one nation one election must be examined for potential risks

Over centralisation puts federal 
structure and democracy under strain

The twin bills introduced 
in the Lok Sabha on Decem­
ber 17 seeking ‘one nation 
and one election’ -  that is 
simultaneous elections to 
the Lok Sabha and Vidhan 
Sabhas o f the States and 
Union Territories -contains 
provisions that reek of over 
centralization of governance 
in India that has the potential 
risks of creating irreparable 
damage to the federal struc­
ture of the country and ulti­
mately to democracy.

The potential risks voiced 
during discussions in the Lok 
Sabha by the leaders from 
the opposition, and even 
the statement by the Union 
Home Minister, Amit Shah 
suggested that the bills need 
to be discussed in greater 
details. Amit Shah said that 
Prime M inister N arendra 
Modi had favoured referring 
the bills to a joint committee 
of Parliament for broader 
deliberations at every level. 
“Detailed discussions can 
take place in the JPC. The 
JPC report will be approved 
by the Cabinet. Then again, 
there will be a discussion 
on these bills in the House,” 
Amit Shah had said. Finally, 
the bills were sent to the Joint 
Parliamentary Committee 
which will have 31 members 
from both Lok Sabha and 
Rajya Sabha, and will submit 
its report on the legislations 
in 90 days.

However, the introduction 
of the bills named the Con­
stitution (One Hundred and 
Twenty-Ninth Amendment) 
Bill, 2024 and the Union Ter­
ritories Laws (Amendment) 
Bill, 2024 in the Lok Sabha 
and what actually happened 
in Parliament is indicative of 
the troubles ahead. After an 
initial round of discussions, 
the Opposition sough a divi­
sion of votes. As many as 269 
members voted in favour of 
the legislations while 198 
voted against it.

Though the number of 
votes in support of the legis­
lation was enough for intro­
duction in the House, it was 
far less than the two-thirds 
majority that is required to 
pass the bills in the Lok Sab­
ha. An interesting fact is that 
as many as 20 BJP MPs de­
fied the party whip to remain 
present in the Lok Sabha. It 
shows the differences within 
the BJP on the desirability of

By Dr. Gyan Pathak

ctters to the Editor

Rock Concert 
Mania

Editor,
Shillong is truly proud to 

be called the “rock capital of 
India.” The fact that every 
rock concert draws a mam­
moth crowd in spite of the 
high-priced tickets, proves 
that people here are die-hard 
music lovers. Khasi people 
like most tribal groups in 
this region, are exception­
ally gifted in m usic. We 
feel proud that our state 
has produced internation­
ally renowned music groups 
like the Shillong Chamber 
Choir and recently, the Kid­
dies Corner Choir which 
won many m edals at the 
international competitions. 
In the city we have many 
well-known local rock bands 
who perform at the regional 
and national levels. We are 
yet more proud that there 
are many budding musicians 
among the youth who are 
promoting traditional music 
and thereby keeping alive 
the rich musical legacy of 
our ancestors.

However, many things 
are good but when they are 
exaggerated, they become 
detrimental to people’s well­
being. What we see lately, 
is the excess of rock con­
certs coming into our state 
especially in Shillong. The 
Tourism Department should 
be commended for the ex­
travagant Cherry Blossom 
Festival this year which saw 
the performances of many 
internationally acclaimed 
bands. Positively, the live 
performances of these in­
ternational rock bands not 
only puts the state in the 
world map of music but they 
also inspire and motivate 
our local musicians towards 
greater perfection in the art.

But negatively, they deprive 
the local musicians and musi­
cal bands of the big financial 
aid which the government 
could have given them. It is 
true that while these concerts 
generate income for the local 
people and bring joy and en­
thusiasm to all music lovers, 
yet there is also the negative 
impact on the young people. 
I am speaking here o f the 
moral aspect of such mass 
revelries where we witness 
youth getting out of control 
and becoming tipsy and bois­
terous. This presents a very 
negative picture of our state 
and our people to the outsid­
ers. Many are of the opinion 
that in this year’s festival, 
there has been an excessive 
invasion by foreign bands 
which of course touches the 
state’s exchequer.

I thought that the Cherry 
Blossom Festival was over, 
yet I am shocked to see that 
there is another rock concert 
coming soon in February 
next year. Although I myself 
am a musician and a music 
lover, yet I would personally 
discourage such an event at 
a period when our students 
are busy preparing for the 
public examinations. Why do 
the organizers choose to hold 
such a concert knowing that 
our youth would not resist 
such a temptation, during 
this particular time? This is 
going to be a huge distrac­
tion for the students who 
are supposed to be engaged 
in serious preparations for 
the upcoming examinations. 
Many of our students are Ed 
Sheeran fans and so the actu­
al distraction caused to them 
will not be limited to that 
day alone but it will be days 
before and after the event. 
Even those who are not able 
to be physically present, will 
be tempted to scroll through 
social media and imagine the

such legislation. It also shows 
the challenges and hurdles 
before the one nation one 
election legislations.

The Opposition termed 
the laying down of the leg­
islations as a ‘dictatorial’ 
move, though Union Minister 
of Law Arjun Ram Meghwal 
had asserted while introduc­
ing the bills that the legisla­
tions would not tamper with 
the powers enjoyed by states. 
He said that the bills did not 
attack the “basic structure 
doctrine, as claimed by the 
Opposition” and principles 
such as judicial review, fed­
eral structure of the Constitu­
tion, separation of powers, 
secular character, supremacy 
of the Constitution had not 
changed. Meghwal even al­
leged that the objection to the

its five-year term.
It means legislative as­

semblies will be denied full 
five year terms as per the 
constitutional provisions 
o f five-year term in case 
of mid-term polls. The bill 
seeks adding Article 82(A) 
(simultaneous elections to 
the House of the People and 
all Legislative Assemblies) 
and amending Articles 83 
(duration of Houses of Parlia­
ment), 172, and 327 (power 
of Parliament to make provi­
sions with respect to elections 
to Legislatures).

It is obvious that federal 
autonomy of a state would be 
curtailed as far as elections, 
formation of governments, 
and governance are con­
cerned. It is clear from the 
provision that the tenure of

“The potential risks voiced during 
discussions in the Lok Sabha by the leaders 
from the opposition, and even the statement 

by the Union Home Minister, Amit Shah 
suggested that the bills need to be discussed 

in greater details. ”

students living in and around 
Polo Grounds even as far as 
Mawlai, will be bombarded 
with the loud music.

The questions we need to 
ask here are -  is entertain­
ment more valuable than 
the education of our youth? 
Should we sacrifice our stu­
dents’ future for the sake of 
momentary pleasure? Does 
the Government care about 
the education of our youth? 
Let us not forget that recently, 
classes and exams were kept 
on hold to accommodate the 
Bryan Adam’s concert. “All. 
enjoyment and fun make our 
students dull and our future 
bleak.” The book of Ecclesi­
astes says “there is a time for 
everything and a season for 
every activity under heaven” 
(Eccl 3:1). So, there is time 
for concerts and enjoyment 
but there is also time for seri­
ous study and work.

Yours etc., 
Barnes Mawrie sdb, 

Via email

Invest 
Meghalaya 

Agency: The 
way forward
Editor,
Apropos of the news item 

“Investment Act to enhance 
business, foster economic 
growth: Conrad.” (ST De­
cember 18,2024), to enhance 
the ease of doing business, 
several key factors need 
to be in place, such as, (a) 
streamlining and simplify­
ing regulations to reduce 
bureaucratic hurdles and 
to make it easier for busi­
nesses to comply with legal 
requirements (b) implement­
ing single window systems 
for approvals and clearances 
to reduce the time and effort

bills by the Opposition were 
political in nature. Neverthe­
less, his references to the 
risks cannot be accepted as 
valid without examination by 
the JPC in the coming days.

C ongress MP M anish 
Tewari opposed the bills 
saying that they assault the 
Constitution’s basic structure 
doctrine. Samajwadi Party 
MP Dharmendra Yadav said 
that introduction of the bill 
is an attempt by the BJP to 
bring in ‘dictatorship’ in the 
country. Trinamool Congress 
MP Kalyan Baneijee said the 
bills hit the basic structure 
of the Constitution itself. We 
must remember that the state 
government and the state 
legislative assemblies are not 
subordinate to the Central 
government or to Parliament 
itself. Now let us see what 
are the provisions that may 
put the federal structure of 
the country and democracy to 
peris. One of the provisions is 
that if the Lok Sabha or any 
state assembly is dissolved 
before the end of its full term, 
mid-term elections will be 
held only for that legislature 
to complete the remainder of

required for businesses to 
start and operate © Digitiz­
ing government processes to 
enable online applications, 
renewals and inspections, 
making it more convenient 
for businesses to interact with 
regulatory authorities (d) 
ensuring transparency in gov­
ernment procedures to build 
trust and reduce corruption. 
This includes clear guidelines 
and timelines for approvals 
and decision-making.

Other points include estab­
lishing efficient mechanisms 
for resolving commercial dis­
putes quickly and fairly can 
boost investor confidence. 
Investment in infrastructure 
such as transportation, com­
munication, and utilities to 
support business operations 
and growth is imperative. Ac­
cess to finance for businesses, 
especially small and medium 
enterprises (SMEs), through 
supportive banking policies 
and financial instruments is 
key and also developing a 
skilled workforce through 
education and training pro­
grams to meet the needs of 
businesses and industries. 
Its important to implement 
tax reforms to create a fair 
and predictable tax environ­
ment, reducing the burden on 
businesses and encouraging 
investment.

Reducing the compliance 
burden on businesses by 
eliminating redundant laws 
and procedures, and decrimi­
nalising minor, technical or 
procedural defaults is re­
quired. These measures can 
create a conducive environ­
ment for businesses to thrive 
and contribute to economic 
growth.

In 1995, the Congress 
Government in Meghalaya 
under Salseng C. M arak 
(1993-1998) played a signifi­
cant role in the state's politi-

the House of the People (Lok 
Sabha) will be five years 
from the appointed date, and 
the tenure of all legislative 
assemblies elected after the 
appointed date will end with 
the tenure of the Lok Sabha. 
If it is not interference with 
the state’s federal autonomy, 
then what it is?

The proposal under the 
bill seeks to insert a new 
Article 82A(l-6), which per­
taining to delimitation, and 
readjustment o f allocation 
of Lok Sabha seats among 
states after every decadal 
census. The provision needs 
thorough discussion since it 
may affect the share of the 
states in the power structure 
of the country.

,,, The second clause* says 
that the terms of all states’ 
assemblies elected after the 
appointed date and before 
the expiry of the full term of 
the Lok Sabha shall come to 
an end on the expiry of the 
full term of the House of the 
People. This provision would 
curtail a five-year term of 
some assemblies and thus 
the spans of the state govern­
ments.

cal landscape. His tenure saw 
various initiatives aimed at 
promoting industrialization 
and investment in Megha­
laya. The establishment of 
the Single Window Agency 
(SWA) in 1995 was one 
such effort to streamline the 
investment process and at­
tract businesses to the state. 
While the SWA did make 
some progress in simplify­
ing procedures and attracting 
investments, there were still 
challenges and bureaucratic 
hurdles that limited its ef­
fectiveness. But in 2004 the 
then Government messed up 
things and the State saw the 
flight of capital in the process 
of so-called industrialisation 
in Jaintia Hills which was 
never ploughed back but 
instead impacted the natural 
environment.

The recent establishment 
o f the Invest M eghalaya 
Agency (IMA) aims to ad­
dress these issues more com­
prehensively by introducing 
a more unified and transpar­
ent system. The IMA aims 
to promote and facilitate 
investment in the state. Its 
objectives include: encourag­
ing both domestic and inter­
national investors in various 
sectors within Meghalaya 
by simplifying the process 
and reducing bureaucratic 
hurdles. The aim is to pro­
mote industrial and economic 
development to create job 
opportunities and boost the 
State’s economy by offer­
ing attractive incentives and 
support to businesses under 
schemes like the Uttar Poorva 
Transformative Industrialisa­
tion Scheme (UNNATI) and 
the Meghalaya Industrial and 
Investment Promotion Policy 
(MIIPP) 2024.

Ensuring that investments 
contribute to sustainable 
and inclusive growth, lever-

Under Article 82A(5) the 
Election Commission of India 
(ECI) will have the power 
of not holding any particu­
lar assembly election along 
with the election to the Lok 
Sabha. This provision has the 
potential to be misused, and 
in that case the basic purpose 
of bringing the legislations 
of ‘one nation one election’ 
will be defeated. Moreover, 
Article 82A (6) has a provi­
sion that even if a state poll 
was held later, the term of its 
legislature would expire with 
the term of the Lok Sabha. It 
is again curtailment of the 
five-year term of state assem­
blies and governments.

In case of the governments 
falling before completion of 
its five-year term, the bill 
seeks to amend Article 83 of 
the Constitution and provide 
a five year fixed term' for* 
the Lok Sabha unless it is 
dissolved sooner. If it is dis­
solved the next Lok Sabha 
term will only be for the 
unexpired term. It is clearly 
problematic. More so because 
all the bills pending before 
mid-term poll would expire, 
since the provision treats the 
term before dissolution as 
full-term. It is clearly a dual 
standard and prone to exploi­
tation and misuse.

There are many more risks 
to the federal autonomy of 
states and democracy, because 
the provision of the proposed 
legislation for one nation one 
election is heavily tilted in 
favour of the rich and national 
political parties which may 
clip the wings of poor and re­
gional political parties affect­
ing regional development and 
democracy. It would create 
political imbalance, too much 
centralisation, diminishing 
powers of state legislatures 
and governments, voter con­
fusion resulting out of distinct 
regional and national aspira­
tions, greater difficulties for 
holding simultaneous elec­
tions both administratively 
and financially, empower 
central government to call 
the shots and other challenges 
regarding transparency in 
conducting free and fair polls. 
It would be difficult to keep 
democratic process inclusive. 
As for reducing the financial 
burden, the claims are elusive 
since the provisions are likely 
to put additional financial and 
administrative burden on the 
state. (IPA Service)

aging Meghalaya’s unique 
strengths and resources the 
IMA has a lot of potential to 
drive economic growth and 
development in the state. By 
attracting investments, sim­
plifying business processes, 
and offering incentives, it can 
create a more business-friend- 
ly environment. This will lead 
to job creation, infrastructure 
development, and overall eco­
nomic prosperity. Bringing 
all the departments together 
under a committee, headed 
by the Chief Minister under 
IMA will help drive the Agen­
cy. However, the success of 
such an initiative depends 
on effective implementation, 
transparency, and continuous 
support from both the govern­
ment and the private sector. 
Ensuring that investments are 
sustainable and inclusive will 
be the key to achieving long­
term benefits for the people of 
Meghalaya.

It is heartening that the 
government will avoid in­
dustries, which are not envi- 
ronment-friendly and focus 
on new technology-based 
industries in the food pro­
cessing sector among oth­
ers. Areas such as tourism, 
information technology and 
pharmaceutical industries 
are the way fohvard. It is also 
heartening to hear from the 
Chief Minister that there is 
no question of bypassing the 
KHADC. Every agency has 
got its power based on insti­
tutional provisions. Those 
powers cannot be negated 
hence all procedures will be 
followed.”

Yours etc;
VK Lyngdoh,

Via email

A rtic le s  a n d  le t te r s  a p ­
p e a r in g  on th is  p a g e  a re  
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a u th o r s  a n d  n o t t h a t  o f  
The Shillong Times

Festivals More 
Equitable
By Avner Pariat

The recently held Cherry 
Blossom Festival seemed 
to be a resounding success 
(finally). This is good news 
after a few rocky years. Last 
year a sudden and powerful 
torrent played havoc with 
the festival and the Ne-Yo 
show was also mired by 
controversy owing to some 
overreaching moral crusaders 
but it still went according to 
plan. Though again it seemed 
to under-perform as per pro­
jections which were hoped 
for by the Department of 
Tourism. This is all a matter 
of conjecture of course as the 
data has never been shared. 
Certain assumptions were 
also made by an association 
of Shillong hoteliers accord­
ing to room occupancy but 
nothing concrete regarding 
the numbers from the festival 
itself were made known after 
the event had concluded.

segregating Tourism income 
smoothly from this big data 
set. A lot o f assumptions 
would have to be made 
which might not have a 
bearing in reality. However, 
he also admitted that a more 
direct way to gain revenue 
would have to be thought of. 
This is the need of the hour, 
both for the government to 
benefit from and to silence 
its vociferous critics, who 
opine that those festivals are 
a waste of money. It is clear 
most o f the citizens will 
never benefit directly from 
a Cherry Blossom but at 
least indirectly the revenues 
it generates must be enjoyed 
by them. For me, this is the 
more serious issue that the 
government must address.'

If we turn to other lesser 
regarded festivals (in my 
opinion) like the ̂ Shillong 
Literary Festival and the

However, this year -  even 
the most cynical of us have to 
admit that it was a big success 
based solely on the optics. 
Whereas last year, the ground 
seemed to be only partially 
filled up, this year every nook 
and comer seemed to have 
revellers dancitig aWay to tTle: 
music of Senegal’s biggest 
hip-hop export - Akon, the 
purveyor of “convict music” 
as he himself calls it. This is 
great news because it means 
that this festival can indeed 
pull in the crowds. This also 
means that this property can 
finally stand on its own now 
and wean itse lf from the 
support of the Tourism De­
partment. That should be the 
end goal here. The govern­
ment has always been talking 
about developing a Private 
Sector so now this is the time 
to act. Pulling out support

Tri Hills Ensemble (ably 
organised by the Department 
of Arts & Culture) which 
also happened in Novem­
ber 2024, we can see how 
an intimate and sustained 
involvem ent w ith many 
stakeholders can also lead-to

■ ;great success. In both events, 
the government departments 
themselves were directly in­
volved in the programming 
and proceedings. I enjoyed 
them both quite a lot. Yes, 
these types of festivals will 
never know the types of 
crowds seen by a Bryan 
Adams or a Ne-Yo concert. 
That will never happen in a 
thousand years BUT such 
festivals are actually MORE 
IMPORTANT. Not only do 
they cost less for the govern­
ment to organise which is 
a very important consider­
ation, but they actually build

“A lot o f assumptions would have to be 
made which might not have a bearing in 
reality. However, he also admitted that a 
more direct way to gain revenue would 

have to be thought of. This is the need of 
the hour, both for the government to 

benefit from and to silence its vociferous 
critics, who opine that those festivals are a 

waste of money, it is clear most of the 
citizens will never benefit directly from a 
Cherry Blossom but at least indirectly the 

revenues it generates must be enjoyed by them. ”

from Cherry Blossom can al­
low it to grow and be a good 
exemplar for others to follow. 
Now, if the Tourism Depart­
ment pulls out its support, it 
will have extra money to put 
into other properties as well. 
This should be encouraged 
so that other lesser-known 
events are galvanised and 
supported.

To truly honour the demo­
cratic ideals of inclusion and 
representation, there is a 
need to rethink the current 
approach to festival organi­
zation. One approach might 
be to spread fimding around 
and place greater control 
and decision-making power 
in smaller groups which was 
the norm previously. Training 
them to be more professional 
with a strong emphasis on 
financial considerations can 
ultimately help our belea­
guered exchequer. On that 
note, I asked a Tourism offi­
cial once about how the state 
would gain monetarily from 
festivals and he opined that 
it would mean bigger GST 
collections. I was sceptical 
about this approach as we 
would have a difficult time

a sense of solidarity and 
community. They will never 
ever make more money 
than Cherry Blossom but 
both had numerous organis­
ers and participants who 
all benefited monetarily. 
Some peopl'e got to build 
the pandals, some got to 
print flexes, some got to do 
the sound arrangement and 
organise panel discussions, 
etc with many shortcom­
ings and uncertainties. They 
were not perfect, not up to 
“global standards” nor run 
by professional companies 
but they SPREAD MONEY 
AROUND. For me, that is 
very important. This cre­
ates goodwill towards the 
Tourism Department and the 
government, which is expo­
nentially better than anything 
one huge festival can do. 
Again, these types of events 
are not commercially sexy or 
attractive for most companies 
which is why I say let them 
have Cherry Blossom. Gov­
ernment should pull out now 
and let it flourish under their 
patronage. These smaller, 
more unique festivals need 
more help now.
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“  We cannot be more sensitive to pleasure 
without being more sensitive to pain.”

— Alan Watts
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China, trust-deficit
PEACE, not confrontation, helps in economic 
progress. The leaderships of both India and China 
understand this -  the primary reason why the two 
sides set aside the past and broke bread after a four- 
year military' and diplomatic stand-off. The meeting 
held between Chinese foreign minister Wang Yi 
and India’s national security adviser Ajit Doval in 
Beijing this week appears to have produced some 
results. The two sides have reached an understanding 
on a set o f six subjects. The Union external affairs 
ministry' explained in a statement that the meeting 
provided “positive directions for cross-border coop­
eration and exchanges, including resumption of the 
Kailash Manasarovar Yatra, data sharing on trans- 
border rivers, and border trade.” The rest are in the 
realm o f conjecture. Obviously, the issues between 
the two nations are vexed and would require time 
to thrash out.

The relationship between China and India is 
marked by repeated instances o f aggression from 
the former, putting New Delhi on the defensive. 
The 1962 invasion was disastrous for India as the 
Government o f Jawaharlal Nehru and the military 
wings were taken unawares. Nehru posed as the dove 
of peace on the world stage and failed to equip India 
with military prowess. The Chinese leadership took 
full advantage o f this situation. India lost over 5000 
sq-km of land along the northern border stretches. 
The animosity continued for a couple o f decades 
until Rajiv Gandhi as prime minister opted for a 
thaw through a visit to China in 1988. The two sides 
decided to treat bygones as bygones and concentrate 
on the present. China benefited hugely from this in 
the subsequent decades. Through trade agreements, 
Chinese goods flooded Indian markets -  as part of 
its global push. Claiming that it invested in peace to 
promote its economic progress, China quietly raised 
its military strength to emerge as the world’s third 
top military power -  after the US and Russia.

China can be trusted to give pinpricks to India 
as and when it deems fit. Its leadership, through 
generations, has demonstrated ruthlessness o f a 
high degree but is avoiding wars. What it did in 
Galwan in 2020 against India was a show of brute 
force, short o f a war; what it attempted against 
Bhutan in 20X7, in Doklam, whlcETrufia attempted 
to halt, was a quiet military push to grab land, but 
here too it did not progress into a war. China keeps 
threatening Taiwan, the breakaway republic, with 
diplomatic muscle-flexing, but Beijing is wary o f the 
US military support to the small nation in China’s 
south. It keeps a safe distance with the US. China 
being keen on its economic growth cannot afford to 
wage a war. Notable also is the fact that despite the 
acquisition o f Rafale fighter jets etc., by the Modi 
government, China boasts five times the military 
prowess o f India.

It’s Now or Never for the 
NPP-led MDA Government
The political culture of 

Meghalaya has always been 
about balancing of special 
interests, procrastination, 
equivocation, pandering to 
interest groups and tokenism 
perfected to an art form. Poli­
tics in Meghalaya has always 
meant delaying decisions 
that are in the larger interests 
of the people because politi­
cians in government have 
always lacked that killer in­
stinct to bite the bullet and do 
what has to be done. Take the 
issue of railways. Why has it 
taken so long for any govern­
ment to take a decision that 
is going to benefit the larger 
public? Why have successive 
governments succumbed to 
pressure gr'oups and other 
bleeding heart radicals who 
claim to know our best inter­
ests without ever consulting 
us? Often the problem about 
delayed decisions is that gen­
erations of people suffer the 
consequences. Each time a 
new Chief Minister assumes 
office he promises to take up 
development work on a war 
footing but that only leaves 
us more battle-scarred than 
ever. Those promises of de­
velopment only remain in the 
realm of the imagination and 
five years just pass us by.

One o f  the arguments 
advanced by governments 
that have been in the driving 
seat in Meghalaya is that they 
lack a majority and are ham­
strung by malcontents among 
their coalition partners. They 
claim that every good inten­
tion is shot down by the 
hair-splitters who without 
carrying out any research 
on the long term economic 
benefits of having railways 
coming in to the Khasi-Jain- 
tia Hills of Meghalaya, give 
their learned views as if they 
are business managers and 
gate-keepers of society. The 
oft repeated assertion that 
railways will cause influx, 
presupposes that those who 
travel by train are going to 
settle down in Meghalaya. 
Alternatively, they also as­
sume that the people who 
would be employed at the 
railway stations would be the 
ubiquitous ‘outsider.’ Why 
can’t the local tribals work 
as porters and also in other 
railway related jobs?

The other issue of course 
is land acquisition which 
has always been the devil’s 
brew in Meghalaya. Land 
acquisition has never been 
a straightforward process 
and neither is it a transpar­
ent transaction. Right now a

By Patricia Mukhim

senior minister in the MDA 
Government is a land shark 
who is buying up land like 
there’s no tomorrow. This 
is the crux of the problem. 
If  the Government needs 
land it has to meet with the 
land owners along the area 
required for acquisition after 
calling for a public meeting. 
The sordar/rangbah shnong 
should be present; so too 
is the presence of the com­
munities residing along the 
stretch in case they need to 
be relocated. The Govern­
ment should make the terms 
of acquisition clear and fix 
the compensation as per an 
agreed settlement and no es­
calation in land price should 
be allowed thereafter. The 
Government should actually 
seal such deals legally so that 
in case any hurdles come up 
at a later stage it can deal 
with the recalcitrant outlier 
effectively.

In terms of its current po­
litical strength the National

tioning airport. Enough of 
the delays and we have also 
had enough of every project 
being mired in controversy.

To be fair to the MDA 
Government, at least two 
projects that were virtually 
on hold -  one of them for de­
cades - have been completed. 
These are the two 5-star ho­
tels -  the Vivanta and Court­
yard by Marriot. Its because 
Meghalaya now has these 
5-star luxury hotels that big 
names like Bryan Adams and 
other rock stars are agreeing 
to come here and perform. 
Otherw ise, it would not 
have been possible to hold 
the G-20 meet and several 
other embassy and consulate 
level meetings such as were 
held in recent times. These 
two 5-star hotels and other 
less-starred ones too have 
been able to provide jobs 
to several young, dynamic 
and hardworking men and 
women.

And while there are all

Often the problem about delayed 
decisions is that generations o f people 
suffer the consequences. Each time a 
new Chief Minister assumes office he 

promises to take up development work on 
a war footing but that only leaves us more 
battle-scarred than ever. Those promises o f  
development only remain in the realm o f the 
imagination and five years just pass us by.

Peoples’ Party (NPP) is in 
the majority with 32 MLAs. 
If it wishes to, it can push 
through many pro-people 
development agenda which 
have been hanging fire for 
decades. This is the time 
for the MDA Government 
to do what those before it 
could not achieve because 
o f a plethora of reasons. 
It’s a now or never moment 
for the NPP. If this present 
government misses this op­
portunity it is likely to lose 
the 2028 elections. Actually, 
what I am stating here is not 
my personal opinion. I was 
having a conversation with 
a young lady who told me 
that the NPP has everything 
going for it right now. It has 
to take those long-pending 
decisions like the railway 
project and also ensure that 
Meghalaya has a fully func-

kinds of allegations about 
favouritism and nepotism in 
the maimer in which event 
managers are selected for 
different events and a host 
of other opportunities that 
are coming up as well, the 
reality is that several young 
people are doing something 
rather than just cooling their 
heels. It is a sad reality that 
those who don’t get into 
the charmed circle of being 
gaiiifully employed will have 
their share of heartburns but 
who says that life has always 
dealt a fair deal. The fact of 
the matter is that there is 
some kind of buzz and some 
have gained from the differ­
ent verticals that have been 
created from the Meghalayan 
Age Ltd, PRIME and sev­
eral others. No government 
anywhere will be able to 
create jobs for everyone. The

private sector has to come in 
and that is the reason why the 
Investment Meghalaya Au­
thority (IMA) has been cre­
ated to facilitate investments 
by private sector investors. 
What the MDA Government 
could do better is to create a 
climate of transparency and 
engage with civil society to 
allay their fears about land 
alienation.

The present government 
can point to the manner in 
which the cement companies 
in Jaintia Hills are func­
tioning with tribal directors 
who are also perhaps the 
landowners on which the 
companies are set up and are 
the majority shareholders in 
the company. We are not sure 
if that is the case with the ce­
ment companies or whether 
the tribal directors are mere 
idle partners lending their 
names to facilitate the busi­
ness. If  at all land is to be 
leased the terms should be 
clear so that it also inspire? a 
climate of confidence among 
the investors.

The MDA government 
is now in a position to take 
hard decisions in the larger 
interests of the state. Perhaps 
it's time to have a referendum 
on whether people of Megha­
laya want the railways or not. 
We the voters should be able 
to vote on such issues so that 
a few people who take deci­
sions on our behalf do not 
railroad their way and keep 
the state in a perpetual state 
of dystopia. Meghalaya has 
no business being one of the 
poorer states in the country 
or the state with the largest 
number o f  m alnourished 
children or the state with a 
high school drop-out rate 
and where the health system 
is struggling to fix itself, 
courtesy years o f having 
allowed it to malfunction. 
Again to be fair to the MDA 
Government it is struggling 
to repair the health system 
but fixing a broken systetfi 
takes much more effort than 
managing a system that.has 
been efficiently run froin the 
word ‘go.’

Chief Minister, Conrad 
Sangma recently attended in­
vestors’ meets at New Delhi 
and Mumbai. He understands 
business and finance having 
studied those. He also needs 
to understand that taking 
people along on this new 
trajectory is an imperative 
not an option. The MDA 
Government has the oppor­
tunity to deliver. Let’s hope 
it does!

I L ette rs  to the  E d ito r

Compulsory 
teaching of 
Khasi and 

Garo in schools
Editor,
Apropos the news article 

titled 'Govt Mulls Compul­
sory Khasi, Garo Languages 
Up to Class VIII,' published 
in The Shillong Times on 
18 December 2024, I am 
writing regarding the gov­
ernment's initiative to make 
Khasi and Garo languages 
compulsory up to Class VIII. 
As a teacher, I am thrilled by 
this long-overdue decision.

In this respect, I would 
like to inform that the Me­
ghalaya Board o f School 
Education (M BOSE) has 
already prescribed the 'Learn 
K hasi, Learn H indi' and 
'Learn Garo, Learn Hindi’ 
textbooks for Classes 5 to 
8 over the past five years. I 
have personally used these 
books for many years to 
teach Khasi to non-tribal 
students and Hindi to tribal 
students, with excellent re­
sults. This has proven that 
children can definitely learn 
Khasi and Garo if teachers 
put in sufficient effort in their 
classes. These books also 
include functional gram ­
mar and day-to-day con­
versational sentences, both 
in English and Hindi, that 
help students improve their 
conversation skills in local 
languages.

But what is unfortunate 
is that many schools in ur­
ban areas currently do not 
have fixed, regular slots for 
teaching Khasi and Garo. 
No school should neglect 
this aspect any longer. My 
suggestion to MBOSE is to

direct all schools in Megha­
laya to strictly allocate at 
least two classes per week 
for compulsory Khasi and 
Garo lessons.

Furtherm ore, MBOSE 
should consider instructing 
all schools to implement a 
policy requiring students 
to speak Khasi or Garo in 
all schools in the state for 
at least two days a week. 
This com pulsory speak­
ing practice among school 
friends and teachers will help 
students quickly develop 
their communication skills 
in these languages.

Yours etc., 
A concerned teacher 

Name withheld on request 
Via email

Relentless
Journalism

Editor,
“It is not enough for jour­

nalists to see themselves as 
mere messengers without 
understanding the hidden 
agenda of the message and 
the myths that surround 
it.” — John Pilger, Hidden 
Agendas

As the media landscape 
in the Northeastern part of 

. India gets more blurry, I am 
reminded of Anna Politk­
ovskaya, Gauri Lankesh, 
B inalakshm i N epram  to 
name a few who have taken 
on the strong and mighty. 
The chicken neck corridor 
which links us with the rest 
of the country has turned us 
into mere mortals for power 
brokers at Lutyens Delhi. 
H aving spearheaded the 
cause of women’s rights to 
being vocal on issues such 
as the Armed Forces (Special 
Powers) Act (AFSPA), 1958,

to insurgency, environmental 
concerns etc., the Editor of 
The Shillong Times was 
recently honoured with the 
Saahas Shrestha: Shero of 
Courage award which should 
inspire potential authors 
and media specialists from 
the region to enable a better 
journalistic space brimming 
with ideas.

Ms Mukhim’s writings, 
appearing in major outlets 
like The Scroll, The In­
dian Express, The Wire, 
The Hindu, and The Assam 
Tribune, have countered bad 
reporting that has marred 
regional understanding and 
opinions, providing analysis 
and outspoken views that the 
mainstream media some­
times overlook.

The sparks of the geo-po- 
litical embers bum bright as 
ever with regime changes in 
Syria, the Middle East crisis, 
Bangladesh’s governance 
problem or Myanmar’s jun­
ta. The lack of a think-tank to 
discuss and enlighten these 
core topics is a far-fetched 
dream. Ms Mukhim who 
was also a member of the 
National Security Advisory 
Board at one point of time 
stood shoulder to shoulder 
with former Generals and 
policy makers to carve a 
blueprint for the nation’s 
security giving more lati­
tude towards future engage­
ments with this part of the 
world. Shillong played host 
to a brainstorming session 
on the Indo-Pacific Strategy, 
jointly organized by the US 
Consulate and the Observer 
Research Foundation (ORF) 
last month.

The Northeast of India 
is gradually becoming a 
focal point for foreign pow­
ers; consequently, narra­
tives change very quickly.

Journalists like Ms Mukhim 
could very well usher in a 
new breed o f ‘Fourth Estate’ 
digital warriors carving out a 
new template in this Brave 
New World.

Yours etc., 
Christopher Gatphoh, 

Shillong-10

State should 
nurture young 

talents
Editor,
A kite needs guidance 

and support, before reaching 
high in the sky. But, after it 
gains that height, it can fly 
on its own. This highlights 
the fact that a person needs 
every kind o f support in 
the very beginning so as 
to bloom in her/his talent. 
The decision makers of our 
country must pay heed to 
it. The policy makers must 
acknowledge that young 
talents, both in academics 
and sporting fields, need 
government support in their 
form ative years when it 
matters the most. Otherwise, 
many talented boys and girls 
cannot reach the heights they 
deserve.

In the Paris 2024 Summer 
Olympics, India got 71 st po­
sition with zero gold, 1 silver, 
and 5 bronze medals while 
Hong Kong achieved 37th 
rank with 2 gold, zero silver, 
and 2 bronze medals. The 
number of medals a country 
wins in the Olympics should 
ideally be proportionate to 
the number of young people 
in that country. India's posi­
tion vis a vis its demography 
is more advantageous than 
that of many countries. Now, 
if we compare the number of

young people in our country 
with that of Hong Kong, then 
we will realise that the latter 
is a success story that we 
should emulate.

But why this difference? 
It would be totally wrong to 
infer that the difference lies 
in racial diversity. Black, 
white, yellow, and brown 
athletes have shown that 
talent is not a monopoly of a 
particular skin colour. They 
have totally debunked the 
theory of racial supremacy. 
So, the answer lies some­
where else.

Only a small percentage 
of families in our country 
can afford to financially and 
logistically nurture the talent 
of their children. Imagine 
what would have happened 
if almost all the children of 
our country had the financial 
springboard either from their 
parents or from the state to 
aim for medals at the Olym­
pics. India would have been 
at the top of the Olympics 
ladder had it reached a high 
ranking like Hong Kong's 
fourth position in the Human 
Development Index from its 
present ranking of 134.

The state can play a big 
role by trying to create a 
level playing field especially 
by paying greater attention 
to health and education. 
Those countries that giv'e 
top priority to these two 
issues naturally score high 
on the Human Development 
Indices (HDI). This is be­
cause the HDI is a summary 
measure of average achieve­
ment in key dimensions of 
human development like - a 
long and healthy life, being 
knowledgeable, and having a 
decent standard of living.

To become a competitive 
sportsperson, a child first of 
all needs good health and

a decent standard of living, 
both of which are among 
the three key dimensions of 
human development. Hence 
there is a close connection 
between the rank of a coun­
try in the global hunger and 
human development indices, 
and that of its performance in 
the Olympics. In this context, 
it is pertinent to recall the ob­
servations of Nobel laureates 
Abhijit Banerjee and Esther 
Duflo. They marked high 
malnutrition as a significant 
contributor to India’s Olym­
pics under-performance and 
urged the need for better in­
vestment in the health sector 
as a whole.

The economists wrote in 
their book, Poor Economics, 
"Of course India is poor but 
not as poor as it used to be, 
and not nearly as poor as 
Cameroon, Ethiopia, Ghana, 
Haiti, Kenya, Mozambique, 
N igeria , Tanzania, and 
Uganda, each of which, per 
head, has more than 10 times 
India’s medal count.”

'Catch them young’ is an 
unavoidable roadmap for a 
country's success in sports. 
The improvement both in 
hunger and human develop­
ment indices is in sync with 
this roadmap. Merely giv­
ing money and incentives 
to sportspersons only after 
they attain success in inter­
national arenas is like putting 
the cart before the horse.

Yours etc., 
Sujit De, 
Kolkata

Articles and letters ap­
pearing on this page are 
the views of the writers/ 
authors and not that of 
The Shillong Times_____

Festival economics: 
The Cherry 

Blossom Festival
By Jason Manners

I am compelled to re­
spond to Avner Pariat's re­
cent article " MAKING 
MEGHALAYA FESTIVAL 
MORE EQUITABLE" (ST 
Dec 19, 2024) which con­
tained several inaccuracies 
and misconceptions.

As the organizer of the 
festival, I would like to 
provide some context. The 
Cherry Blossom Festival is 
a flagship project of the De­
partment of Tourism, Gov­
ernment of Meghalaya, and 
has been entrusted to Rock- 
ski EMG since 2021. Our 
team has worked diligently 
to build the festival from 
the ground up, and while 
we have faced challenges, 
including a sudden torrent 
in 2022, we have continued 
to grow and evolve.

In a region like North 
East India, where corpo­
rate sponsorship is scarce, 
government support is cru­
cial to bridge the financial 
gap. This is not unusual, 
as many Indian states and 
countries follow a similar

Season and it is successful in 
drawing visitors from near 
and far, contributing to the 
state in flow of revenue year 
after year (Customer Data 
indicates presence of many 
repeat visitors).

I'd like to highlight that 
Rockski EMG has been 
investing heavily in the fes­
tival as a PPP model, taking 
huge risks and uncertainties, 
unsure of even making any 
profits. The setbacks of2022 
and 2023 demonstrate our 
commitment to making the 
festival work in the state. 
Despite these challenges, 
we have persevered, and our 
efforts have finally paid off 
with the success of the 2024 
edition. As someone who has 
navigated the ups and downs 
of the event industry for 15 
years, I can attest that success 
rarely happens overnight. It 
takes hard work, dedication, 
and perseverance to create 
a successful event. For the 
first 5 years bf my event 
career, I incurred financial

, . ~ . . T1 . losses but I was fortunatemodel. For instance, Thai- t u . • u . ,
land’s "Amazing Thailand" t0 haf  ? ?,ay l ° h }°■ ... ,. f  . me afloat. Im  heartened toinitiative accepts proposals

Our festival's ticket pricing is designed to 
make the event accessible to a wider audience. 
We pay the same rates as other countries and 
major cities fo r  A-list artists, but we cannot , 

charge standard ticket rates due to the region's 
economic constraints. A similar Festival in

- w n u v  'SO "* !
another country with the same lineup will cost 100 

USD (INR 8500) and above per day fo r  general 
access while we charge ju st 20% o f  that rate. , 

The government's sponsorship helps reduce the 
pricing, making the festival more attractive to 

the Indian market while ensuring a positive GST 
revenue fo r  the state exchequer.

from credible promoters and 
provides sponsorship based 
on the amount of tourism 
they bring.

Our festival's ticket pric­
ing is designed to make the 
event accessible to a wider 
audience. We pay the same 
rates as other countries and 
major cities for A-list art­
ists, but we cannot charge 
standard ticket rates due to 
the region's, economic con­
straints. A similar Festival 
in another country with the 
same lineup will cost 100 
USD (INR 8500) and above 
per day for general access 
while we charge just 20% of 
that rate. The government's 
sponsorship helps reduce the 
pricing, making the festival 
more attractive to the Indian 
market while ensuring a 
positive GST revenue for the 
state exchequer.

Data from the 2023 and 
2024 editions of the festival 
indicate that the sponsorship 
amount provided by the gov­
ernment is far lesser than the 
total revenue injected into 
the state and the estimated 
GST collection from this 
revenue. This is a clear in­
dication that the festival is a 
valuable asset to the state's 
economy and it is safe to 
say that Cherry Blossom 
is a confirmed and viable 
project which means the 
Sponsorship is very much 
JUSTIFIED now and for the 
forthcoming editions.

Records of Direct benefi­
ciaries are available and it 
is clear that there are many 
indirect beneficiaries as well 
in the Tourism and allied 
sectors. While many may 
say that this Festival benefits 
only a few and not the entire 
State, I would like to bring 
out the intangible benefits of 
the Festival that benefits the 
state and that is the branding 
that it has created for us at 
the mention of "Meghalaya" 
or "Shillong." People are 
aware of the Cherry Blossom

see that the Government, of 
Meghalaya has recognized 
the importance of support­
ing alternative enterprises 
and creating a more vibrant 
ecosystem.

In fact, to make the Fes­
tivals in Meghalaya more 
equitable, numerous Festi­
vals have been entrusted to 
CREDIBLE event profes­
sionals and the government 
has created the M-STEP 
scheme, which aims to sup­
port aspiring and profes­
sional event entrepreneurs. 
This scheme provides gap 
funding for various event- 
related ventures, helping to 
bridge the financial gap for 
many event entrepreneurs 
and accelerate their growth 
tim eline. The M -STEP 
scheme is a testament to the 
government's commitment 
to promoting growth and 
development in the state. 
By spreading money to sup­
port various events and ini­
tiatives, the government 
is creating a more diverse 
and vibrant economy that 
benefits our community as 
a whole.

If Avner Pariat has any 
genuine suggestions or con­
cerns regarding the festival, 
I encourage him to write to 
the Department of Tourism, 
Government of Meghalaya, 
directly.

I hope this response pro­
vides a clearer understand­
ing of the Cherry Blossom 
Festival's success and its im­
pact on the state's economy. 
I would also like to take this 
opportunity to express my 
gratitude to the people of 
Meghalaya, without whose 
support and enthusiasm, the 
Cherry Blossom Festival 
would not be what it is today. 
Their love and encourage­
ment have been a constant 
source of motivation for 
us, and we are committed 
to continuing to deliver a 
world-class festival experi­
ence for them.



1 Confidence comes from discipline 
and training. ”

^ ________ — Robert Kiyosaki
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Of Unscheduled Power Cuts
THE Power Minister’s assurance that there would 
not be pow er cuts during the festive season brought 
a ray o f hope as people read that morning’s papers. 
But by 10 am most localities in Shillong experienced 
power cuts leaving those wanting to bake their 
Christmas goodies in a fit o f anger and desperation. 
The power was restored only after 4 pm. The ques­
tion is how long such power disruptions can people 
take, especially in the winter months when morn­
ings are near freezing point. Granted that the power 
sector in Meghalaya has been in the sick bed for 
decades, like every other sector that fails the people 
here. In the 1990’s there were talks of bringing in 
international power generating companies but those 
were short-circuited by politicians who are mortally 
afraid o f the word "privatise,” even as public sector 
units are failing everywhere. A good example is the 
Mawmluh Cherra Cements Limited (MCCL) which 
is now at the point o f closure. But Meghalaya or 
rather its successive governments continue to tread 
the path o f least resistance which is fraught because 
such steps don’t yield results. The PSUs are allowed 
to stumble along from problem to problem with short 
term fixes; one o f them being the constant injection 
o f funds with no visible outcomes.

In 1997 the then Government led by Dr Mukul 
Sangma sighed a slew of power deals but not a single 
one has come up since that MoU was inked. The 
reasons for those MoUs not taking off have never 
been discussed publicly or in the State Assembly. 
Silence is the norm in Meghalaya. There were a lot 
o f discussions about run o f the river projects too but 
nothing has taken off. How can Meghalaya ever think 
o f an industrial culture when the basic requirement
-  power is elusive?

The Power Minister had stated a day ago that 
Meghalaya has adequate power and even a buffer 
stock so that power cuts are minimised. He however 
warmed that consumers should use power judi­
ciously lest transformers are blown off. Is there no 
mechanism to immediately detect such unauthorised 
use o f power beyond the limit paid for? Such deter­
rents are needed to detect power thefts that happen 
in different parts o f Shillong and also in industrial 
units. It is interesting to note that Meghalaya has 
never considered setting up thermal power plants 
although it exports huge quantities o f coal to Bangla­
desh. Granted that thermal power generation could 
pose environmental hazards but in this day and age 
there are enough mechanisms in place to reduce pol­
lution from thermal power plants. The only thermal 
project proposed in Nangalbibra in the 1980s never 
really took off. Since then coal as a potential source 
of energy has never been discussed. It is time for 
the Power Minister to think o f renewable energy 
sources and work on those proposals on a war foot­
ing. Buying power from the national grid is how the 
state manages to tide off the power crisis during the 
winter months when the dry season arrives. But is 
that the only solution?

How the Government of Meghalaya benefits 
the minority at the cost of the majority?

By Napoleon S MawphniangAs an advocate and RTI 
activist, humanist, and, as 
Eudardo Galeano put it, "the 
nobodies - Los Nadies," 1 have 
observed the pernicious char­
acteristics of crony capitalism 
entrenched in the adminis­
tration of Meghalaya. This 
system of favouritism and 
exploitation has proliferated 
within the corridors of power, 
undermining the institutions 
intended to serve the populace. 
Through diligent investigation 
and numerous RTI petitions, 
1 have revealed a network of 
deception that would embar­
rass Machiavelli.

The Meghalaya govern­
ment, as to numerous others, 
has transformed into a cor­
poration of crony capitalists, 
wherein a chosen cadre of 
"experts" are employed not for 
their competence or integrity, 
but for their acquiescence to 
the corrupt system. At the 
apex of this pyramid plan re­
side the high-ranking bureau­
crats, living as contemporary 
aristocrats at the expense 
of taxpayers. They indulge 
in extravagant benefits and 
inflated incomes while the 
general populace grapples 
with financial hardship.

These wretched individu­
als endure a condition of con­
stant uncertainty, confronting 
either severe exploitation or 
debilitating inactivity. Some 
labour incessantly, their ef­
forts exploited by unscru­
pulous bosses, while others 
receive compensation for 
non-existent work, their pres­
ence exemplifying systemic 
inefficiency.

The Meghalaya govern­
ment has perfected the art of 
deception, concealing their 
genuine motives beneath a 
facade of developmental dis­
course. They incessantly dis­
cuss progress and expansion, 
however their actions dem­
onstrate a sole emphasis on 
infrastructural initiatives and 
profit-generating ventures.

Through my persistent 
enquiries using RTI appli­
cations, I have uncovered 
the underlying objectives of 
government officials, expos­
ing bureaucratic obscurity. 
Like'A?df4£ious wolves, they 
encircle the files that provide 
the most substantial cash 
gains, their curiosity aroused 
solely by the allure of wealth. 
The speed at which a file pro­
gresses through the complex 
corridors of authority is ex­
actly related to the magnitude 
of the prospective kickback or 
the influence of the concealed 
business partner orchestrating 
the actions.

This illicit coalition of 
bureaucrats, politicians, and 
their clandestine business 
partners has established a par­
allel economy that functions 
beyond the realm of official 
transactions. A businessman 
acquaintance once revealed 
to me that the most effective 
method to accelerate a govern­
ment file is to facilitate the

process by substantial "dona­
tions" to political campaigns 
and election money. This 
reciprocal system guarantees 
that a select group consistently 
retains influence, their atten­
dance at governmental events 
and formal assemblies serving 
as evidence of their privileged 
position.

The Meghalaya govern­
ment has mastered the art of 
misdirection, employing the 
guise of development to ob­
scure their actual intentions. 
Infrastructure projects trans­
form into complex money- 
laundering schemes, with 
contractors acting as interme­
diaries for the 10% that invari­
ably enriches politicians. The 
appearance of equitable bid­
ding and transparent tendering 
processes disintegrates upon 
examination, exposing a ma­
nipulated system where only 
individuals with appropriate 
connections prevail.

The concentration of au­
thority among a limited num­
ber of individuals is seen in 
the allocation of construction 
contracts. Similar to a medi­
aeval fiefdom, each minister 
and MLA delineates their 
domain, allocating profitable 
projects to their selected vas­
sals. The sole prerequisite for 
success in this system is not 
competence or efficiency, but 
the robustness of one's politi­
cal connections. Individuals 
who are adversely positioned 
against the ruling party endure 
neglect, with their constituen­
cies deprived of resources and 
development.

This political reality has 
engendered a notable phe­
nomena in Meghalaya -  the 
significant movement of op­
position MLAs to the rul­
ing party. Similar to moths 
attracted to a flame, these 
politicians forsake their ideas 
and rhetoric, enticed by the al­
lure of access to governmental 
resources. The shift is rapid 
and total, with yesterday's 
vehement detractors now 
becoming today's fervent ad­
vocates of the programs they 
once condeMned'.' '

The'Umsriihg constitu­
ency exemplifies this broader 
tendency. Through meticulous 
RTI enquiries, I revealed a 
pattern of contract awards 
that would elicit scepticism 
from even the most cynical 
observer. A significant por­
tion of construction projects 
was awarded to a single con­
tractor, who is conveniently 
connected to both the former 
MLA and a current minister. 
Although some may contend 
that this contractor was se­
lected for their integrity and 
reliability, the substantial 
amount of work allocated 
raises scepticism.

The engineers' silence over 
the oversight of these projects 
is highly indicative. Whether 
coerced by the threat of retalia-

L ette rs  to the  Kditur

A correction!
Editor,
Apropos of the report, "All 

Saints Cathedral becomes 
a beacon of celebrations in 
the city" (ST Dec 20, 2024), 
may I take this opportunity to 
mention here that the big tree 
decorated as a Christmas tree 
in the compound of All Saints 
Cathedral, Shillong, is not 
a pine tree. It is a Lebanese 
cedar, also known as deodar in 
the Himalayan region. Those 
conversant with the Old Tes­
tament may recall references 
to the cedar tree' in the holy 
scriptures. Hope this is of 
interest to readers.

Yours etc.,
Subhasis Tilak Chakrawarty, 

Via email

Shillong’s 
smart city 
claims: A 

reality check
Editor,
As I walked through the 

streets of Shillong, 1 couldn't 
help but notice the numerous 
boards proudly proclaiming 
"Shillong is a Smart City". 
While the intention behind 
these boards is commendable, 
1 couldn't help but feel a sense 
of ironv. Ironically, even some 
of the boards displaying this 
message do not work properly. 
Faulty displays, flickering 
lights, and broken screens 
seem to be a common sight. It's 
almost as if the city's "smart” 
claim is being undermined by 
the very infrastructure meant 
to showcase it.

1 understand that Shillong

has made significant strides 
in its smart city initiatives, 
and I applaud the efforts of 
the authorities in this regard. 
However, it's essential to 
ensure that the basics are in 
place before making grand 
claims. I hope the concerned 
authorities will take note of 
this and rectify the issue. A 
smart city is not just about in­
stalling boards and claiming to 
be one; it's about ensuring that 
the infrastructure is functional, 
efficient, and effective.

Yours etc., 
Sudarshan Dasgupta.

Via email

New hope in 
Meghalaya’s 
drug battle

Editor,
It is indeed heartening 

that Chief Minister Conrad 
Sangma has inaugurated the 
Anti-Narcotics Task Force 
(ANTF) Police Station at Golf 
Links recently. The dedicated 
police station is a ray of hope 
in our state's ongoing battle 
against the devastating drug 
menace. I believe that the new 
ANTF Police Station is not 
just a building; it is a hub of 
specialized personnel, modern 
technology, and a focused mis­
sion to eradicate drug traffick­
ing and abuse in Meghalaya. 
Of course, this fight cannot be 
won single-handedly through 
government efforts alone. It is 
imperative that each one of us 
plays an active role in this war 
against drugs.

In this regard, I fervently 
request the department to 
"encourage" every individual 
citizen to come forward with

"confidential" and valuable 
information about drug crimi­
nals. A dedicated WhatsApp 
line and an interactive website 
for the ANTF would certainly 
empower each individual to 
anonymously share images 
and any other e.vidence about 
suspected drug peddlers and 
traffickers. Quick and anony­
mous communication between 
the public and law enforce­
ment agencies is essential 
for prompt action against 
offenders.

Chief Minister Conrad 
Sangma's leadership in pri­
oritizing this issue is highly 
commendable. His close mon­
itoring of the DREAM Coor­
dination Committee's reviews 
demonstrates his strong com­
mitment. But let us remember, 
the effectiveness of this initia­
tive depends on us. Our vigi­
lance, active participation, and 
timely sharing of information 
will determine the success of 
the ANTF Police Station. Let 
us act now and stand shoulder 
to shoulder with our govern­
ment in this all-out war against 
the drug menace.

Yours etc., 
Salil Gewali, 

Shillong

Discussions on 
Constitution 

turns 
unconstitutional

Editor,
For four days there was 

discussion on Constitution in 
both Houses of Parliament but 
on the fifth day the discussion 
had become murky after the 
allegations of Opposition par­

ties against Amit Shah where 
he is believed to have belittled 
BR Ambedkar. Amit Shah 
responded by saying "Ambed­
kar, Ambedkar, Ambedkar 
itna naam bhagwan ka lete 
toh janmo tak swarg mil 
jata" (Ambedkar Ambedkar 
Ambedkar if a person takes 
the name of God so often he/ 
she would get eternal bliss). 
The controversy escalated 
after the Congress shared a 
video clip of Shah’s speech on 
social media, alleging that he 
had insulted Ambedkar.

Shah countered, saying 
the video was cropped and 
edited to misrepresent his 
statements.

Meanwhile, the Congress 
alleged that some of its leaders 
received notices from social 
media platform X (formerly 
Twitter) for sharing the edited 
video. The notice was issued 
at the request of the Home 
Ministry, it is alleged. While 
X has not yet taken action, 
the platform stated it would 
act upon receiving a legal 
request from law enforcement 
agencies.

It is a well known fact that 
a nation's present and even its 
destiny is shaped by the icons 
of its past and in this regard we 
can quote the example of Atal 
Bihari Vajpayee who named 
Indira Gandhi as Durga after 
the creation of Bangladesh and 
also all know that Narasimha 
Rao sent Vajpayee to the Unit­
ed Nations to lead the Indian 
delegation on Kashmir. And 
the deeds of these icons con­
tinue to the citizens’ pride.

Sadly the leaders of the 
present day India are divided 
on what their true legacy is. 
There are regular dog-fights 
which bring shame to their

tion or lured by the prospect of 
personal gain, these technical 
specialists have relinquished 
their duty to guarantee qual­
ity and cost-effectiveness. 
Their collusion in this corrupt 
system constitutes a betrayal 
of public trust and a failure of 
duty, resulting in significant 
repercussions for the citizens 
of Meghalaya.

The corporation governing 
Meghalaya functions with 
a sophistication that would 
perplex even the most discern­
ing observer. It is a system 
engineered to benefit a select 
few at the cost of the majority, 
characterised by a convoluted 
bureaucracy and political 
favouritism that safeguards 
the elite while relegating the 
people to continuous hard­
ship.

In villages and towns, the 
atmosphere is laden with the 
grievances of the populace. 
In taxis and buses, tea shops 
and marketplaces, a chorus 
of grievances emerges — a 
cacophony of voices lament­
ing the tribulations of ev­
eryday existence. Inflation 
significantly strains household 
finances, while the threat of 
unemployment looms over the 
youth. Corruption pervades 
every aspect, exacting a cost 
from even the most ordinary 
transactions.

The circumstances in Me­
ghalaya are not exceptional. 
Historically, analogous ten­
dencies of crony capitalism 
and bureaucratic exploitation 
have manifested in cultures 
globally. In ancient Rome, 
the patronage and clientelism 
system established a network 
of responsibilities and favours 
that compromised the repub­
lic's functionality. During 
the Gilded Age in America, 
robber barons and political 
machines collaborated to ac­
cumulate immense wealth at 
the detriment of labourers and 
the public interest.

In each instance, a select 
elite exploited their political 
affiliations to amass substan­
tial fortune, while the bulk of 
residents wfirerelegated to 
contend with a progressively 
unequal society.

The crony capitalists and 
corrupt bureaucrats of Megha­
laya have perfected this ap­
proach, establishing a system 
wherein every transaction, 
contract, and policy decision 
is tailored to advance their in­
terests. They have constructed 
a web so complex that even 
those who seek to contest the 
current quo become ensnared 
in its strands. By means of 
education, organisation, and 
relentless campaigning, we 
may cultivate a movement 
that leverages the combined 
strength o f M eghalaya's 
populace. By advocating for 
genuine growth that serves 
the entire populace rather than 
a select few, we can initiate a

own heritage and to the people 
of this nation. The Union 
Home Minister Amit Shah’s 
comment on BR Ambed­
kar has ignited a political 
firestorm, with the Opposition 
uniting across party lines to 
demand his resignation and 
an apology. Shah’s remarks, 
made during a debate in Par­
liament on the 75 th anniver­
sary of the Constitution, were 
perceived as disrespectful to 
Ambedkar, the chief architect 
of India’s Constitution What 
had been uttered by Amit Shah 
is mentioned above but this 
however is not the complete 
version of his remarks as 
Shah listed out the Congress’s 
alleged 'injustices ' towards 
Ambedkar. Prima facie, his 
jibe seems to be targeted at 
the Congress Party rather 
than at Ambedkar. The video 
that is being circulated skips 
the parts targeting Congress. 
It could be a matter of debate 
whether the BJP genuinely 
respects the towering legacy 
of Ambedkar, one ofthe finest 
individuals the nation has ever 
produced. However, one thing 
is clear—given the enormous 
political dividend the name 
of Ambedkar holds in today’s 
India, the BJP would never 
blunder to denigrate him pub­
licly in a deliberate manner! 
The stature of Ambedkar is 
too high to be contested by 
the BJP or, for that matter, any 
other political party

Since the debate a protest 
outside parliament resulted in 
two BJP MPs being hospital­
ised with injuries as the Leader 
of the Opposition, Rahul Gan­
dhi became the centre of the 
ruling party’s accusations, 
including one by a woman 
MP who said he “misbehaved”

transformation in governmen­
tal priorities. By advocating 
for transparent bidding proce­
dures and stringent oversight 
of public projects, we may 
dismantle the dominance of 
crony contractors in our infra­
structure development.

As I finalise this expose on 
the pervasive system of crony 
business and corruption in 
Meghalaya, I expect scepti­
cism from certain factions. 
To skeptics of my assertions, 
I extend a challenge: submit 
your own RTI submissions re­
garding these issues. The truth 
exists, awaiting discovery by 
those possessing the audacity 
to pursue it.

For individuals disappoint­
ed by inaction at the state 
level, I recommend a more 
radical approach: initiating 
a Public Interest Litigation 
(PIL) to compel central gov­
ernment institutions to inves­
tigate these claims. My own 
experience has demonstrated 
the ineffectiveness of depend* 
ing on state police to resolve 
these matters. I have repeat­
edly observed my concerns, 
especially those concerning 
corruption, stagnate in bureau­
cratic limbo, wasting valuable 
time and money without pro­
ducing results.

The cause of this delay is 
evident: the network of cor­
ruption throughout the gov­
ernmental structure, entangl­
ing officials and political par­
ties. Every file and complaint 
is irrevocably connected to 
people in authority, establish­
ing a self-sustaining system of 
safeguarding.

I urge all citizens of Me­
ghalaya to participate in the 
struggle against corruption 
and crony capitalism. By 
submitting RTI applications, 
endorsing investigative jour­
nalism, or vocally opposing 
injustice, every action aids 
the broader endeavour for a 
government that genuinely 
serves its citizens.

The prevailing corrupt 
corporation in Meghalaya 
is not insurmountable. It is 
perpetuated by our silence, 
indifference, and trepidation. 
By shattering this quiet, con­
verting apathy into proactive 
measures, and addressing our 
anxieties with valour, we may 
initiate the dismantling of this 
corrupt system and establish a 
government deserving of the 
people of Meghalaya.

A thousand-mile journey 
commences with a solitary 
step. Let us go collectively, 
equipped with truth, unified in 
our objective, and steadfast in 
our dedication to an improved 
future for Meghalaya. The 
moment for transformation 
is here, and the authority to 
instigate that transformation 
resides within us. Let us utilise 
it judiciously and persistently, 
for the sake of our state and 
future generations.

(The writer is a practising 
Advocate, Trade Unionist and 
Humanist)

with her. NDA leaders filed a 
police complaint against him 
for “attempt to murder, physi­
cal assault and incitement”.

The sordid incident per­
haps without parallel started 
in the morning as BJP and 
opposition MPs marched to­
wards each other over Union 
Home Minister Amit Shah’s 
comments on Ambedkar. As 
the two groups came closer, 
tempers and voices rose, soon 
resulting in a melee. Both 
Houses witnessed massive 
uproar amid ‘ Jai Bhim’ chants 
from both sides and were 
adjourned without witnessing 
any transaction. Congress 
MPs met Lok Sabha Speaker 
Om Birla and submitted a 
complaint against the BJP 
MPs. Meanwhile, Delhi Police 
on Thursday registered an FIR 
against Congress leader Rahul 
Gandhi in connection with a 
scuffle at Parliament. An FIR 
under Sections 117 (volun­
tarily causing grievous hurt), 
115 (voluntarily causing hurt), 
125 (act of endangering life 
or personal safety of others), 
131 (use of criminal force), 
351 (criminal intimidation), 
and 3(5) (common intention) 
of the BNS was registered 
at Parliament Street Police 
station.
■ Whatever has happened 

even under extreme provoca­
tion has lowered the dignity of 
Parliamentary democracy.

Yours etc., 
Yash Pal Ralhan, 

Via email

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

Christmas and the 
syncretic principle 

of religion
________By Deepa Majumdar

The magic of Christmas 
reaches beyond Christians 
to affect us all. Unless stone- 
hearted, we all tremble with 
love, when we think of the 
Son of God bom of immacu­
late conception (the most 
exalted form of birth), but in 
a humble stable. Peace and 
goodwill enter our hearts, 
melting all enmity and ven­
geance. While Christmas 
has a special meaning for 
practicing Christians, it 
has meaning also for non- 
Christians -  unless they are 
bigots. Even western secular 
liberals praise Christ as a 
great revolutionary! So, His 
birth means something even 
to atheists. Here in wintry 
Northwest Indiana, the bare 
trees clutch the sky, their 
skeletal branches glistening 
with ice, like candelabra. 
Christmas imbues them with 
special beauty. Silent senti­
nels, they shine beneath the 
starry heavens, with the quiet 
joy of Christmas. Thus, even 
nature rejoices at Christmas. 
Why? Because the differ­
ent world religions are not 
isolated from one another. 
They are kindred spirits tied 
together under one grand 
syncretic principle. More­
over, one does not have to be 
religious to feel the magic of 
Christmas. For this syncretic 
principle synthesizes not just 
all religions, but all beings in 
what Plotinus called invis­
ible strings of sympathy.

From the assertion of 
monotheism (whether mo­
nistic or not), and the hierar­
chy of prayer -  to the lives of 
saints, the power of holiness, 
and the centrality of moral 
principles -  the major world 
religions, in their higher as­
pects, share many treasures 
in common. But in their 
lower ideological aspects, 
they also share dark toxins. 
If  the Abrahamic religions 
have had a sad history of 
persecuting-other religions, ' 
then those originating in In­
dia are no less violent. Thus, 
Hinduism has historically 
turned its violence inward
-  through the blasphemy of 
the caste system, a distortion 
and caricature of the Varna 
system -  but also outward 
(in 20th and 21st century, 
ideological versions of Hin­
duism, like Hindutva etc.), 
thus breaking the covenant 
of higher Hinduism with the 
syncretic principle of reli­
gion articulated in the Rig 
Veda -  which asserts that all 
religions are equally true. By 
persecuting Muslims, Chris­
tians, and other religious 
minorities, this lowest Hin­
duism has betrayed its own 
higher aspects. Buddhism 
has been no less violent -  in 
countries like Sri Lanka, 
and Myanmar. Moreover, 
all the world religions have 
persecuted women, lending 
a pseudo “divine” support 
to patriarchy! The major 
world religions are therefore 
tied both at their summit 
and their base. At the sum­
mit, they share a luminous 
syncretic principle in their 
shared commonalities. At 
their ideological base, they 
share a dark syncretic prin­
ciple that manifests itself 
through religious xenopho­
bia and egotism.

Yet the principal world 
religions also differ greatly
-  with paradigmatic differ­
ences that cannot be over­
looked. From the definition 
of God, to the details of the 
afterlife, and the relation­
ship between mysticism and 
morality, the world religions 
vary greatly. For Christians 
God is the Trinity -  Father, 
Son, and Holy Spirit. For 
monistic Advaita Vedanta, 
God is Brahman, the one 
and only Reality, for whom 
the best pronoun is “It.” The 
Abrahamic religions (in their 
traditional doctrinal forms) 
reject reincarnation, while 
most world religions, espe­
cially those from the east, 
accept it.

Religion, I would suggest, 
is like language. Just like the 
different world languages 
vary greatly in how they 
synthesize sound with the 
rational grid of grammar, so 
also the world religions vary 
in their basic tenets. Yet, just 
as different languages share 
in common a syncretic prin­
ciple of communication, so 
also religions share a higher 
syncretic principle that syn­
thesizes them. Just as differ­
ent languages use different

words for “love” -  but they 
mean the same thing -  so 
also the different religions 
use varying costumes of the 
Divine, but they mean the 
same divine Quintessence 
that stands as their origin, 
quite as the Great Ocean 
stands as the origin of mul­
tiple rivers.

But what happens when 
these different rivers for­
get their shared Origin and 
start devouring one another? 
What happens when the 
different religions forget 
they share the same origitl 
and start destroying one 
another? Religious practice 
serves as the surest panacea 
for egotism. Religion, there­
fore, is the most powerful 
means of sublimating and 
overcoming the ego. Yet it is 
religion more than politics, 
or business, that can be the 
greatest source of egotism, 
Sincere practice of any true 
religion decimates the ego, 
thus strengthening the self. 
But religious identity exac­
erbates the ego like nothing 
else. In fact, religious ego­
tism can be more lethal than 
secular egotism. Rooted in 
the religious identity rather 
than in the practice of reli­
gion —religious egotism kills 
in the name of God -  thus 
betraying the syncretic prin­
ciple that ties all religions 
in a common storehouse of 
Truth.

This begs the question -  
what is it that threads the dif­
ferent religions together in a 
tapestry that represents the 
highest syncretic principle 
of religion? What is this 
principle -  the Great Ocean 
that unleashes all the rivers 
of individual religions, syn­
thesizing them by serving as 
their origin -  yet permitting 
the violence endemic to the 
lowest ideological aspects 
of religion? This, accord­
ing to the Rig Veda is God 
oi; Truth, which is one, but 
with myriad paths Reading 
to it -  all of them equally 
true. Like history, religion 
too expresses the conjoint 
will of God and man. Thus, 
despite God Himself being 
the syncretic principle that 
ties all religions together, 
violence happens when reli­
gious zealots kill in the name 
of God.

In recent history, this di­
vine syncretic principle, cel­
ebrated in the Rig Veda, was 
embodied in the person of 
Sri Ramakrishna, and Holy 
Mother -  two historically 
simultaneous Incarnations 
of God who were really one 
in two corporeal forms. Sri 
Ramakrishna demonstrated 
this syncretic principle of 
religion, promised in the Rig 
Veda -  not just by embody­
ing it -  but by proving it with 
His unique practices. Like 
a scientist, He demonstrate 
ed this syncretic principle 
by practicing not only the 
varying sects of Hinduism, 
but also Christianity, and 
Islam -  each to its mystical 
culmination -declaring in 
His inimitable patois that 
all religions lead to the same 
goal -  or, “all jackals howl 
the same way [at the sum­
mit].” He, therefore, proved 
experientially that all three 
religions lead to union with 
the same divine Origin.

Thus, God Himself, who, 
like a chameleon, appears in 
different costumes in differ­
ent religions -  for the sake of 
His human votaries (because 
they vary in their religious 
proclivities) -  serves as the 
highest syncretic principle 
that underlies and synthe­
sizes all true religions. This 
God is Truth itself -  to be 
distinguished from truthful­
ness, which is the applica­
tion of Truth.

We should, therefore, not 
be surprised that holiness, 
sanctity, and compassion 
are never the prerogatives of 
any one religion, but belong 
to all true religions. Nor 
should we be surprised that 
Christmas makes us mellow, 
regardless of our religious 
affiliations, or lack thereof. It 
makes the arrogant humble, 
the miser generous, and the 
spiteful, forgiving. Christ­
mas makes us pause to rec­
ollect ourselves and think of 
the absurdity of materialism 
in this short life, whose only 
purpose is to return to the 
Great Ocean wherefrom we 
came, and of which, we are 
individual waves.
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Santa Claus was inspired by real figure who 
fought against miscarriages of iustice
Santa Claus is based on the real historical figure of 

St Nicholas, a Byzantine bishop bom in present- 
day Turkey. Because of the extraordinary legends 

and miracles attributed to him he became one of the 
most popular saints in Europe.

Dutch migrants probably spread his fame to the US 
and there the patron saint of children was transformed 
through books, magazines and films into the familiar 
Santa Claus, or Father Christmas, figure we know 
today.

There is the story about St Nicholas that everyone 
knows - the one about him giving gifts to the poor in 
the dead of night - the Santa Claus origin story. But 
there’s another story that is probably less familiar to 
most of us.

It’s a story about how Nicholas fought against a 
miscarriage of justice. The story begins when a local 
businessman goes to see the provincial governor. For 
reasons that are lost to history, he wants three innocent 
men, Nepotian, Ursyna and Apollyn, killed. The gov­
ernor, a notoriously dishonest man called Eustathios, 
is only too happy to help.

The earliest writing on the life of Nicholas is to be 
found in the Bibliotheca Hagiographica Graeca, and 
believed to be written in the first half of the 9th century 
by Michael the Archimandrite. It suggests that once 
the bribe had been paid, the men were condemned to 
death.

Word of what was happening reached Nicholas and 
he raced to the square. Just as the executioner raised his 
sword to dispatch the first prisoner, Nicholas threw him­
self between the executioner and the condemned man. 
Grabbing the executioner’s arm, he ripped the sword 
away, untied the innocent men and set them free.

He then admonished the governor. When faced with 
the righteous fury of Nicholas, Eustathios fell to his 
knees and repented, promising to change his ways, 
sources suggest.

This is a very different image of St Nicholas than 
most people are used to in the 21st century. This is 
not the kind and humble 4th Century bishop, the 
proto-Santa Claus. Instead, this is the action hero, the 
St Nicholas who is not afraid to face down an execu­
tioner’s sword.

As bishop of Myra - a coastal town in what is now 
Turkey - St Nicholas was a leading Christian figure in 
an empire that was growing more and more concerned 
about the increasing power of Christianity.

The Roman emperor Diocletian decided it was time 
to send out a message. He ordered the torture of any 
Christian who refused to worship the Roman gods. It 
unleashed a reign of terror. Nicholas was one of those 
imprisoned and tortured. The persecution by Diocletian

Saint Nicholas of Myra saves three innocents from death (1888) by Ilya Repin. (Wikimedia)

lasted between eight and ten years.
When Bishop Nicholas was finally freed, he was 

a changed man. Putting his life on the line for people 
he had never met could have been simply because he 
knew what it felt like to be innocent and have your 
freedom taken away. " " ........

And so while the story of St Nicholas secretly 
handing out bags of gold to a poor family should be 
remembered and eventually become the inspiration for 
the jolly, rosy-cheeked figure of Santa Claus, there are 
other aspects to this character.

Nicholas was,a wealthy man and so when he gave*'

away his gold it was an act of kindness but nothing that 
he could not afford. That he chose to dp so anonymously 
showed his humility. These were the acts-of a com­
passionate bishop, of a man who would soon become 
celebrated, then famous and eventually a saint.

And as the centuries passed, the legend of St Nicho­
las would grow and grow - as would the powers attrib­
uted to him. From controlling the weather to appearing 
to Roman emperors in dreams, there seemed to be little 
that St Nicholas could not do.

He became the patron saint of children, pawnbro­
kers, unmarried women, sailors, repentant criminals, 
students, business people arid countless European cities. 
And of course eventually he would become reimagined 
as Santa Claus.

But there is something about the story of the rescue 
of the three innocent men and Nicholas’s fight for jus­
tice that stand out against all the embellishments, the 
Christmas films and the myths. It’s a tale that shows 
How and why the legend of Nicholas spread across the 
world. (The Conversation)

Illustration of Saint Nicholas resurrecting the three 
butchered children from the Grandes 
Heures d’Anne de Bretagne (created 

,,'JbKfcHten 150^*b41508). (Wikimedia)

‘Star - Gazing’
By Pt Ajai Bhambi Sunday, DECEMBER 22, 2024

‘Birthday Forecast’
Moon semi-square Mars on your solar return chart will bring mixed results 
throughout the year. You will be putting your best efforts to get the things mov­
ing. Money inflow will be normal. Nothing will come easy. You wiH appear to 
lose hopes and get bogged down a bit. Yet you will not give up. You will have 
setbacks on job/business front but gradually things will get better. Your superiors 
and colleagues in the office would be understandable and would support you 
fully. You will also get unexpected support from family and friends. This will 
keep you going. Elders will give you good counsel and guide you property. Your 
partner/spouse will be your biggest source of strength. Ultimately things will turn 
in your favor. And situation will change. Your financial position will gradually get 
better and you may get a new job. Children will perform well in studies. You will 
undertake a short trip with family for relaxation.

This week for you’
Aries: (March 21 - April 20) Your efforts, confidence and courage bring success in 

monetary gains and your energy increases for work projects. 
Your job environment is lively. You are most likely to express 
your social, romantic, and artistic qualities through intellectual 
pursuits. This is a very self-expressive time when you have lots of 
energy, but not necessarily self-discipline to match. You express 
yourself creatively, through activities with children, romantic 
hobbies, or sports when learning, short trips, and other forms of 
communication and making connections, appeal strongly. It is 
easier than usual to be sensible about your diet, health, hygiene, 
and fitness needs.

Taurus: (April 21 - May 21) This period brings love, harmony and entertainment in 
professional and personal relations. A romantic short trip may be 
undertaken. People look upon you with more respect, tolerance, 

r  and acceptance. You don't feel the need to prove yourself, and 
C that feels good. You have the chance to shine. It's a great time 

to pick up information from your environment and the people in it. 
Your mind is often distracted, particularly when required to stick 
to routine. You might spend time in traveling and visiting friends 
and relatives. There will be a fluctuation in energy levels before a 
balance is achieved. Health will take a turn for the better.

Gemini: (May 22 - June 21)This period brings success in professional and personal 
relations. You take more pride than usual in your creations, your 
love affair, your children, and your hobbies. After a period of

*  r  self-protectiveness, you are now more spontaneous and more 
» ! /  willing to take risks. You are inspired creatively and emotionally.

Pleasure and amusement play an important role in your search 
^  for freedom of self-expression now. Still, despite the fact that you 

love your career now, you are also working especially hard. The 
inclination is towards more detail work, and it can get to you at 
times. Personal projects are on an upswing. You will be consider­
ably more productive, healthy, and focused.

Cancer. (June 22 - July 22) This is favorable time for hobbies, sports and competi­
tive exams. You display great skills in sports or physical activity 
that wins you appreciation and opportunity to travel. Beware of 
a covetous and suspicious person around you who could cause 
misunderstanding in your personal relationships. People notice 
and admire you for your pleasant and cheerful personality. You 
are bold in your love yet not aggressive either. A strong desire 
for companionship and sociability dominates during this period. 
Health and energy need to be conserved through a busy time 
at work.

Leo: ( J u l y  23-August23)The planetary configuration increases confidence, courage 
and efforts at the work place. It's a great time to do something 
entirely new and pioneering. Work that needs to be done in and 

r *  around the home becomes a priority. You have many opportuni- 
ties to boost your feeling of security and comfort. You may find 
yourself in a position in which there is a blending of the financial 

J j J t  with socialorpublicaffairs. Although you likethegood things of life 
and may spend quite a biton clothes, furniture, and entertainment, 
your innate sense o f security will not permit you to go overboard 
to the point of extravagance. You will have the ability to build up 
financial reserves and resources, for this placement can bring a 
good deal of success in all monetary pursuits.

Virgo: (August 24 • September 22) An excellent phase is in store especially for 
* '  ■“ money, career, and romance. Friends and loved ones take 

priority at this time. People at work might be surprised by your 
ability to assert yourself and your needs. You don’t find yourself

A

irgo: (August

lacking in opportunities to socialize. You are likely to enjoy a 
strong feeling of happiness and solidarity in friendship, or with 
groups of like-minded individuals. You are more peace-loving 
than usual and slightly detached on a personal level and feeling 
towards religion is enhanced. Examining the past in order to 
improve the future is certainly worthwhile, as long as you don't 
waste your energy.

Libra: (September 23 - October 23) There is success, responsibility and maturity at 
the work place. You have much energy for new money-making 
projects, or for stepping up existing ones. Matters of the heart 
touch you deeply. You are more stimulated by all that is uncon­
ventional and your ideas are original and progressive. This is 
a time to follow your dreams and ideals, and to plant a seed 
in the form of a wish for the future. You possess extra charm 
in your professional life. Strong opportunities for love and fun 
would occur. More opportunities to socialize and network could 
present themselves now.

Scorpio: (October 24 - November 22)This week is good for money, family, status 
and happiness. Money matters come into focus for you. You 
would adopt a serious approach tobusiness because you are 

. . in the spotlight. Career and vocational issues may benefit from 
the increased clarity you possess. Being part of a community or 
circle of friends and building your social network is important to 
you at this time. Your love and affection life are more attractive 
and charming. Public relations work, promotion, and other such 
endeavors are favored now. You give attention to fitness and 
health related programs.

Sagittarius: (November 23 - December 21) Public relations work, promotion and 
other such endeavors come to the fore. Diplomacy, correctness 
in manner, finesse, and charm will be a big plus in aiding finan­
cial gains, especially in areas requiring public contact. You feel 
attracted to people with whom you can communicate well and 
exchange ideas. Recognition is likely to come your way whether 
you ask for it or not, and the responsibility that comes right along 
with it. Do what you feel is right, keeping in mind that you are at 
your most visible in this phase. You might also enjoy analyzing 
different health or nutrition programs. It's a great time to make 
improvements to your regular routines.

Capricorn: (December 22 - January 20)This is an excellent time to create a budget 
or financial plan, or to rid yourself of old habits that undermine 
your sense of personal power and self-mastery. Smoothing out 

—_ your close personal relationships is what makes you happy at 
m ~  this time. If single, you are more willing than normal to enter into 

a committed relationship. In general, you are adaptable when it 
> V  7 /  comes to your affections. You receive pleasure from anything 

that expands your horizons, both physicallyand mentally. Foreign 
places may particularly appeal how. You tend to be expansive 
and generous when it comes to love. Dealing with one situation 
at a time releases some tension and anxiety

Aquarius: (January 21 - February 18)AII the matters hidden and personal come 
into focus now. Conflicts with a partner over values or personal 
possessions are likely to occur. Circumstances are such that your 

%  diplomacy skills are required. This is the time when you are most
desirous of change on a deeper level. You are more willing than 
usual to explore life's secrets. Social interactions of a personal, 

W  one-on-one kind are emphasized. Your popularity is increasing,
and is reinforced by your own ability to cooperate and harmonize. 
Taking care of business is a focus. A health routine started now 
is likely to be successful.

Pisces: (February 19 - March 20) It’s a generous, pleasantly emotional and creative 
time. Striking a balance between your attention to your career 
and to your family life is necessary. You will also thoroughly enjoy 
artistic, musical, or cultural events and activities, especially in the 
company of a loved one. You have good team spirit right now, 
and you are more tactful and obliging with your co-workers. You 
need the energies, companionship, and support of other people, 
and they may also seek out your support and companionship. It's 
important to include others ratherthan to go solo forthetime being. 
However, bending too much to the will of another is not advised 
either. You take more pride in the work you do and in your health 
routines than any other time. This is a good t im e  to  build your skills, 
get organized, and attend your health and wellbeing.

Holidays help us rest, recover
Greek philosopher Plutarch of 

Chaeronea (1 st-2nd century 
AD) observed that our lives 

are divided between relaxation and 
exertion.

For example, there are times 
when we are working and times 
when we are on holidays. He said 
rest was important: Rest gives relish 
to labour.

In ancient Greece and Rome, 
many people also recognised that 
taking a holiday was an opportunity 
to restore the health of the body 
and mind.

However, not everyone was 
convinced holidays were healthy or 
even a good idea.
Take a holiday. It'll do you good

In the ancient world, people 
sometimes went on holidays to try 
to improve their mental and physi­
cal condition. This usually meant 
moving from one climate to another, 
hoping this would help.

In one of his letters, the Roman 
writer and jurist Pliny the Younger 
(lst-2nd century AD) writes about 
how he tried to cure a man called 
Zosimus of an illness that made him 
spit blood.

Pliny sent him on a holiday to 
Egypt. Zosimus returned after a 
long holiday “with his health re­
stored”.

However, Zosimus became sick 
again. So Pliny sent him on another 
holiday, this time to Gallia Nar- 
bonensis (in modem day southern 
France). Pliny tells us in his letter: 
the air is healthy there and the milk 
excellent for treating this kind of 
[illness].

But watch where you go 
and how you get there

People also sought out or avoid­
ed specific places, depending on 
whether the places were considered 
healthy or not.

The physician Galen (about 
129-216AD) tells us the water at 
Mytilene, on the Greek island of 
Lesbos, had qualities to treat vari­
ous illnesses, including hydrops, a 
type of fluid build-up that leads to 
swelling: This water is suitable both 
for those with hydrops and for the 
other swellings, being strongly dry­

ing. Similarly, it is also suitable for 
those who are obese, and particu­
larly when someone also compels 
them to swim more in it quickly, and 
after bathing more, not to drink or 
eat immediately [...].

Doctors also advised people to 
seek out or avoid specific modes 
of travel.

For instance, when treating 
headaches, the physician Caelius 
Aurelianus wrote about the benefits 
of sea voyages: Sea voyages im­
perceptibly and gradually open the 
bodily pores, give rise to a burning 
effect by reason o f the saltiness o f 
the sea, and, by working a change, 
repair the bodily condition. We must 
try to arrange voyages to places 
where the climate is mild and the 
north wind prevails, conditions the 
opposite o f  those which can aggra­
vate the disease.

But he advised against travelling 
on fresh water: Voyages on rivers, 
bays, and lakes are considered un­
suitable, since they cause the head 
to become moist and cold by reason 
o f the exhalation from the earth.

It's easy to overdo it on holiday
Not everyone in antiquity 

thought holidays were healthy. 
Some thought holidays could be 
harmful, because we sometimes 
drank or ate too much.

For example, the physician Galen 
complained about how people on

holidays tended to make their health 
worse rather than better.

In his work Hygiene, Galen 
observed that people who are un­
well because of their difficult work 
routine, such as slaves, needed the 
opportunity to restore their health 
by having a holiday.

But Galen noted these people did 
not always use holidays to restore 
their health because they used holi­
days to eat and drink too much: They 
are able to make such provision for 
themselves during those days on 
which there is some public festival, 
when they free themselves from the 
services o f a slave. But due to lack 
o f control they not only do nothing 
to correct those things collecting 
deleteriously in the body, but they 
also f ill  themselves fu ll o f  these 
things by eating badly.

Greek writer Athenaeus (2nd-3rd 
century AD) mentions how “every­
one [.] eagerly awaits festivals”, 
because on festive holidays the 
tables are full of drink and food. 
Clearly, it was easy to eat and drink 
too much.

Holidays waste time and 
are only for the lazy

In the ancient world, people 
sometimes complained holidays 
were a waste of precious time.

Philosopher Seneca (1st century 
BC-lst century AD) said the reli­
gious practice of taking every Sun-, 
day away from work meant people 
wasted “a seventh of their life”.

Similarly, the writer Claudius 
Aelian (2nd-3rd century AD) said 
holidays were simply devised as 
an excuse to be lazy: Look at you 
men - devising endless pretexts and 
excuses for idling!

How do you want to 
spend your time?

While many of us will use our 
holidays to rest and recover, others 
will need to, or choose to, work this 
festive season.

The ancients would have said that 
holidays present new possibilities, 
not just for our health but for other 
things too. For example, Pliny the 
Younger sometimes used holidays 
to study Greek. It’s hard to disagree 
with that. (The Conversation)
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Shah the Blunderbuss
POLITICIANS as a genre are like loose cannon. 
They talk a lot and try to score brownie points but 
deliver little, known. Unfortunately their speeches 
are a staple diet to the millions who hang on to their 
words. Often such loose talk has landed them in 
trouble. This is the case with Home Minister Amit 
Shah this past week. His intervention in a debate 
and chiding the opposition to not keep chanting 
Ambedkar Ambedkar and instead chant the name 
o f  some gods, (so that they could gain Moksha) 
ended in uproar for the whole day. The Congress, 
CPIM and Ambedkarites o f all hues saw in Shah's 
call an insult to the Dalits in particular, Under­
standably, Shah had not bargained for this. Without 
doubt, it was not his intention to disparage the icon 
o f  India's depressed sections or to hurt their senti­
ments. But, words are like arrows. Once out the 
damage is done and difficult to repair. The large 
army o f  Ambedkarites are capable o f  making or 
marring the electoral prospects o f  any politician 
in most constituencies. This is true o f  Gujarat as 
well, it being Shah's home turf.

For Shah, this comes at the most inopportune 
moment. He was rightly fancying the saffron 
nod for the PM's post as and when his patron, 
Narendra. Modi calls it a day in politics or hangs 
up his boots. That day cannot be too far. The 
last parliamentary polls showed the people were 
somewhat tired o f  him. He is already on record as 
the longest serving PM through three terms at a 
stretch. The age factor will also be against Modi 
by the time the next polls are held in 2029. It is not 
just Shah who hopes to step into his shoes. Yogi 
Adiyanath is there, and so is Nitin Gadkari, All of  
them exceptionally good politicians and admin­
istrators on the saffron side. To which is recently 
added the name o f  Devendra Fadnavis, after his 
anointment as chief minister o f  Maharashtra for 
a fresh term. He may not have built an enviable 
reputation for himself yet. Rather the obverse. The 
recent assembly polls in Maharashtra was fought 
by the BJP alliance there by creating an impression 
through the pliant media there that rebel Shiv Sena 
leader Eknath Shinde would continue as CM. This 
enthused the powerful Marathas, whose own baby 
was Shinde. The BJP abruptly changed the plate 
after the saffron alliance swept the polls. Fadnavis, 
a Brahmin from the RSS stable in Maharashtra 
laughed his way to the CM's chair Politics, Shinde 
knew, was a treacherous game, as he had practised 
him self to grab the CM G addi- the same way his 
old boss Uddhav Thackeray managed to sit in the 
CM’s seat after the 2018 assembly polls. Shah's 
present predicament could be music to the ears o f  
all these PM hopefuls. Tragedy however is the 
manner in which the precious time o f  Parliament 
is used to rake up silly matters, i f  only to whip up 
passions against one another.

Letters to the Editor

The Messiah, Christ and 
ii Kynrem u Lyndan

Christmas is the day cel­
ebrated to mark an event 
when Christ became flesh, 
lived, and became part of 
the worldly realm, but Christ 
has his origin in the word 
Messiah. As the season ap­
proaches, it might not be out 
of context to explore and un­
derstand a belief within our 
tradition that some consider 
similar to the one celebrated 
this month.

The Redeemer in the 
Hynniew Trep tradition!

Earlier, 1 thought the sym­
bol in the traditional religion 
that bears similarity to Christ 
was the rooster. In the etio­
logical story, after the earth 
was engulfed in complete 
darkness, it was the rooster, 
“Syiar Khraw Jutang,” who 
convinced the sun to return 
and shine again. The rooster 
would crow three times to 
signal the sun’s return to the 
earth. I thought the tradition 
o f “choh syiar” performed 
during cremation where a 
rooster is sacrificed is linked 
to redemption too.

However, my ignorance 
of this aspect of the tradition 
was exposed several months 
ago when Bah Fabian Lyn­
gdoh posted on his Facebook 
page about a similar concept 
in the Khasi tradition. The 
post said that great think­
ers o f Khasi society like 
R.S. Lyngdoh and Fr. Sngi 
believed that the Khasi idea 
of a great leader, who would 
one day visit and deliver the 
people, bears some resem­
blance to Christ.

The Khasi tradition speaks 
of a great leader akin to the 
Judeo-Christian concept of 
a saviour or messiah. It is 
believed that “u Kynrem u 
Lyndan, u Syntai u Bulot, 
u Simpah u Simsong” shall 
one day visit the world. I had 
heard o f this belief earlier, 
but it was when I met Du 
Pohsnem, the elder of our 
clan in Nongtalang, that he 
confirmed the ,War-Jaintia 
community also! hoKts this 
expectation'of a" redeemer's 
coming.

For the people of Raid 
Nongtalang, “u Palawai” is 
believed to be the redeemer 
who will visit all the ossuar­
ies, cleanse the charred bones 
preparing them for redemp­
tion. Puramon Kynjing, the 
Daloi of Jowai mentioned 
about the expectation of the 
coming of “u Piar u Khai”' in 
the raid Jowai.

The question therefore 
is - can the Khasi belief in 
a great leader be compared 
to Christ? Is the Hynniew 
Trep tradition of “u Kynrem 
u Lyndan, u Syntai u Bulot, 
u Simpah u Simsong” akin 
to the concept of a Messiah 
in the Judeo-Christian tradi­
tion?

The Origin of the 
Messianic Expectation
The concept of a Mes­

siah originates from Judaism, 
referring to the belief and

By H H  Mohrmen
anticipation o f a divinely 
anointed figure who would 
usher in an era of peace, jus­
tice, and divine rule.

The key Features of Mes­
sianic Expectation in Judaism 
is in the Hebrew Bible called 
the Tanakh (Torah, Nevi’im 
and Ketuvim ) which the 
Christians call the Old Testa­
ment. It contains references 
that are often associated with 
the Messiah. Isaiah 11:1-9: 
describes a descendant of 
King David who will rule 
with wisdom and justice, 
and bring universal peace. 
Jeremiah 23:5-6: promises 
a righteous branch from Da­
vid's line that will restore 
justice and righteousness. 
Micah 4:1-5, foretells a time 
of peace and harmony among 
nations, often linked to the 
Messianic age.

Characteristics of the 
Messiah in Judaism

The M essiah (Hebrew 
Mashiach, meaning "anoint­
ed one") is typically seen as 
a mortal being, chosen by 
God, who will fulfill specific 
roles, including, restoring the 
Davidic monarchy, rebuild­
ing the temple. Rabbinic lit­
erature further described the 
Messiah as a human leader 
who will bring the Jewish 
people back to the land of 
Israel, establishing universal 
peace and knowledge of 
God.

The coming of the Mes­
siah, it is believed will in­
augurate the Messianic Age 
(Olam HaBa), character­
ized by Universal peace and 
justice, an end to suffering 
and oppression, a renewed 
closeness betweein humanity 
and God.
The Christian Messiah and 
Jesus’ Jewish Background

Christianity’s identifica­
tion of Jesus as the Messiah 
originated within a Jewish 
context but represented a 
significant redefinrtior^of 
the J«wish concepl^^Hm- - 
process involved interpret­
ing Jewish scriptures in ways 
that highlighted Jesus' life, 
death, and resurrection as 
the fulfillment of Messianic 
prophecies, even when they 
diverged from traditional 
Jewish expectations. It is 
however interesting to under­
stand how this transformation 
occurred.

Jesus was a Rabbi (Jew­
ish Teacher) living in first- 
century Judea, a time when 
Messianic expectation was 
heightened due to Roman oc­
cupation and socio-political 
unrest. Many Jews hoped for 
a Messiah who would liberate 
them from foreign rule, re­
store the Davidic monarchy, 
and usher in an era of peace 
and prosperity.

Redefinition of the 
Messiah in Early Christianity

After Jesus’ death, early 
Christians, many of whom

were Jews, reinterpreted 
the concept of the Messiah 
in light of Jesus’ life and 
death. For them it is more 
about a Spiritual Kingdom 
and instead of a political or 
military leader, emphasiz­
ing repentance, love, and 
salvation. It is also about a 
Suffering Messiah as they 
turned to passages like Isaiah 
53, which speaks of the "suf­
fering servant," to argue that 
the Messiah would suffer and 
die for humanity’s sins. It is 
a departure from traditional 
Jewish views o f a victori­
ous Messiah. Resurrection 
of Jesus is another proof of 
a suffering Messiah; it is in 
fact central to Christian in­
terpretation which is a divine 
validation that Jesus was the 
Messiah and Son of God. 
Using Jewish Scriptures to 
Prove Jesus is the Messiah

The early Christian move­
ment relied heavily on the 
Hebrew Bible which they 
later called the Old Testa­
ment to argue Jesus’ Mes­
sianic role. Early Christians 
continue with the tradition of 
reading the Holy Scriptures 
which, during Jesus’s time 
and even immediately after 
his death means the Hebrew 
Bible. It was later after Jesus 
died and as the movement 
progressed that Christians 
scriptures started to develop. 
The Gospel of Mark, the first 
gospel, is believed to have 
been written between 65-70 
CE, and the Gospel of John, 
considered to be the last 
gospel, was written between 
90—110 CE. These scriptures 
later become the second part 
of the Christian Bible called 
the New Testament.

Early C hristians used 
some of the text in the He­
brew Bible to assert that 
Jesus is the Messiah which 
was prophesised. Maintain­
ing the same characteristic 
of the Jewish Messiah, early 
Christian also believe the 
Messiah will coirfe to restore 
the Davidic monarchy. Hence 
it is important to trace his lin­
eage to King David, and the 
Genealogy of Jesus becomes 
an important aspect of the 
belief. Passages like Isaiah 
11:1 and Jeremiah 23:5 were 
therefore used to link Jesus'to 
King David’s lineage.

Christians have succeeded 
in maintaining that Jesus is 
the fulfillment of the Proph­
ecies. Events in Jesus’ life, 
such as his birth in Beth­
lehem (Micah 5:2) and his 
entry into Jerusalem on a 
donkey (Zechariah 9:9), were 
seen as fulfilling Messianic 
prophecies in the Hebrew 
Bible. To justify the Suffer­
ing and Death Messiah, early 
Christian’s use Isaiah 53 and 
Psalm 22 to interpret as it has 
been foretelling about Jesus’ 
crucifixion and suffering.

Key Theological 
Innovations

Early Christians have also 
succeeded in reinventing 
the Messiah as a universal 
salvation. They extended 
the Jewish idea of the Mes­
siah beyond Israel, present­
ing Jesus as a saviour for all 
humanity, including Gentiles. 
The second aspect which dif­
ferentiates the two Messiahs 
is the Divine Messiah. While 
Judaism traditionally saw the 
Messiah as a human figure, 
Christianity declared Jesus 
both fully human and fully di­
vine, making his role unique 
in salvation history. The last 
but not the least is the Chris­
tian belief that Jesus’ death 
and resurrection established 
a "New Covenant" with God, 
fulfilling and superseding the 
Mosaic Covenant.

As Christianity spread 
beyond Jewish communi­
ties, the concept of the Mes­
siah was adapted to resonate 
with Greco-Roman audiences 
and Messiah became Christ. 
The Greek term "Christos" 
became synonymous with 
"Messiah" which focuses 
more on Salvation.

Two divergent views 
of Messiah

Christianity’s adaptation 
of the Jewish concept of the 
Messiah involved a radical 
reinterpretation of Jewish 
scriptures and expectations. 
By emphasizing Jesus’ role 
as a suffering servant and his 
resurrection, and universal 
mission, early Christians cre­
ated a Messianic vision that 
could transcend its Jewish 
roots and appeal to diverse 
populations, ultimately shap­
ing a global religion. This 
divergence also marked a 
critical point of separation 
between Judaism and Chris­
tianity, each maintaining dis­
tinct Messianic expectations 
to this day.

While Jewish communi­
ties continue to wait for the 
Messiah who would fulfill 
traditional expectationsftffilES 
Christians are awaiting the 
second coming of Christ.

The Christ and
u Kynrem u Lyndan

Returning to the question 
of whether the Khasi concept 
of “u Kynrem u Lyndan or 
u Palawai” aligns with the 
concept of the Messiah, it is 
evident that the two ideas are 
fundamentally different. Even 
the Messianic beliefs of Juda­
ism and Christianity, which 
share the same roots, differ 
significantly. Attempting to 
equate the Khasi concept 
which originates from distinct 
cultures, and o f different 
worldviews, with the Messiah 
of Judeo-Christian tradition is 
stretching the idea too far.

Let the Messiah of the 
Jews or the Christ of Chris­
tians continue to be so, and let 
u Kynrem u Lyndan remain 
a part of Khasi tradition and 
never the twain shall meet. 
Season’s greetings to all!

Round The States
B ylnsaf

Majoritarian 
overreach can 
be disruptive
Editor,
The Special article “It’s 

Now or Never for the NPP- 
led MDA Government” By 
Patricia Mukhim (ST 20 
December 2024) made in­
teresting reading. The author 
has brought to the fore many 
vital issues which are factual 
and need to be addressed by 
the government. Though “it’s 
now and never for the NPP- 
led MDA Government,” one 
must also appreciate the fact 
that the MDA 2.0 in spite of 
having a full majority with 
more than 83 percent of the 
ML As and 70 percent of the 
electorate on its side is not 
exercising that power as yet. 
I see it as a demonstration 
of restraint, responsibility, 
and respect for democratic 
principles and not weak­
ness. By not exercising full 
power, the m ajority can 
foster a more inclusive and 
collaborative environment, 
encouraging dialogue and 
consensus-building with
minority groups. Exercising 
restraint helps prevent abuse 
of power and ensures that 
decisions are made in the 
best interests of all, rather 
just the majority. What is 
reasonable about the MDA 
2.0 is that it is not overusing

majority power in spite of 
having that power as it can 
lead to political instability 
and social unrest. By exer­
cising restraint, the MDA 
2.0 has demonstrated that 
it can maintain stability and 
harmony. Demonstrating re­
straint can build trust among 
constituents and other politi­
cal entities, showing that the 
majority is committed to fair 
and balanced governance. 
Sometimes, not exercising 
full power immediately can 
be part of a long-term strat­
egy to achieve more sustain­
able and effective outcomes. 
In contrast there are those 
who are in the minority but 
w ho make a lot of noise but 
lack the actual power to ef­
fect change. This can be seen 
as a double-edged sword. 
On the one hand, their vocal 
presence can bring attention 
to important issues and keep 
the majority in check. On 
the other hand, without the 
ability to implement their 
ideas, their influence can be 
limited to rhetoric rather than 
action. And that is the pres­
ent scenario in Meghalaya. 
However, I wish the govern­
ment takes note of the vital 
issues raised by the author 
in her article which are of 
utmost public interest and 
importance.

Yours etc;
VK Lyngdoh, 

Via email

National unity 
above politics
Editor,
At present the political 

and religious environment is 
tense. To reduce this tension 
there is an urgent need of in­
dividuals who can contribute 
towards dousing the flames 
of hatred and communalism 
as Jai Prakash Narayan did in 
the 1970s and presently the 
RSS chief Mohan Bhagwat 
who has come forward and 
appealed for mutual respect 
for all religions. Even the 
Samajwadi Party supported 
this idea o f Mohan Bhag­
wat who has categorically 
stated that raking up of newer 
temple-mosque disputes was 
not acceptable. His latest 
statement is consistent with 
his past statements over such 
disputes.

Also his reference to the 
certain individuals who are 
trying to become 'leaders of 
Hindus, ' by raking up such 
disputes, is actually a snub 
to those going to extremes 
when it comes to matters 
of religion. This is not the 
first time that Bhagwat has 
spoken in this vein. Though 
Bhagwat had named anyone 
individually, it is clear that at 
present there are many who 
flaunt their claims to be the 
champions of Hinduism.

There are people who 
have been writing about these

issues and have expressed 
their opinions and even ap­
proached the courts of law. In 
fact an increasing 'number of 
individuals are going to dif­
ferent courts. The courts too 
have been ordering surveys 
of disputed sites, taking a 
cue from the historic Ram 
Janmabhoomi title suit. Are 
all such disputes really neces­
sary? Collective thinking is 
needed to resolve this ongo­
ing quarrel about the temple- 
mosque sites otherwise the 
fringe elements can occupy 
an im portant democratic 
space.

The RSS ch iefs state­
ment, perhaps, highlighted 
this matter in a different vein. 
Since the Ram Janmabhoomi 
agitation, the RSS has main­
tained a distance from more 
such disputes. Of course, a 
section of the society criti­
cised the RSS in general and 
Bhagwat in particular over 
this stand. This criticism was, 
and still is, largely confined 
to the new battlefront -  the 
social media, which has to 
be carefully watched.

People figh ting  wars 
against each other on reli­
gious, cultural, ideological, 
political, caste, language and 
other lines are "basically the 
products of new-age dumb­
ing down. Since most of them 
do not have any profound 
reading or understanding of 
the socio-cultural and socio-

historical realities, they just 
dwell in the past, choose the 
side o f their convenience 
and stick to that even in the 
present, thus compromising 
the collective ability of cre­
ating a bright future for all. 
In a way, they follow certain 
stereotypes and gradually be­
come part of one. We cannot 
expect rational thinking from 
a large chunk of these ’social 
media warriors'. Hence, their 
criticism of any rational stand 
does not hold much value. 
But social leaders have a 
responsibility to give them 
the message of not resorting 
to extremes.

When the Hindu dimen­
sion was politically sidelined 
in the past, these individu­
als espoused some different 
causes. Most of these new- 
age faddists do not have ideo­
logical clarity to serve any 
cause with the ultimate aim 
of harmony. They pick holes 
in the rational statements of 
social leaders like Mohan 
Bhagwat. Unfortunately, 
while doing so, they forget 
that the ultimate objective of 
any socio-cultural organisa­
tion like the RSS is uniting 
people for the larger cause of 
national unity. There may be 
different ways to interpret the 
statement of the RSS chief. 
But, in the larger national in­
terest, and in favour of social 
harmony and peaceful co-ex­
istence, people from different

communities need to pick up 
seeds of rationality.

There are hundreds of 
schools being run by the RSS 
to uplift the poor and they are 
getting good response from 
the public. We also know 
that former president, Pranab 
Mukherjee also visited the 
RSS office after completion 
of his tenure. Not many years 
ago, the RSS Sarsanghchalak 
had made it clear in one of 
his speeches in Nagpur that 
the Ram Janmabhoomi agi­
tation had a specific context, 
and that RSS would not take 
up any such issue in future. 
So, once the Ram Temple 
at Ayodhya came into being, 
the RSS dissociated itself from 
more such temple-mosque 
disputes that found their way 
into public discourses over 
the past couple of years.

Instead o f quarrelling 
about the sites of temples 
and mosques, Indians have 
to be more concerned about 
the economic conditions 
of the country as the GDP 
has slowed down and other 
economic parameters are not 
favourable either.

Yours etc., 
Yash Pal Ralhan, 

Via email

Articles and letters ap­
pearing on this page are 
the views of the writers/ 
authors  and not tha t  of 
The Shillong Times

Ambedkar Insult, Assault 
Percolates down to states

The ugly political slugfest 
in Parliament over disrespect 
to the messiah of Dalits, 
Dr BR Ambekar by Home 
Minister Amit Shah in the 
Rajya Sabha has spilled on 
to the States. The Opposi­
tion and its state leadership 
is braying for Shah’s res­
ignation or sacking while 
BJP-led NDA is gunning for 
Congress and its Leader of 
Opposition Rahul Gandhi. 
Sadly, dignity and decorum 
has taken a severe beating 
not only o f the ‘temple of 
democracy’ but of conduct 
of people’s representatives. 
As a result, Parliament was 
adjourned sine die within 
minutes of meeting on Friday 
last. Similarly, Uttar Pradesh 
Assembly was abruptly ad­
journed sine die on Thurs­
day last as SP and Congress 
MLAs entered the Well of 
the House, accusing both BJP 
governments at Centre and 
state of “anti-Dalit mindset”. 
In Maharashtra, Congress 
leaders placed photographs 
of Ambedkar on their desks 
in the Assembly, like many 
did in both Houses of Parlia­
ment and the House had to 
be adjourned. In Delhi, while 
AAP convenor, Kejriwal led 
hundreds of supporters to 
protest outside BJP office 
and against Shah. In Punjab 
its District leaders, office 
bearers, MLAs, and ministers 
along with cadres staged 
demonstrations outside B JP's 
district headquarters. Down 
south, DMK held protests in 
Tamil Nadu and Congress in 
Kerala, among others.

This apart, a schedule of 
protests has been slated by 
Opposition parties. TMC 
supremo and West Bengal 
Chief Minister Mamata Ba- 
nerjee has called for state­
wide protests on Monday, 
December 23 against BJP as 
she says: “Our Constitution 
maker Ambedkar’s insult is 
unacceptable! This eastei’st 
BJP government has repeat­
edly attacked our democ­
racy...remarks are betrayal 
of Dalit and tribal communi­
ties...” The BSP has called 
for nationwide protest a day 
if Shah doesn’t apologise on 
24 December. The grand old 
party has 3 consecutive days 
of protest, beginning this 
Sunday: All Congress MPs, 
senior leaders and CWC 
members are to hold press 
conferences in their constitu­
encies and home districts on 
22nd-23rd December. On 
24th, Babasaheb Ambedkar 
Samman Marches will be 
held across the country and a 
memorandum would be sub­
mitted to President Murmu 
through District Collectors 
demanding Shah’s resigna­
tion.” Will protests whither 
away soon? Unlikely, as the 
‘insult’ is what Opposition is 
cashing upon with their vote 
banks!

BJP States To follow 
U’khand

Uttarakhand is all set to 
roll out Uniform Civil Code 
(UCC) and be a trendsetter 
for every other BJP State! An 
assertion by Home Minister 
Amit Shah in Rajya Sabha 
on Tuesday last while reply­
ing to the debate on “Glori­
ous Journey o f 75 Years 
o f Constitution o f India.” 
Like others in the treasury 
benches he targeted Congress 
and Nehru’s, appeasement 
politics etc, but was equally 
firm: “Our government in 
Uttarakhand got UCC. Our 
way of functioning is we 
follow democratic processes. 
A law which will bring such 
major changes to society 
and be passed as a model 
law (in February). It will be 
discussed on all fronts and be 
implemented.” Indeed, Chief 
Minister Pushkar Singh Dha- 
mi confirmed so a day later 
and announced UCC ‘will 
come into effect from Janu­
ary 2025...homework was 
complete, training of person­
nel underway to implement 
it...a  role model for other 
States...’ Many Opposition 
States may hope it does, not 
for UCC but that law got the 
Presidential nod the very next 
month, whereas they ended 
up petitioning the Supreme 
Court over Governors sitting 
on bills for months/years 
or else sent to Rashtrapati

Bhavan. A wait and watch 
for the New Year. 
Curtailing States Powers 

Regional parties and State 
representatives have reason 
to worry, if the debate op­
posing introduction to 'One 
Nation,-One Elections' bill is 
to be "well understood. Not 
only were terms of it being 
“anti-constitutional” used 
but more importantly that 
the legislation would tam­
per with ‘powers enjoyed 
by States’. While the Bill, 
introduced in the Lok Sabha 
has been referred to a Joint 
Parliamentary Committee, 
its intent has been seriously 
questioned. Opposition 
parties, such as Congress, 
DMK, TMC, NCP (SP) SS 
(UBT), SS, AIMIM, op­
posed it vehemently saying 
the legislation was an ‘insult’ 
to cooperative federalism; 
would link the tenure of state 
assemblies to that of Lok 
Sabha, thus undermining 
people’s mandate; state gov­
ernments are not subordinate 
to central government or 
Parliament; bill would take 
away the state Assemblies 
autonomy; electors have 
the right to elect the govern­
ment for five years and this 
right cannot be curtailed 
with simultaneous polls, etc. 
Expectedly, it will be a long 
run in the JPC, and even oth­
erwise the Bill amounts to a 
constitutional amendment 
requiring 2/3rd majority 
for passage and is a clear 
no-go given the numbers. 
However, being a pet proj­
ect of the BJP and that of ‘a 
gentleman’, how far it will 
go needs to be seen.

Peace In NE? 
Manipur should belie 

the Union Home M inis­
try’s claim. On Saturday 
last, Home Minister Amit 
Shah claimed, “Peace has 
returned to the North-East 
in the last ten years, mark­
ing the most significant de­
velopment in the region.” 
This while addressing the 
72nd North Eastern Council 
(NEC) Plenary in Agartala, 
being attended by Governors 
and Chief Ministers of the 
eight states. While highlight­
ing New Delhi’s efforts, he 
said NDA government has 
‘signed over 20 peace ac­
cords, substantially reduc­
ing militancy and creating a 
conducive environment for 
progress, ’ among others. Ac­
cording to him, with the ‘re­
turn of peace’, investors are 
keen to foray into the region 
and focus now should be on 
developing an industrial eco­
system that can make the NE 
a gateway for South Asia. 
The region was no longer 
distant from New Delhi and 
‘experienced unprecedented 
growth under PM Modi’s vi­
sion, making it a cornerstone 
of India’s Act East policy... ’ 
Perhaps, but efforts to heal 
Manipur’s wounds appear to 
have failed. North Block is 
looking the other way! 
Dharavi Redevelopment 

Has South Asia’s largest 
slum, Dharavi in Mumbai, 
been given a reason to cheer 
or frown? On Friday last, 
Bombay High Court cleared 
the decks for its redevelop­
ment upholding that the 
tender awarded to the Adani 
Group for the project by the 
Maharashtra government in 
2022, was good and there 
was no “arbitrariness, unrea­
sonableness or perversity” in 
the decision. The two-judge 
bench dismissed a petition 
filed by UAE-based Seclink 
Technologies Corp challeng­
ing the state government’s 
decision to award the project 
to Adani, as it had won it 
in the first tender issued in 
2018, which was cancelled. 
The State government had 
told the court there was 
transparency in the manner 
that the bid was conducted 
and no undue favour was 
shown to the highest bid­
der, Adani Group. Recall, 
opposition parties in the 
state, including SS(UBT), 
Congress had vehemently 
opposed the award to Adani 
Group alleging ‘irregulari­
ties in the entire process.’ 
The Congress had said that 
if voted to power (in the As­
sembly election) it would 
scrap the project. Reason; it 
shall ‘not allow Mumbai to 
be turned into Adani city 
What next? —INFA
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Meghalaya Road Projects Short-circuited
REPORTS o f attacks on the staff of the National 
Highways Infrastructure and Development Corpo­
ration Ltd (NHIDCL) by so-called ‘unidentified’ 
miscreants along the Western Bypass project is a 
harbinger of yet another highway project come a 
cropper. In the present case the NHIDCL had ap­
parently sought police protection which was denied 
to them. The district administration, Ri Bhoi district 
too appears to have ignored pleas to provide protec­
tion to the NHIDCL staff, for reasons best known to 
them. The Western Bypass project is meant to link 
West Khasi Hills to Ri Bhoi district so as to bypass 
Shillong city and its periphery and thereby reduce 
traffic congestion.

As is the case with every road project where 
land acquisition is involved there is always a catch 
22 situation. The NHIDCL officials claim that the 
work on a particular stretch o f the project has been 
stopped by local clan members at Umraleng village. 
Their claim they have not been paid compensation 
by the clan elders. This is not a new development. 
Sometimes the Dorbar Shnong is the stumbling block 
and forces the road construction company to change 
course, thereby making it tough to re-align some­
thing that is already planned according to geological 
specifications and with financial allocations already 
worked out. At other times dissension between the 
clan members becomes the bone o f contention. In 
this case the clan members are aggrieved because 
they have not received land compensation from the 
clan elders. Instead of resolving the matter within 
the clan, why are arbitrary diktats passed on to the 
construction company unless there are vested in­
terests involved as is the case with all land acquisi­
tions transactions. In this case the land was already 
handed over to the NHIDCL by the Ri-Bhoi district 
administration in June this year. So is the district 

. administration not the arbiter in this case?
It may be recalled that the Umsning bypass too 

faced similar glitches mainly because certain land 
owners wanted their land to be included in the road 
project even when the alignment did not require 
that stretch. Clan land whenever acquired for public 
purposes needs to be done in a spirit o f transpar­
ency and all clan members need to be brought on 
board. In this case if  some clan heads were paid 
and they in turn did not share the money with other 
clan members then why is the NHIDCL targeted? 
Surely there are legal papers available to prove that 
the compensation from the part of the Government 
was already paid and that obstructing the work o f the 
NHIDCL and assaulting their workers is a criminal 
offence. As stated by the NHIDCL officials this will 
lead to unnecessary delay which is a trademark of 
all projects in Meghalaya. They are all afflicted by 
time and cost overruns. The MDA Government has 
to develop clear and robust protocols for land transfer 
transactions for road construction purposes.

From the Manger to Nazareth 
Manifesto: The Birth of Iisous Khristos

This year, for Christmas 
readings and reflection, 1 am 
using the Khasi vernacu­
lar New Testament Bible 
which was translated and 
published in 1871, by the 
British and Foreign Bible 
Society. This edition of the 
Khasi New Testament is 
available online, whereas the 
complete first edition of the 
Khasi Bible (both Old and 
New Testament) published in 
1891 and 1897 respectively 
is not available and perhaps 
a few copies are being kept 
in Libraries within India and 
abroad, like the Serampore 
College Archive, West Ben­
gal, the National Libraries 
in Wales and Scotland etc.
I would appreciate if there 
is any Khasi M ethodist- 
Presbyterian family who still 
possesses and preserves the 
first edition of Khasi Bible.

Since its publication, the 
Khasi language has under­
gone significant develop­
m ent' reflecting changes 
in sentence structure, vo­
cabulary, and spelling. For 
instance, the name of Jesus' 
biological father is rendered 
as "Iosiph," while Jesus 
himself is' referred to as " 
Iisous Khristos" in this older 
translation. These variations 
illustrate the evolution of the 
Khasi language over nearly a . 
century and a half.

While reflecting on the 
birth of Iisous Khristos we 
can appreciate the rich heri­
tage of the Khasi language 
and its capacity to convey 
profound truths across gen­
erations. It’s a reminder of 
the enduring nature of the 
Christmas message, even 
as the language we use 
to express it continues to 
change.

The 1871 Khasi Bible 
New Testament and Khasi 

Bible CL version 2016:
In th is , le t me quote 

the Bible verses from the 
two Khasi Bible versions 
which spanned nearly 150 
years. This will help see the 
development of the Khasi 
language and style of writ­
ing and translations. These 
verses also formed the basis 
of the Christmas reflection.

These are the verses quot­
ed from both versions- “Uta 
u angelous u la ong te ha 
ka, To wat sheptieng Ko 
Mari; naba pha la shem ka 
jingaiei bad u Blei: te ha 
khymlh, pha’n punkhun ha la 
ka kypoh, bad ban pha’n kha 
ia u khQn, bad pha’n khot ia 
ka kyrteng jong u U Iisous” 
(Loukas 1:30-31, Ka Jiu- 
tang Ka Bathymmai 1871) 
Whereas, the Khasi Bible 
CL version 2016 reads- “U t 
angel u la ong ha ka, To wat 
sheptieng ko Mari; U Blei u

By Kyrsoibor Pyrtuh

la sngewbha ia pha, Phan sa 
punkhun bad phan kha ia u 
khun, bad phan kyrteng ia 
u U Jisu” (Loukas 1:30-31, 
Khasi Baibl, CL Version). 
The English translations of 
these verses are, “Then the 
angel said to her, “Do not 
be afraid, Mary, for you 
have found favour with God.

. Behold, you will conceive in 
your womb and bear a son, 
and you shall name him Jesus 
(Luke 1:30-31). And in Luke 
4:18 it reads, “U Mynsiim U 
Trai u ha nga, naba kumta u 
la pynsleh ia nga ba’n ialap 
ka jingiathuhkhana-babha 
ha ki baduk; U la phah ia 
nga ba’n pynkhiah ia ki-ba- 
la-pait dohnud, ba’n ialap 
ia ka jingpyllait-noh...ka 
jingpyllait ia ki-ba-la-ban- 
shitom...”(Ka Jiutang Ka Ba­
thymmai 1871). In the 2016 
Khasi Baibl CL version- “U 
Mynsiem jong u Trai u la ong 
ha nga, namar ba u la jied ia 
nga ban wallam ka khubor 
babha ha kiba duk. U la phah 
ia nga ban pynbna ka jingpy 1- 
laitluid—banpyllait iakiba la 
shah ban bein...” In English 
it reads thus, “The Spirit of 
the Lord is upon me, because 
the Lord has anointed me. Fie 
has sent me to preach good 
news...To proclaim release... 
to liberate the oppressed...” 

Comparison between 
the 1871 and 2016 Khasi 

Bible Versions:
The two K hasi B ible 

translations— the Khasi 
B ible New Testament o f 
1871 and the Khasi Bible 
CL version 2016—  showcase 
the evolution of the Khasi 
language and its stylistic 
development over nearly 
150 years. A poignant il­
lustration of this progression 
can be found in the verses 
m entioned above, which 
form the basis of the Christ­
mas message. Apart from 
the Methodist-Presbyterian 

: Khasi Bible, there is also the 
Catholic Khasi Bible called 
ka “Baibyl Khasi Katholik". 
The revised edition of the 
Baibyl Khasi Katholik, was 
published in 1992. In the in­
troduction it is stated, that the 
translation was done by trac­
ing back to the original Bibli­
cal languages (i.e, Flebrew, 
Greek, and Aramaic) and 
then translating them into 
the language that is relatable 
and commonly understood in 
contemporary society. The 
translators aimed to use the 
Khasi language in its original 
form to convey the message 
ofthe Bible. This approach 
stresses the importance of 
contextualizing the transla­
tion of Scripture to ensure

that it remains relevant and 
m eaningful to the target 
readers.

The evolution of the Kha­
si Bible from 1871 to 2016 
not only mirrors changes in 
the Khasi language but also 
highlights the ongoing ef­
fort to make scriptural texts 
accessible and relevant to 
contemporary speakers. The 
above mentioned verses, 
central to the Nativity story 
of Jesus, invite reflection 
on the profound themes of 
hope and divine intervention 
for the battered and bruised 
contemporary world. We are 
facing numerous challenges 
and crises, whether it is the 
political, economic, environ­
mental and societal. But the 
celebration of the birth of 
Iisous Khristos is the vivid 
rem inder that resilience, 
resistance against the de­
humanizing forces and hope 
persist.
Christmas Message: From 
the Manger in Bethlehem 

to Nazareth Manifesto:
The Christmas season has 

once again arrived. It is a 
season of hope and love, but 
I am deeply troubled to learn 
that the genocide, which 
began more than a year ago, 
in Gaza; continues unabated 
and one shares with the angst 
of millions across the world 
who deplore the killings of 
innocent, especially children. 
According to the Save the 
Children Report, “the oc­
cupied Palestinian territory 
is now ranked as the deadli­
est place in the world for 
children: about 30% of the
11,300 identified children 
killed in Gaza were younger 
than five and Gaza currently 
has the highest rates of child 
malnutrition globally”. The 
killings of innocent people is 
not the answer to any prob­
lem and no one will be able 
to convince this writer that 
the solution to the problem 
is to kill.children.

As we contemplate on 
the birth of Iisous Khristos, 
it is important to situate the 
nativity story in the present 
Palestinian-Israeli conflict 
which is devastating. Beth­
lehem, located in the West 
Bank under the Palestinian 
State, is known for its histori­
cal and religious significance 
but has also been a focal 
point of tension and violence, 
especially in the context of 
Israeli military occupation. 
Nazareth, predominantly an 
Arab city within Israel and 
it is also the city which had 
survived the 1948 Nakba. It 
has its own unique historical 
narrative of the region and

Lette rs  to the  E d i to r

Durable 
Disorder in 
NE India: 

Time for a new 
approach?

Editor,
Chinese philosopher, Lao 

Tzu states - “There is no 
greater danger than underes­
timating your opponent.”

During the Soviet inva­
sion o f  A fghanistan, the 
Central Intelligence Agency 
(CIA) covertly armed the 
ill-equipped Mujahidfeen 
with the Stinger missile, a 
weapon that turned the tide 
ofthe battle. In the following 
years, the Agency tasked it­
self with locating and buying 
the remaining missiles under 
Operation MIAS (Missing in 
Action Stingers). Recently, 
Starlink devices were al­
legedly seized by security 
agencies during raids in Ma­
nipur.

Over 60% of the porous 
borders in Northeast India 
are shared with China, Ban­
gladesh, Myanmar and Bhu­
tan. A report in The Times 
o f India dated November 
10, 2022 says the Ministry 
of Home Affairs indicated 
the level of threat posed by 
foreign agencies as part of 
their grander scheme to de­
stabilise trade and commei;ce 
even sparking religious ide­
ologies.

Moreover, the magnitude 
o f drug smuggling along 
these routes with proxim­

ity to the Golden Triangle 
makes the Act East Policy 
a difficult project. Recently 
Union Home Minister, Amit 
Sljah while addressing the 

,72nd plenary session of the 
North Eastern Council, ex­
uded confidence that with 
insurgency having ended 
the modus operandi of the 
policing system is set for 
a change.The question is 
whether the police are ready 
to transition into newer roles 
considering the Indian Police 
Act 1867 is a colonial act and 
the police are still stuck in 
that colonial past.

National security is a seri­
ous matter requiring constant 
evolution in understanding 
the dynamics o f warfare 
through History, Geography, 
Geopolitics, Geo-economics, 
with the dominance of 4GW 
(4th generation warfare) 
combined with cyber kinet­
ics, artificial intelligence, 
autonomous drones, curat­
ing policies and analysis 
from think-tanks to premier 
defence organisations. The 
security parameters of the 
country have to be weighed 
in w ith greater account­
ability.

In the em erging new 
security environment and 
the challenges posed, Brit­
ish historian and expert on 
transnational crime in his 
book, ‘The Weaponisation of 
Everything: A Field Guide to 
the New Way of War,’ gives 
a clearer picture about the 
rules o f statecraft, which 
are rapidly transforming and 
tells us why the faster we

learn the more advantageous 
our position will be.

Yours etc., 
Christopher Gatphoh, 

Shillong-10

Bangladesh, 
the UP of 

India!
Editor^
In the ongoing political 

turmoil in Bangladesh an 
unabated wave of attacks on 
the minorities has reached a 
moment of truth wherrChin- 
moy Krishna Das, a Hindu 
religious leader and ISKC0N 
sanyasi was arrested while 
attempting to hold a peaceful 
rally in one of the premier 
locations in Bangladesh to 
highlight the atrocities faced 
by Bangladeshi Hindus. Till 
date he is under custody and 
any judicial action in his 
favour is apparently hang­
ing fir.e indicating that the 
judicial dynamics in this 
country has been put in lim­
bo, perhaps at the behest of 
the religious fundamentalist 
powers. Currently,reports of 
persecutions are zeroed in on 
Hindu believers and tomor­
row it may snowball against 
other minorities and the eth­
nic Hynniewtrep Christian 
minorities, who generally 
reside inside Bangladesh 
bordering Khasi-Jaintia Hils 
districts.

Suffice it to say that in the 
backdrop of the foregoing 
grim contentions in Bangla­
desh some political leaders

and eminent citizens of India 
have urged the United Na­
tions to rush in peace keep­
ing forces into this country in 
order to ensure the safety of 
the unfortunate victims!

On the flip side of the 
episode however, there are 
some discerning citizens who 
aver that what's occurring in 
Bangladesh is not dissimilar 
from what is happening in 
the State of UP under the 
Chief Ministership of Yogi 
Adityanath where stringent 
retributive procedures are 
executed mostly against the 
minorities for any alleged 
misdemeanor, at the drop of 
the hat. Here, the double - en­
gine government is blatantly 
introducing the bulldozer 
governance by dismantling 
the houses,commercial es­
tablishment etc., especially 
those belonging to Muslims. 
Prima facie, is this nothing 
short of a selective justice?

Tragically, on November
24 this year when a team of 
Archaeological Survey of 
India(ASI) officials were 
directed by a court-mandated 
order to explore a 500 year 
old Mughal-era Shahi Jama 
Masjjid, a systemic com­
munal riot broke out leading 
to scores of people being 
injured and four youths( 
read Muslims) were shot 
dead, among them a teenager 
and many of those arrested 
will have to face the impla­
cable National Security Act 
(NSA)! In the course of con­
versation, it may be pertinent 
to recall that the Masjid in 
question has been claimed

by the Hindutva supporters 
to be originally a Harihar 
temple of Lord Vishnu. And 
for that matter, thanks to our 
ex- Chief Justice of India 
DY Chandrarchud for giving 
wings to such consequences 
by diluting the Places of 
Worship Act 1991; there are 
already noises that similar 
fates are awaiting Christian 
churches in our country!

I have a remote present­
ment that the same UP syn­
drome is fast smothering our 
nearest neighbouring State 
, Assam, with the recent 
announcement of the Chief 
M inister Himanta Biswa 
Sarma banning lock stock 
and barrel the sale of beef 
all over Assam!

Correspondingly,while 
B angladesh is currently 
bogged down with Islamist 
radicalism, U P is likewise 
overwhelmed by th‘e Brah- 
mical Hindutva project In 
this context, while casually 
discussing with some senior 
citizens concerning these 
problematic situations in 
Bangladesh vis-a-vis the 
State of UP, the latter have but 
aptly quipped,'Bangladesh, 
the UP of India '

Yours etc.,
- J K Diengdoh,

Shillong-2

Of online 
frauds

Editor,
In recent times cases of 

online frauds have increased 
immensely. While many are

the complexities of Arab- 
Israeli relations today.

The theme from the Man­
ger in Bethlehem to Nazareth 
Manifesto is replete with the 
idea which emphasizes on 
the continuity of Jesus’ life 
and mission from His birth 
to His early life in Naza­
reth. The popular Christmas 
narrative about Jesus in a 
manger is not devoid of the 
historical context, that two 
thousand years ago when 
Jesus was bom, Palestine 
was under the occupation 
of foreign regime, i.e. the 
Romans, which was as brutal 
as any other occupied rulers 
found in modem times. The 
first Christm as occurred 
during a dreadful time in the 
history of what was already 
a troubled and turbulent land. 
When Mary was conceived 
with the child (Jesus) they 
returned to Bethlehem to 
register for the census, and 
it was no coincidence that 
the time had arrived for her 
to give birth. Despite both 
Joseph and Mary being son 
and daughter of Bethlehem, 
they did not own land and 
Mary couldn’t find a place 
to lay her newborn as they 
were displaced by the Roman 
occupation.

Undoubtedly, the histori­
cal events and experiences 
under Roman occupation had 
a profound impact on Jesus’ 
thought and life, influencing 
his messages, actions, and 
the way he engaged with 
the religious and social is­
sues o f his time'. In other 
words, these events helped 
him formulate the Nazareth 
Manifesto which became his 
guiding philosophy through­
out his ministry. Towards 
the beginning of his min­
istry, Jesus published arid 
launched his manifesto in the 
synagogue inNazareth. Luke 
tells us about the public an­
nouncement of the Manifesto 
in Luke 4:14-30 and it entails 
both, the spiritual and social 
aspects in which it address,is- 
sues of socio reconomicand 
political justice, emphasizing 
the need to care for the mar­
ginalized and oppressed.

The Nazareth Manifesto 
also reflects Jesus’ forma­
tive years in relation to His 
m inistry  and teachings, 
whereby hope, peace and 
justice are significant keryg- 
matic themes. Rev Munther 
Isaac, Lutheran Pastor of 
Bethlehem once rued, “The 
Challenge is to look at the 
Palestinian-Israeli conflict 
through the eyes of Jesus. He 
believes that many Western 
Christians engage in false 
spirituality .when they don’t 
ask what Jesus would do 
when dealing with such a 
conflict”.

reported many more remain 
unreported due to shame at 
being cheated. Online fraud­
sters know their victims bio­
data including their names, 
addresses, email ID and bank 
information details. So who 
is the first culprit that leaks 
all data? India as per the 
last census has the highest 
population. There are poor 
people, the middle class, up­
per middle class and the rich 
so the culprit knows which 
victims to choose as per 
their financial background. 
So how are such sensitive 
details leaked? Secondly, 
are our phones safe consid­
ering we pay a huge amount 
in purchasing our mobile 
phones. Many of us are not 
aware of the security fea­
tures. Clicking on a link or 
an SMS can prove to be fatal, 
financially. At times mobile 
phones are hacked. If  the 
government can do nothing 
and cannot save victims from 
fraudsters, then it should at 
least make plans on how to 
improvise technology. All 
mobile phone companies 
should provide anti-virus 
and bar all spam calls and 
em ails. The’ government 
taxes every individual on 
mobile phones, laptops etc., 
so why deny individuals 
protection from viruses?

Yours etc., 
Gautam Raj, 
Shillong - 2

Articles and letters ap­
pearing on this page are 
the views of the writers/ 
authors and not that of 
The Shillong Times______

The Model of 
Good Governance

By Bijoy A. Sangma
Christmas brings with it a 

profound message that tran­
scends religious boundaries 
and resonates with humanity 
at large. The story of Jesus 
Christ - his humble birth, 
com passionate life, and 
transformational leadership"
- offers timeless principles 
o f good governance that 
remain relevant today. It is 
no coincidence that Christ­
mas, celebrating the birth 
of Christ, aligns in India 
with Good Governance Day, 
commemorating the legacy 
of Atal Bihari Vajpayee, a 
leader who embodied integ­
rity and service.-

This in te rsec tio n  o f 
Christmas and Good Gov­
ernance t)ay invites us to 
reflect on how the principles 
of Christ’s lift can inspire 
and shape governance in our 
world. Jesus Christ, hailed 
as the Prince of Peace, was 
not just a spiritual figure; he 
was a leader who exempli­
fied humility, compassion, 
justice, and service. These 
values are the foundation of 
governance that uplifts soci­
ety and transforms lives.

A Humble Beginning: 
The Foundation

* of Leadership
The Christmas story be­

gins not with grandeur but 
with humility. Jesus Christ, 
the King of Kings, was bom 
in a lowly manger, surround­
ed by simplicity. This re­
markable beginning speaks 
volumes about the kind of-' 
leadership he represented
- one that was grounded in 
humility, not privilege.

For leaders and officials 
today, the lesson is clear: 
true governance begins with 
humility. It is about stepping 
down from the pedestal of 
power and connecting with 
the realities o f the people. 
H um ility allows leaders 
to listen, to learn, an^ to 
act with empathy. Just as 
Christ’s humility drew peo­
ple to him, leaders who 
govern with humility earn 
th'e trust and respect of those 
they serve.

The Christmas narrative 
reminds us that the great­
est leaders do not .isolate 
themselves in comfort but 
work tirelessly where the 
needs are greatest. Humility 
in governance is about un­
derstanding that public trust 
is a privilege, not a given. 
It challenges leaders to ask: 
How can I use my position 
to uplift others? 
Compassion: The Heart

of Good Governance
Jesus’ life was marked 

by compassion for the mar­
ginalized, the poor, and the 
outcast. He healed the sick, 
fed the hungry, and gave 
dignity to those society had 
abandoned. His leadership 
was not about enforcing 
authority but about empow­
ering people and restoring 
their hope.

In governance, compas­
sion translates into policies 
and actions that prioritize 
the welfare of the most vul­
nerable. It means looking 
beyond statistics and seeing 
the human stories behind 
them. A compassionate gov­
ernment ensures that no one 
is left behind, that opportuni­
ties are extended to all, and 
that dignity is restored to the 
marginalized.

M. K. Gandhi said, “The 
best way to find yourself is 
to lose yourself in the service 
of others.”

This Christmas, leaders 
are reminded that a nation’s 
greatness is not judged by 
its power but by its care for 
the least among us. Jesus 
Christ lived this principle, 
and- it remains a powerful 
reminder for those in public 
service today.
Justice and Fairness: The

Pillars of Governance
Jesus was a fierce advo­

cate for justice. He stood 
against corruption, chal­
lenged oppressive systems, 
and emphasized fairness. 
His teachings, such as “Do 
unto others as you would 
have them do unto you,” are 
foundational to the concept 
of equity and fairness in 
governance.

Good governance, in­
spired by Christ’s example, 
is built on justice. It ensures 
that systems are transpar: 
ent, decisions are fair, and 
every citizen - regardless 
of status or background - is 
treated with dignity. It is 
about creating structures 
that protect the weak, uplift

the oppressed; and hold the 
powerful accountable. 
Servant Leadership: The 

Example of Christ
Perhaps the most revo­

lutionary aspect of Christ’s 
governance model'was his 
approach to leadership. He 
declared, “Whoever wants 
to become greq^ among 
you must be your servant:” 
Christ washed the feet of 
his disciples, demonstrating 
that leadership is not about 
being served but about serv­
ing others.

In governance, servant 
leadership means putting the 
needs of the people first. It 
means making decisions that 
benefit the majority, even if 
they come at personal or po- 

. litical cost. It is about being 
accessible, responsive, and 
committed to the well-being 
of those one leads.
A Light in the Darkness

One of the most powerful 
images of Christmas comes 
frdm the Gospel of John: 
“The light shines in the 
darkness, and the darkness 
has not overcome it.” In a 
world often overshadowed 
by challenges -  poverty, 
corruption, inequality - good 
governance can be tire light 
that dispels darkness.

Jesus C hrist’s life re­
minds us that even the small­
est acts of care and justice 
can illuminate lives. For 
leaders, this means work­
ing tirelessly to bring hope 
where despair exists, to cre­
ate opportunities where there 
are none, and to build trust 
where it has been lost.

The Confluence of
Christmas and Good 

Governance Day
The celebration of Good 

Governance Day on Christ­
mas Day in India is more 
than a coincidence; it is a 
profound reminder of the 
shared values they represent. 
While Christmas commemo­
rates the birth of a leader 
w;hjO exemplified perfect 
governance, Good Gov­
ernance Day challenges 
leaders to emulate those 
principles in their service to 
the nation. ,

Both call for leadership 
rooted in.humility, coinr 
passion, and justice. Both 
remind us that governance 
is not about power but about 
responsibility. And both in­
spire us to envision a future 
where every citizen experi­
ences dignity, 6pportunity, 
and hope.

A Christmas Challenge 
for Leaders

As we celebrate Christ­
mas coinciding with Good 
Governance Day in India, let 
us reflect on the legacy of Je- 
sus Christ and its relevance 
to governance:

•  Are we governing with 
humility, listening to the 
needs of the people?

•  Are our policies driveh 
by compassion, prioritizing 
the welfare of the marginal­
ized?

•  Are we upholding jus­
tice and fairness in every 
decision we make?

•  Are we serving the 
people with integrity, putting 
their needs above our own?

Jesus Christ’s life offers a 
blueprint for leadership that 
transforms lives and uplifts 
socfeties. His message isjiot 
confined to any one faith - it 
is a universal call to serve 
with love, act with integrity, 
and lead with courage.

A Season of Hope and 
Renewal

This Christmas, as the 
world celebrates the birth of 
Christ, let us also celebrate 
the values he stood for— 
humility, compassion, jus­
tice, and servant leadership. 
Let us allow his example 
to inspire governance that 
bring light to darkness, hope 
to despair, and dignity to 
every life.

In the words of the angels 
that first Christmas night: 
“Glory to God in the highest, 
and on earth peace, goodwill 
toward men.” May this mes­
sage guide our leaders and 
inspire us all to build a world 
of peace, justice, and hope.

Merry Christmas and a 
reflective Good Governance 
Day to all.

(The author is form er 
National Executive Director 
[India] o f Haggai Institute 
o f Advanced Leadership, 
currently a PhD Research 
Scholar.)
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Yunus as puppet
NEARLY five months after the Bangladesh upris­
ing that ousted Sheikh Hasina from power, what 
prevails in the country is an uneasy calm. The 
forces that pushed Hasina to a sudden exit ^re still 
trying to get their act together. Muhammad Yunus, 
heading an interim government since August last, 
is certainly not in control o f the situation and gives 
the impression o f being a puppet, a weakling, be­
ing spoon-fed principally by the anti-India forces. 
These forces are directly or indirectly being pa­
tronised by Pakistan, whose overlordship was not 
acceptable to the people in what was East Pakistan 
till the early 1970s. Even today, only a section o f  
the people in Bangladesh have been wooed back 

by operatives o f the Pakistani military intelligence.
• This section, militant as they are and a set o f pawns 

in the hands of Islamists, was perhaps in the fore­
front o f the mob violence there in August, along 
with the others set against Hasina. Together, they 
are attacking the minority Hindus to widen the 
wedge. Notably, the United States — currently in 
a pow er transition mode from President Joe Biden 
to Donald Trump set for January 20 — took up 
the matter o f  religious persecution in Bangladesh 
with Yunus over phone. The two sides reportedly 
“expressed a commitment to protecting the human 
rights o f all. people, regardless o f  religion.” How' 
serious will Yunus and the US be in ensuring this 
in future is anybody’s guess.

Clearly, a state o f lawlessness prevails in Ban­
gladesh after Haisna’s exit. More violence against 
Hindus as also persecution o f  Hasina’s aides there is 
possible. Reading between the lines, the statement 
by Prime Minister Narendra Modi, calling the 1971 
liberation, “India’s historic victory”, carries with 
it his government’s resolve vis-a-vis the present 
srtuation ffi Bangladesh. The interim government 
o f Yunus responded with a fresh demand for the 
extradition o f Sheikh Hasina from the political asy­
lum that New Delhi gave her. A  fresh demand, or its 
repeat a hundred times, would not carry weight for 
the simple reason that the Yunus-led dispensation 
lacks legitimacy. Instead, if  an elected government 
makes that demand and India refuses to act, the 
international community would take notice. As 
o f now, Hasina can safely remain in India or at a 
designated location abroad with full protection.

Bangladesh’s future is unpredictable. There are 
no indications that the dust has settled there. In fact, 
there are speculations o f the country getting disin­
tegrated into two or three factions. Pakistan’s ISI 
operatives would, under the present circumstances, 
attempt to dig in their heels and make their presence 
felt over there. India will, expectedly not remain a 
silent spectator to the unfolding events in Bangla­
desh. It has multiple options. Yet, the uncertainty 
in Bangladesh could create problems for India in 
the long run. Even now, as attacks on minorities 
and Awami League members are on the rise, illegal 
migration to India too is on the upswing.

1 L ette rs  to the  E d i to r

Let the sanctity 
of Election 

Commission be 
maintained

Editor
The election process of 

our country is being ap­
preciated by other countries 
and they have also adopted 
the process of our Election 
Commission but now eye­
brows have been raised due 
to change in rules and which 
the Opposition parties had. 
spoken against stating that in 
the changed rules transpar­
ent) is missing.

One of the basic founda­
tions of democracy is trans­
parency People have every 
right to be informed on all 
matters that concern them. 
An> deviation  from this 
principle of transparency is 
unacceptable. The electoral 
procedure is one such aspect 
of democracy that needs to 
be sacrosanct and kept Out ot 
an\ sort of controversy.

In this context, the Cen­
tre’s tweaking of an election 
rule to prevent public inspec- 
tion of eertain  electronic 
documents such as CCTV 
cam eras and webcasting 
footage as well as video 
recordings o f candidates 
has snowballed into a row 
with the Opposition seeing 
it as a sinister attempt to 
compromise elections. It is 
to be noted here that the IN­
DIA bloc are already raising 
their voices on the issue of 
the Constitution.

Following the recommen­
dation of the Election Com­
mission of India (ECI), the 
Law Ministry amended Rule 
93(2)(a) of the Conduct of 
Election Rules, 1961, on 21 
December. This amendment 
limits the types of “papers” 
or docLments that are avail­
able for public inspection.

As per Rule 93, all elec-. 
tion-related “papers” are 
generally open to public 
scrutiny, but the am end­
ment adds the phrase, “as 
specified in these ru les” 
after “papers.” However, this

They have healed the 
wounds of my people lightly, 
saying, ‘Peace, Peace,’when 
there is no peace -  Jeremaiah 
6:14

It’s Christmas; and we 
live in a generation where 
the intrinsic logic and the 
mamfestive symbol of the 
nativity are lost. TS Eliot in 
his poem “The Journey of 
the Magi” opines that the 
birth of Christ opened up a 
new era for mankind. The 
coming of Christ ushered in 
a new platform for cultural 
discourse hitherto monopo­
lized by the Greco-Roman 
worldview. At the sublime 
height that philosophy could 
attain in the realms of politics 
and culture, the world before 
Christ had always thought 
and defined peace only as the 
absence of war. The longing 
for peace therefore became 
inseparable from the com­
mon people’s ever renewed 
thirst for a warrior-hero, a 
superman kind of deliverer, 
at once a paragon of com­
passion and mercy at the 
throne and an embodiment of 
might and awe in the battle­
field promising his subjects 
freedom from injustice and 
oppression.

N ot only mankind thought 
of peace in this light. The 
active and enthusiastic par­
ticipation of the ancient gods 
and goddesses in human 
wars and conflicts implies 
a political and cultural ac­
ceptance that peace was 
worth the fighting because of 
fighting for it, the discourse 
of power and its parameters 
came into play. Wars were 
fought to achieve peace but 
not for the sake of peace, for 
if it was for the sake of peace 
per se then power would 
have become only a means 
and not an end. As long as 
gods and goddesses dealt in 
the realm of mortals they too 
were shown to be necessarily 
in perpetual conflict and with 
conflicting natures, inciting 
conflict in humans. So when 
the ancient world used the 
w ord ‘p eace’ it sym bol­
ized the temporary peace of 
mind that the deities and the 
rulers with their- courts had
- the peace of mind brought 
about by a sense of fleeting 
achievement of glory, fame 
and pomp, which signifi­
cantly contributed to a sense 
of mundane security for the 
common men.

Even in the stern and 
absolute monotheistic cul­
ture of the Hebrews peace 
had always been discoursed 
and interpreted in the larger 
light o f political stability 
and of covert and repressed 
wish for political hegemony. 
The inseparability between 
the thirst for peace and the 
ardent anticipation for a 
w arrior-king who would 
fight against foreign domin­
ion and establish an ideal 
kingdom of milk and honey 
is sharper and more intense 
in the Hebrew context for • 
the mere two-fold fact that 
the Jews had been the most 
oppressed and vilified people 
in unceasing struggle for a 
promised homeland and that 
the coming o f a warrior- 
king had been foretold and 
recorded in their holy book. 
The world before Christ in 
the.Levant region and further 
west never could see and ap­
preciate peace subjectively.

amendment runs counter to a 
recent ruling by the Punjab 
and Haryana High Court. In 
the Mahmoud Pracha vs EC 
case, the High Court directed 
the poll body to share all the 
documents related to the 
Haryana Assembly elections, 
including treating CC Ty 
camera footage as permis­
sible under Rule 93(2), with 
the petitioner. Mahmoud 
Pracha, an advocate, had 
filed a petition seeking the 
videography, CCTV camera 
footage, and copies of Forms 
17-C Parts I and II related 
to the conduct of elections. 
W hile both the ECI and 
the Law Ministry defended 
the move claiming that it 
will safeguard the misuse 
of CCTV camera footage 
of polling stations, the Op­
position parties see it as yet 
another attempt to “erode 
the integrity of the electoral 
process,” and accused the 
poll body of “opacity and a 
pro-govemment attitude in 
its dealings.”

The Conduct of Election 
Rules mentions various doc-

It’s Christmas! 
Where is Peace?

By Banlam K  Lyngdoh

Like any other entity in the 
discourse of the state and 
governance, peace was seen 
in its stark objective dimen­
sion both by the rulers and 
the ruled, the oppressor and 
the oppressed. Every holy 
book that the world has today 
is an ancient book, a book 
written in the light o f such, 
an objective understanding 
of peace. It is therefore not 
surprising that all holy books 
(including Homer’s “Iliad”, 
if we can call it holy) un­
abashedly recounts tales of 
war and justified confronta­
tions that inevitably breed 
other tales of deceit, intrigue, 
betrayal, lust, love, honour 
and heroism.

The birth of Christ and 
the message that he gave in 
the short span of his life gave 
a well-timed social space 
for mankind to revise this 
ancient worldview. It depo­
liticized the concept of peace 
and reduced it to a subjective 
experience. In so reducing

indeed iconoclastic for he 
preached that man had a 
potential for peace and love. 
Peace for him was a means 
and a process and not an end 
or an achievement. And if it 
was to be a means it had to 
be spontaneous. That’s why 
he taught his followers to 
be peace-makers. In other 

"words he exhorted them to 
be the suppliers of peace, 
meaning that peace should be 
abundantly alive and burning 
in them to the extent that they 
could give to others who 
were in need of it.

It is here that, the idea 
of freedom comes. Christ 
sent out a strong message 
to his zealot followers.. In 
simple rephrase he told them, 
“if  you passionately be­
lieve that freedom alone can 
bring peace and deliverance 
then start at the grassroots. 
Free yourselves first. Un­
bind the shackles that bind 
your peaceful and peace- 
loving selves. Love your

the connotation o f peace, 
the meaning and value of 
peace got expanded, and the 
individual man became the 
focus o f  the latent ennobling. 
virtue of peace. Whereas the 
discourse of peace before 
him had been based on po­
litical situations and issues 
where individual man was 
at best a beneficiary and at 
worst ap^wn,.Christsawand. 
taught mat peace was man s 
intrinsic and fundamental 
right and potential. It was 
only natural that nationalistic 
Jews became disillusioned in 
him, especially the zealots, 
for he adamantly refused to 
take and entertain any politi­
cal question thereby appear­
ing to have relinquished the 
expected and proclaimed role 
of a deliverer and a harbinger 
of a politically defined peace. 
Important as the freedom .of 
the people and its implied 
reestablishment of the-Jew­
ish national identity were, 
it stood little or nothing at 
all beside’Christ’s idea of 
peace in’ an individual man. 
While to his compatriots 
deliverance would definitely 
bring peace, for him it was 
the other way round -  peace 
would deliver.

.Christ’s message is com- 
plicatedly simple. Man does 
not need institutions and 
political jargons to remain 
free and be free. The freedom 
of a race or a nation signifies 
nothing as long as man is not 
free; for the world cannot run 
on manufactured peace. Read 
in the light of his own time 
when the world was Jargely 
conditioned by violence in 
all spheres of life (even in 
religious rites and punish­
ment), Christ’s message was

uments, including nomina­
tion forms, the appointment 
of election agents, results, 
and election account state­
ments. The Rules mention 
election materials. How­
ever, they do not explicitly 
mention electronic records 
in relation to these elec­
tion documents. In a bid to 
remove this ambiguity, the 
Rules were amended, a poll 
panel official said, justifying 
the move. Election Commis­
sion officials also expressed 
concerns that the misuse of 
CCTV footage from poll­
ing booths could jeopardize 
voter confidentiality. They 
also claimed that such foot­
age could be manipulated to 
create misleading narratives 
using artificial intelligence.

Earlier, Parliament had 
passed the Chief Election 
Commissioner and other 
Election Com m issioners 
(Appointment, Conditions 
of Service and Term of Of­
fice) Bill, 2023. This legis­
lation sought to govern the 
appointm ent and service 
conditions of the Chief Elec-

neighbours, feed the poor 
and the destitute. Turn the 
other cheek to slander and 
censure. If freedom is what 
yoti fervently-want see what 
a long list of opportunities I 
give you to get it. Do these 
first. Then you will know 
your true selves and you 
will know God. Your peace 
is in you. Scatter it and you 
are free.”

The sublime simplicity 
of Christ’s teachings is lost 
today in the very same way 
it was ignored and pushed 
aside during his days in the 
pomp and glory of the Ro­
man Empire. Christ came 
into the public scene in the 
days when the Romans had 
institutionalized their way 
of life and ensured that their 
polity and policies touch all 
their annexed provinces. 
With its epicenter in mighty 
Rome,.the Roman policy was 
such that it empowered’those 
that it enslaved. In Christ’s 
homeland, Herodj and his 
descendants and his likes 
stood as a perfect example 
of this empowerment in en­
slavement. By choosing not 
to negotiate with the likes 
of Herod, Christ showed his 
refusal to do anything with 
institutions and principalities 
for these were not the source 
of man’s peace and freedom. 
It is indeed the inscrutable 
doings of historical irony that 
his simple teachings attained 
institutional heights and glo­
ry in the fourth century CE. 
The irony has graduated into 
a melodramatic farce now 
that his message has become 
an enterprise. Undeniably, 
history has repeated itself. 
Christianity has become 
the very force that Christ

tion Commissioner and the 
Election Commissioners. 
Notably, the Bill excluded 
the Chief Justice of India 
from the selection panel, 
which includes the Prime 
Minister and the Leader of 
the Opposition. This change 
led to a huge backlash from 
the Opposition parties. These 
developments come at a time 
when the independence and 
integrity of an autonomous 
institution such as the ECI 
are being questioned by sev­
eral quarters, while there are 
allegations of the misuse of 
electronic voting machines 
(EVMs), with some parties 
even demanding a return 
to the ballot paper system 
of voting. No matter how 
imperfect our democracy 
is, elections are still taken 
seriously by the people, 
notwithstanding the occa­
sional cribbing by parties 
on the losing side. However, 
opaque rules, such as the lat­
est one, are sure to erode the 
common man’s faith in the 
electoral system

At present a strong agita-

avoided, fearing that it would 
dilute and poison the spirit of 
his vision of human peace. 
As an enterprise, Christianity 
very much empowers, in var­
ious forms of cross-country 
power delegation, those that 
it enslaves economically and 
culturally.

History teaches us about 
empires and emperors, from 
brutal to benevolent ones and 
the cycle continues. Despite 
the rise of democratic gov­
ernments and the emergence 
of independent nation states 
we’ are not free from the 
dominance of single super 
power(s).

Peace is the essence of hu­
man society. In the backdrop 
of abject poverty, diseases, 
gender conflicts, arms race 
and development of nuclear 
warheads, injustice, commu­
nal clashes, war and threat of 
war, human society, longs for 
peace. Nations and individu-’ 
als as usual are ready to pay a 
price for its possession. Our 
State needs peace and de­
velopment and our children 
should be given hope. Beside 
religious ideas and piety hu­
man society needs change 
of heart, freedom as well as 
sheer basic will, as Christ 
encouraged, to overcome 
depravities.

In this extremely* dichoto­
mized and polarized world, 
peace means different things 
for different people. For some 
it is freedom from exploita­
tion, diseases, hunger and 
violence. For others it means 
better means of livelihood. 
Peace is a relative term but it 
cannot operate in the absence 
of justice. For emperor/rulers 
peace has a different con­
notation. It means economic 
sanction against independent 
nations.- It means forceful 
eviction of poor tribals from 
their land and forest areas. It 
means getting rid of dicta­
tors/tyrants (of course se­
lectively).

The free market econo­
my has opened a floodgate 
for economic domination. 
Growth is the new-found 
mantra and in the name of 
growth exploitations against 
dalits, tribals, women and 
children continue unabated. 
Free market/economy is for 
the emperors/rulers die ulti-t 
mate peace. Can we match 
the proclamation for peace 
with nuclear weapons, smart 
bombs and fighter jets? Can 
we match the proclam a­
tion for peace with violence 
meted out to the underprivi­
leged? Can we match the 
proclamation for peace with 
the stringent patent laws 

’ whereby poor nations cannot 
afford to procure medicines 
for citizens? Signs of peace 
and hope rest not with insti­
tutions but with brave citi­
zens and free thinkers who 
have themselves experienced 
that kind of inner peace that 
Christ has proclaimed. At 
times we are overfed with 
the message of peace packed 
and marketed by corporate 
houses. Undoubtedly those 
packages-come as freebies 
but at the end o f the day 
we are paying a big price 
for those gift boxes - we 
denounce our own self, our 
culture, identity, resources, 
dignity, integrity, and more 
importantly our indepen­
dence and freedom.

tion is going on against Amit 
Shah whereas he has taken 
the stand that the facts had 
been distorted by adopting 
Deep fake technology. Also 
during the elections in Bihar 
the wording of speech of 
Varun Gandhi was distorted 
also by adopting Deep fake 
technology .

It is the duty of the Elec­
tion Commission to pacify 
the Opposition parties about 
the purpose and necessity to 
change the rules otherwise 
the impression will be cre­
ated that the Election Com­
mission is taking the side 
of the ruling party. Such an 
impression will tarnish the 
picture of the Election Com­
mission.

Yours etc., 
Yash Pal Ralhan, 

Via email

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

A tribute to Atal Ji, the 
statesman who shaped India 
with his vision and resolve

By Prime Minister, Narendra Modi
Today, 25th December 

is a very special day for all 
of us. Our nation marks the 
100th Jayanti of our beloved 
former Prime Minister, Shri 
Atal Bihari Vajpayee Ji. He 
stands tall as a statesman 
who continues to inspire 
countless people.

Our nation will always" 
be grateful to Atal Ji for 
being the architect o f In­
dia’s transition into the 21st 
century. When he took oath 
as PM in 1998 our nation 
had passed through a period 
of political instability. In 
about 9 years we had seep
4 Lok Sabha elections. The 
people of India were getting 
impatient and also sceptical 
about governments being 
able to deliver 
It was Atal Ji ■» 
who turned 
this tide by 
p ro v id in g \ 
stable and 
e f f e c t iv e  
governance.
C o m

ing from humble roots, he 
realised the struggles of 
the common citizen and the 
transformative power of ef­
fective governance. .

One can see the long-term 
impact of Atal Ji’s leadership 
in so many sectors around 
us. His era marked a gigantic , 
leap in the world of lnforma- 
tion Technology, telecom 
and communications. This 
was particularly important 
f9 r a  nation like ours, which 
is also blessed with a very 
dynamic Yuva Shakti. The 
NDA Government under 
Atal Ji made the first serious 
attempt toiiiake technology : 
accessible to the common 
citizens. At the same time, 
there was foresight in con­
necting India. Even today, 
most people recall the Gold­
en Q uadrilateral Project, 
which connected the length 
and breadth of India: Equally 
notable were the Vajpayee 
Government’s efforts to en­
hance local connectivity as 
well through initiatives like 
the Pradhan Mantri Gram 
SadakYojana. Similarly, his 
Government gave a push to 
metro connectivity by doing 
extensive work for the Delhi 
Metro, which stands out as 
a world-class infrastructure 
project. Thus, the Vajpayee 
Government not only boost­
ed economic growth but 
also brought distant regions 
closer, fostering unity and 
integration. When it comes 
to the social sector, an initia­
tive like the Sarva Shiksha ' 
Abhiyan highlights how Atal 
Ji dreamt of building an In­
dia where modem education, 
is accessible to people across 
the nation, particularly for 
the poor and marginalised 
sections. At the same time, 
his government presided 
over many economic re­
forms which set the stage for 
India’s economic surge after 
several decades of following 
an economic philosophy 
which encouraged cronyism 
and stagnation.

A wonderful example 
of Vajpayee Ji’s leadership 
can be seen in the summer 
of 1998. His Government 
had just assumed office and 
on 11th May, India con­
ducted the Pokhran tests, 
known as Operation Shakti. 
These tests exemplified the 
prowess of M ia ’s scientific 
community. The world was 
stunned thdt India had done 
the tests and expressed their 
anger in no uncertain terms. 
Any ordinary leader would 
have buckled, but Atal Ji was 
made differently. And what 
happened? India stood firm 
and resolute with the govern­
ment calling for another set 
of tests two days later, on 
13 th May! If the tests of the 
11th showed scientific skill, 
the ones on 13 th showed true 
leadership. It was a mes­
sage to the world that gone 
were the days when India 
would buckle under threats 
or pressure. Despite fac­
ing international sanctions, 
the then NDA government 
of Vajpayee Ji stood firm,

articulating India’s right to 
safeguard its sovereignty 
while simultaneously being 
the strongest proponent of 
world peace.

Atal Ji understood Indian 
democracy and also the need 
to make it stronger. Atal Ji 
presidted over the creation 
of the NDA, which redefined 
coalitions in Indian politics. 
He brought people together 
and made NDA a force for 
development, national prog­
ress and regional ambitions. 
His Parliamentary brilliance 
was seen throughout his po­
litical journey. He belonged 
to a party with a handful 
of MPs but his words were 
enough to rattle the might of 
the all-powerful Congress 
Party that time. As Prime 
Minister, he blunted the criti­
cisms of the Opposition with 
style and substance. His 
was a career spent largely 
in the Opposition benches 
but never carried any trace 
of bitterness against anyone, 
even though the Congress 

stooped to new lows by 
going to the extent 

of calling him a ' 
traitor!

He was also 
not one to cling 
on to  p ow er 
through oppor- 
.tunistic means.
1 He preferred to 

resign in 1996 instead of 
following the path of horse- 
trading and dirty politics. In 
1999, his Government was" 
defeated by 1 vote. A lot of 
people told him to challenge 
the immoral politics happen­
ing then but he preferred to 
go by the rules. Eventually, 
he came back with another 
resounding mandate from 
the people.

When it comes to com­
mitment to protecting our 
Constitution too,, Atal, Ji 
stands tall. He was deeply 
impacted by the martyrdom 
of Dr. Syama Prasad Mook- 
eijee. Years later, he was a 
pillar of the anti-Emergency 
movement. In the rua-up to 
the 1977 elections after the 
Emergency, he agreed to 
merger of his own Party (Jan 
Sangh) into the Janata Party.
I am sure it would have been 
a painful decision but for 
him, and the others, but safe­
guarding the Constitution 
was all that mattered.

It is also noteworthy how 
deeply rooted Atal Ji was in 
Indian culture. Upon becom­
ing India’s External Affairs 
Minister, he became the first 
Indian leader to speak in 
Hindi at the United Nations . 
This one gesture showcased 
his immense pride in India's 
heritage and identity, leav­
ing an indelible mark on the 
global stage.

Atal J i’s persona was 
magnetic and his life was 
enriched by his love for 
literature and expression. 
A prolific writer and poet, 
he used words to inspire, 
provoke thought, and even 
offer solace. His poetry, 
often reflective of his inner 
struggles and hopes for the 
nation, continues to reso­
nate with people across age 
groups. •

For so many Bharatiya 
Janata Party Karyakartas 
like me, it is our privilege 
that we were able to learn 
and interact with a person 
like Atal Ji. His contribu­
tion to the BJP was foun­
dational. In those days to 
spearhead an alternative 
narrative to the dominant 
Congress showed his great­
ness. Alongside stalwarts 
like Shri L.K. Advani Ji and 
Dr. Murli Manohar Joshi Ji, 
he nurtured the party from its 
formative years, guiding it 
through challenges, setbacks 
and triumphs. Whenever the 
choice came between ideol­
ogy and powef, he always 
chose the former. He was 
able to convince the natioii 
that* an alternative world 
view from the Congress was 
possible and such a world 
view could deliver.

On his 100th Jayanti, 
let us rededicate ourselves 
to realising his ideals and 
fulfilling his vision for In­
dia. Let us strive to build 
an India that embodies his 
principles of-good gover­
nance, unity, and progress. 
Atal Ji's unwavering belief 
in the potential of our nation 
continues to inspire us to aim 
higher and work harder.

I
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“You cannot have a positive life and 
a negative mind. ” 

—Joyce Meyer
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Religious freedom
MUSLIM nations are generally known for the ex­
clusive pursuit o f their religion’s interests and there’s 
little room tor manoeuvre for other religions! Chris­
tianity is tolerated to an extent in the Gulf nations
— because ot the history o f British control over those 
regions and the present power o f the West. On the 
other hand, a functional Hindu temple in Dubai had 
been covered from all sides except for the entrance 
till recently. But, the modem emirate is changing 
with the times, sending out the right signals to the 
outside world. Now, among other facilities, Dubai’s 
road transport authority has announced free travel 
for people for a full week from Christmas eve till 
New Year on its fleet of 1,400 buses. The Metro rail 
services would run for 43 hours non-stop — ringing 
in the New Year calculated as per the Christian cal­
endar. Clearly, the Muslim sheikhdom overstretched 
its limits to encourage the season’s celebrations on a 
massive scale. Underpinning its intent is, apart from 
showing a sense o f accommodation to the festivities 
o f other religions, an eminent push for its economic 
growth. The more people get out o f their homes, the 
more the money they spend, boosting the market 
mechanisms. .

There are lessons for others, especially those in 
the Muslim world, to learn from the Dubai Growth 
Story. Unlike the other emirates and Gulf kingdoms, 
Dubai has negligible earnings from oil but anchors 
its economic whims on tourism, trade, business 
and port-based re-export. The tiny emirate grew 
itself from being a desert into a glitzy,- world-class 
city state on the same lines as another tiny (island) 
nation like Singapore- grew. An open-minded Ap­
proach allowed Dubai to grow fast, unlike the other 
emirates/kingdoms in the Gulf even with their rich 
deposits o f oil. Fundamentalist Islamic nations like 
Saudi Arabia, Pakistan, Afghanistan etc., are on the 
other extreme. India stands in between the progres­
sive obsessions o f Dubai and the negative mindset 
of Islamic nations. In all fairness — and thanks to  
the secular base that leaders from Jawaharlal Nehru 
set- religious freedom is enshrined as a right in the 
C onstitu tion . T h rea ts  to  th is  article o f  fa ith  are there  
too. Now that the pro-RSS political establishment, 
the BJP, is heading the national government for three 
consecutive terms, a sense o f discomfiture to the 
religious minority is palpable. Words can hurt one 
as deep as deeds. Treating some communities as en­
emies, or excluding them from the mainframe, is not 
the way forward for any government with a modem 
mindset. Instead, as Dubai fittingly does, the collec­
tive energy o f the people should be fully drawn for a 
nation’s economic growth and social well-being. An 
open-minded approach is important. A government’s 
goodwill should be all-encompassing. Parochial feel­
ings should be eschewed. Growth should be powered 
by all, and its benefits must reach all.

Tourism gone berserk: 
Time to take a call

Tourism Qr cultural 
invasion?

It’s a sad state of affairs 
when people from another state 
want to impose their diktat on 
Meghalaya and decide that 
what is a natural cave for us 
like the many we have across 
the state should be designated 
as a place of worship for them. 
But the worse story is the one 
about a person named Akash 
Sagar posing as a tourist and 
entering the sanctum sanctorum 
of a church in Mawlynnong, 
grabbing the microphone and 
singing Ram Siya Ram/ Siya 
Ram/ Jai Jai Ram even while 
his companions sat amused 
watching him at his pranks. 
Akash Sagar and his ilk are the 
guys w'e see roaming around 
tljis country but more so in Ut­
tar Pradesh seeking to desecrate 
mosques and churches and to 
disrupt the secular fabric of 
this country which its freedom 
fighters have firmly established 
as an imperative in a country 
with so many diverse races 
and belief systems. Pluralism 
became the basis of Indian po­
litical practice because it legiti­
mized the compromise needed 
to keep hundreds of jostling 
identities abroad the ship called
-  India. This was the ultimate 
political goal of Gandhi and 
Nehru to keep the diversity of 
a sub-continent afloat in an ark 
called “Democracy.” Now this 
idea is sought to be bulldozed 
by fanatic Hindus who are out 
to disrupt the old order where 
religion was a personal choice 
and no one imposed their faith 
on anyone else.

But let us lo'ok at the series 
of events leading to this outra­
geous act inside a place of wor­
ship for Christians. In the first 
place, how are tourists allowed 
to wander around without any 
supervision by the local tour 
operators? The fact o f the 
matter is that there are far too 
many tourists and too few tour 
guides to keep an eye on tour­
ists that have the propensity to 
abuse their hospitality in a place 
they visit. Several years ago 
in Mawlynnong, the bamboo 
bridge leading to a lookout 
point towards Bangladesh had 
a warning that not more than 
six tourists at a time could go 
up the rickety bridge but one 
could see about 20 people 
climbing up that bridge. And 
then one fine day it collapsed. 
This is what happens when a 
destination is quickly sold to 
tourism even while the local 
people have hardly understood 
the meaning and metaphor of 
'tourism;’ what it entails and 
how it disrupts the peace of 
small village communities. >

So the question here is -  
how did Akash Sagar and his 
companions get to enter a

By Patricia Mukhim

church and desecrate it. Can 
you enter a church/temple or 
mosque elsewhere without 
supervision? Can a Christian 
enter a mosque or a temple and 
start singing Christian hymns 
with the objective of railroading 
the beliefs of others and without 
respect for their faiths? Where 
were the tourist guides? Or is it 
a free for all as has always been 
the case with Mawlynnong 
where tourists roam around that 
peaceful little village with their 
boom boxes and loud chatter?

This is the problem with 
Meghalaya’s tourism profile. 
Try driving to Laitlum on a 
Saturday or Sunday and anyone 
looking for peace and calm in 
that place will want to run away 
from there to some quieter 
sanctuary. On weekends there 
are hundreds of tourists at 
Laitlum making it a destination 
that’s no longer patronised by 
high end tourists which is what 
Meghalaya needs -  not the loud 
and garish types that qualify 
to be called the “Ugly Indian 
Tourist,” who has earned a bad 
name for himself/herself in 
Bhutan and every other tourist 
destination.
Short-selling tourism destina­
tions: Why should the cost of 
visiting the living root bridges 
which is an architectural marvel 
passed on by our ancestors be 
only Rs 50 or in some cases 
Rs 30 per head? People spend 
.money to travel to Meghalaya 
and when they come here they 
find that the price for entering a 
destination is ridiculously low!

' So who decides the correct rate 
for a tourism destination? We 
are told that every tourist desti­
nation today is run by the com­
munity which has formed itself 
into a society so that the profits 
gained from tourism devolve 
to the community members by 
way of improved infrastructure 
and sale of local products. But 
is that realjy happening? There 
is a Rural Tourism Society at 
■the state level which is the gov­
erning body meant to mobilise 
all rural destinations to form 
their local societies but that 
has not happened. Nongjrong, 
which attracts hundreds of 
tourists especially during the 
winter months to see the beau­
tiful sunrise, has still not man­
aged to form a community-led 
tourism society. One does not 
understand why the village is 
dragging its feet on this mat­
ter. The Tourism Department 
no longer believes in creating 
infrastructure as a top-down 
model. It encourages the rural 
tourism societies to plan and 
execute projects as per their 
specific needs. Cominunities 
should be involved and benefit

Letters to the Editor

Traffic woes 
and military 

establishments
Editor,
The situation one tries 

to h ighlight here are the 
significant challenges faced 
by residents o f Shillong in 
relation to military establish­
ments and their control over 
certain roads.

1. H istorical Context: 
Land acquired by the mili­
tary was initially provided 
by local Khasi ancestors. 
While this historical context 
is essential, it raises ques­
tions about land use and 
the evolving needs o f  the 
community versus military 
requirements.

2. Traffic Congestion : 
Severe traffic congestions 
due to military restrictions, 
especially during emergen­
cies, clearly highlights a 
need for better coordination 
between military and civilian 
authorities. Situations like 
the 5-hour traffic blockage 
during a medical emergency 
underscores the critical im­
plications of these restric­
tions for public safety.

3. Infrastructure Chal­
lenges: The closure of con­
necting roads, like the one 
between the Civil Hospital 
and military areas, exac­
erbates the problem. Such 
closures not only incon­
venience residents but can 
also have dire consequences 
for those in need of urgent 
medical care.

4. Perceived Hypocrisy 
: The observation  about 
military personnel flouting 
parking rules in civilian 
areas raises concerns about 
fairness ’and accountability. 
If the military enforces strict 
regulations in areas under its 
control vet does not adhere

to similar norms in civilian 
spaces, it can foster resent­
ment among the public.

5. Call for Action: There is 
a strong plea for the Megha­
laya Government to address 
and rectify these bottlenecks. 
The sentiment expressed is 
one o f frustration with what 
is perceived as military over­
reach and a lack of consider­
ation for civilian needs.

The way forward is for a 
dialogue between military 
authorities, the local gov­
ernment, and community 
members. Possible solutions 
could include:

- Establishing a clear set 
o f guidelines for road ac­
cess and traffic management 
that prioritizes emergency 
needs.

- Opening up closed roads 
where possible to alleviate 
congestion.

- Ensuring that military 
personnel respect civilian 
regulations to foster goodwill 
and understanding.

- Creating a forum for 
ongoing com m unication  
between military establish­
ments and the community 
to address concerns and col­
laborate on solutions.

Such collaborative ef­
forts can help bridge the gap 
between military operations 
and civilian needs, fostering 
a more cooperative environ­
ment in Shillong.

Yours etc., 
E Challam, 

Via email

Detention 
policy reviewed 

by Central 
government
Editor,
After a number of ifs and

buts the Central Government 
has reviewed it's ‘No Deten­
tion Policy’ for classes 5 and 
8. As per this new policy 
students will be given a short 
period to clear the exams and 
if they fail to do so they will 
not be promoted. However 
around 20 states and UTs 
have already scrapped the 
no-detention policy

This eould exacerbate 
stigma, fear o f failure and 
dropout rates, particularly 
among marginalised commu­
nities. Tamil Nadu’s refusal 
to implement such measures 
serves as a cautionary tale 
o f the policy’s potential to 
undo progress made under 
the Right to Education frame­
work. At the same time, the 
implementation o f the no­
detention rule under the right 
to primary education has, 
Over the academic sessions, 
faced criticism for diluting 
academic rigour and foster­
ing com placency amqng 
students and educators alike. 
Year after year, various sur­
veys and reports have high­
lighted alarming gaps in the 
basic literacy and numeracy 
outcomes of students.

There are two schools of 
thought on the steps taken 
by the central government 
of which scrapping the no­
detention policy is a major 
change in India’s education 
system and it needs to be 
handled carefully to avoid 
problems like students drop­
ping out. While many have 
welcomed the move as a step 
towards improving learning 
outcomes and accountabil­
ity, concerns have also been 
raised about its potential im­
plications especially for the 
marginalised students.

R eintroducing the de­
tention policy is aimed at 
encouraging accountability

among learners and motivat­
ing them- to take their stud­
ies seriously. It also gives 
teachers the opportunity to 
address specific needs and 
ensure that students master 
foundational concepts. This 
move promotes critical think­
ing and.resilience, preparing 
students to face a competitive 
world is what educational 
experts feel. Others are of 
the opinion that scrapping the 
policy is aimed at improving 
learning outcomes. While no 
one wants to detain a child, ad­
dressing learning gaps through 
remedial measures is essential. 
Detention should not be seen 
as failt^re but rather as an op­
portunity for improvement. By 
building parent confidence and 
ensuring a child’s morale is not 
undermined, the policy can 
create a robust support system 
for students.

Other educationalists feel' 
this is a bold step which if 
implemented thoughtfully, 
can instill accountability in 
students and balance academic 
standards with accessibility. 
Teachers must be trained to 
provide individualised at­
tention, and parents should 
actively participate in their 
child’s learning journey to 
ensure early interventions and 
better outcomes." In short, 
reintroducing the detention 
policy means students in 
Classes V and VIII can be held 
back if they fail to meet the 
required academic standards. 
This move as stated above is 
aimed at improving learn­
ing outcomes and fostering 
greater accountability in the 
education system.

Improved learning stanr 
dards which the detention 
policy aims at is to encour­
age students to take their 
studies seriously and thereby 
promote a more focused and 
goal-oriented approach to

from tourism instead of just a 
few people earning their bread 
out of it.

Mawphlang “Sacred”
Grove demands silence
One of the irritants about en­

tering the Mawphlang Sacred 
Grove today is that the tour­
ists' guides chatter too much. 
Instead of'giving tourists too 
much information inside the 
forest and breaking the silence 
and sanctity of the place the 
guides should actually brief 
tourists before they enter the 
forest as to what the do’s and 
don’ts are. For goodness sake 
don’t try to sell that rudrashk 
while explaining about it. In­
dian tourists already know what 
a ruidraksh is. Foreigners may 
not be too interested in it. If 
at all the idea is to sell the ru­
drashk and other knick-knacks 
they should have a dedicated 
stall outside the Sacred Grove 
and let tourists visit that place.

It is high time that literature 
on the Mawphlang Sacred 
Grove is developed and sold 
to tourists so they carry it as a 
keepsake -  a souvenir they can 
read for better understanding. 
Nothing can be more disrup­
tive than talking inside the 
Sacred Grove. Many people 
come there for silence and are 
paying for some silence but all 
they are greeted with are loud 
and garrulous guides. One time 
I saw a woman picking up a 
mushroom from the forest. I 
expected the guide to tell her 
off but nothing of the sort hap­
pened. So what’s the meaning 
of “Sacred” then?

Experiential tourism: In­
dian tourists don’t understand 
the meaning of tourism. They 
come, see, click pictures and 
push off. Very few really try 
to understand the history and 
culture of the people here which 
is what experiential tourism is 
all about. Sadly, our village 
communities too are not ad­
equately equipped to explain 
things to tourists. Tourist guides 
are essentially story tellers. In 
other places tourist guides spin 
all kinds of yams just to keep 
the tourist engaged and give 
them an immersive experience 
where they soak in the cultures 
and sensitivities of the people 
in the places they visit, Tour­
ists should be carrying back 

. with them not just memories’ 
of things they see in the places 
they Visit but they should re­
member their encounter with 
the local people.

Experiential travel actually 
emphasizes different areas of 
local life such as the culinary, 
culture ( music and songs) his­
tory, shopping, the environment 
and even archery which is an

education. The new policy 
seeks to bring accountabil­
ity into the system and that 
accountability is expected 
from students, teachers, and 
parents. Pushing students that 
are unfit for a particular class 
to a higher class prevents" 
learning o f  foundational 
skills which are an important 
part of learning.

A student who repeats a 
class is able to master the 
basics taught in that class. If 
such a student is not kept back 
he/she wquld be burdened 
with a learning backlog and 
might even fail at the Board 
exams. The fact that students 
could fail in a particular class 
pushes teachers to pay special 
attention to students who are 
struggling.in their studies and 
even provide them with reme­
dial teaching.

Learning is about under­
standing and mastering con­
cepts and not about passing 
students despite their inability 
to cope with the present quan­
tum of work. However, there 
are pros and cons with every 
policy. There could be higher 
drop-out rates as poor families 
might not be able to support 
their children who have to 
repeat their classes. Also the 
fear of failure may discour­
age some students,* especially 
those from disadvantaged 
backgrounds, from continuing 
their education. Being held 
back can harm a student’s 
confidence and self-esteem, 
leading to stress and a nega­
tive attitude towards school. 
With increased pressure on 
teachers they may prioritize 
test preparation over creative 
and holistic learning, while 
students may feel excessive 
pressure to perform well at 
the cost of their creativity.

As is the case in India, stu­
dents from underprivileged 
com m unities face higher

ancestral game. This forms 
the basis for a holistic travel 
experience. The goal is to more 
deeply understand and con­
nect with a travel destination's 
culture, people and history and 
not just visit it and forget that 
experience in a day or two. Ex­
periential travel tends to focus 
on travel that is inspirational, 
personalized and/ or creates a 
path to self- discovery.

Home stay or guest 
house? Decide!

This is the world of Air 
B&Bs, guest houses, home- 
stays, bed and breakfast and 
what have you. Many in Me­
ghalaya advertise their proper­
ties as home-stays when they 
are actually selling guest hous­
es. A home-stay as the name 
suggests is that the owners are 
providing part of their home 
to guests. They serve the food 
they cook at home and invite 
those guests to their kitchens 
and also teach them the local 
recipes. This is an experience 
in itselfl Many tourists have 
complained that they signed upi 
for a home stay only to be in a 
very impersonal guest house 
where they are treated like hotel 
guests. Actually, there is a great 
need for tourism education in 
Meghalaya, more so before a 
destination is promoted!

Diffidence about promot­
ing local cuisine: Meghalaya’s 
cuisine is not Maggie noodles. 
It’s the local rice snacks -  pu- 
maloi, putharo, pu-khlein, pu- 
doh, pu-sla and we can even 
innovate some more. We once 
had lunch with some tourists at 
Shnong Pdeng and they really 
enjoyed the local cuisine com­
prising of local chicken cooked 
in spices, dal well cooked and 
fried potatoes along with some 
local herbs made into salads. 
Those who cook the food should 
also be able to explain what it is 
and how its cooked. That is real 
tourism and not what is passing 

. as tourism in Meghalaya today. 
Sorry tour operators but you still 
have a long way to go. I know of 
some tour operators who make 
lasting memories with their 
guests but those are too few and 
far between.

Dorbar Shnong at logger­
heads: There are tourist desti­
nations that are now closed to 
the public because of a quarrel 
between two Dorbar Shnong. 
Why can’t the Syiem or the 
District Council resolve these 
differences? Some like the 
Nongkhnum River Island in 
Nongstoin are also under dis­
pute between two shnongs. This 
is bad for tourism. There should 
be a disputes redressal mecha­
nism for tourism destinations 
and the resources garnered from 
such places should be equitably 
shared. The question is who will 
take on this formidable job?

risks of detention due to lim­
ited access to resources and 
parental support. Also we will 
be moving back to a system 
which overemphasises ex­
aminations while neglecting 
other important skills like 
critical thinking, problem­
solving, and creativity.

Experts feel that what is 
needed is greater focus on 
teachers training to improve 
their skills. They also feel 
that parents should be more 
involved in their children’s 
education and keep track 
of their education. Parents 
should work closely with 
teachers to identify learning 
gaps so that those can be ad­
dressed early on in life.

In India there is too much 
focus on book learning with 
little emphasis on vocational 
skills and practical experi­
ence. This should be the focus 
of education now. Schools 
moreover need better funding 
for improved classrooms in­
stead o f the present crowded 
ones. The average class size 
is 30 students but our schools 
have too many students per 
class. Also new teaching 
methods are much needed.

Success will depend on 
several factors such as team­
work atnong teachers, par­
ents, and policymakers to 
.make sure the policy truly 
helps students and improves 
education overall. Finally, the 
Government also needs to be 
reminded that the number of 
students dropping out will 
adversely impact the national 
income of the country

Yours etc., 
Yash Pal Ralhan, 

Via email

Mawjymbuin Cave Dispute: 
A battle for India’s composite 

culture and ‘Tribal’ rights 
against religious domination

*

By Erwin K  Syiem Sutnga

A rtic le s  a n d  le t t e r s  a p ­
p e a r in g  on th is  p a g e  a re  
th e  view s o f  th e  w r i te r s /  
a u th o r s  a n d  n o t  t h a t  o f  
The Shillong Times

I have many friends who 
are Hindus by faith. The out­
look of Hinduism, as I have 
come to learn from them, is 
that it is a gentle relig ion- 
kind, compassionate, and 
tolerant. However, in the 
melting pot of politics and the 
rise of Hindu fundamental­
ism, my understanding ofthis 
faith has widened to include 
the darker dynamics of hu­
man nature: the underlying 
devil of fear and anxiety, of 
religious chauvinism mani­
festing in the emergence of 
radical ideas, ideologies, 
and misinterpretations of 
even the most compassion­
ate religious tenets which 
often metamorphose into 
extremism and terror against 
others manifesting as "Hin­
dutva". This phenomenon is 
not unique to Hinduism but 
is a challenge faced by nearly 
every religion. Yeti within the 
diverse and pluralistic fabric 
of India, such trends are now 
shaking and eroding the basic 
structure of the Constitution 
of India. It brings into sharp 
focus the differences between 
Hinduism and Hindutva.

The distinction between 
Hinduism, and Hindutva is 
crucial for understanding 
the broader implications of 
the Mawjymbuin Cave con­
troversy.

1. Hinduism as a Religion; 
Hinduism is an ancient, in­
clusive, and pluralistic, reli­
gion focused on spirituality, 
liberation, and coexistence. 
It allows for diverse beliefs, 
practices, and" philosophies, 
embodying values like com­
passion, tolerance, and non­
violence.

. 2. Hindutva as a Political 
Ideology: Hindutva, coined 
by Vinayak Damodar Sa- 
varkar, emphasizes "Hindu- 
ness" and promotes Hindu 
nationalism with a political 
agenda. It seeks to establish 
a Hindu-dominant identity, 
often viewed as exclusion­
ary, marginalizing non-Hindu 
communities. W hile Hin­
duism is concerned with 
individual spiritual growth, 
Hindutva is focused on politi­
cal mobilization and asserting 
a collective Hindu identity.1

3. Core Differences: Inclu- 
sivity vs. Exclusivity: Hindu­
ism is open to multiple inter­
pretations and communities, 
while Hindutva envisions a 
singular, majoritarian Hindu 
identity.

Focus: Hinduism focuses 
on personal spiritual prac­
tices, while Hindutva uses 
aspects of Hinduism for po­
litical goals, often leading 
to conflicts over cultural and 
religious plurality.

4. Implications for the 
Constitution: Hinduism aligns 
with India's constitutional 
values of secularism and di­
versity. Hindutva, with its ex­
clusionary tendencies, often 
challenges these principles, 
threatening the pluralistic and 
composite culture that forms 
the foundation of the Indian 
Constitution.

The recent actions of the 
Kutumba Suraksha Parishad 
(KSP) in the Mawjymbuin 
Cave controversy epitomises 
this shift. By invoking Article 
51A of the Constitution and 
demanding the resumption of 
Hindu rituals in a site sacred 
to the Khasi community, KSP 
has brought to the forefront 
critical questions about reli­
gious freedom, tribal rights, 
and the interpretation of In­
dia’s “composite culture.” 
This dispute is more than 
just a local conflict—it is a 
microcosm of the larger battle 
for the soul of India's consti­
tutional ethos and its commit­
ment to pluralism. It is here 
that I have tried to understand 
the underlying politics be­
cause the KSP when literally 
translated means " Family 
Safety Council". This begs 
the question -whose safety, 
what family? Is it to be taken 
that family means extremist 
hindutva and safety means 
imposition of these extreme 
ideologies on tribals and 
minorities?

Composite Culture: A 
foundation under threat .

India's "composite cul­
ture" represents the harmo­
nious coexistence of myriad 
religions, customs, traditions, 
cultures and communities. It 
is a mosaic built on mutual 
respect and inclusivity, where 
no single tradition dominates 
the others. However, KSP's 
interpretation of Article 51 A, 
which emphasizes the duty 
to preserve cultural heritage,

appears to conflate this plu­
ralistic vision with the pro­
motion of a singular cultural, 
narrative rooted in Hindutva 
practices. Such an approach 
undermines the very es­
sence of composite culture, 
which thrives on diversity 
and equality.
Religious and cultural freedom 
and the Khasi Perspective'

j The Constitution guar­
antees every individual the 
right to practice their religion 
freely under Articles 25 to 
28. Article 29 guarantees the 
freedom to preserve one's 
own culture and language. 
For the .Khasi people, the 
Mawjymbuin Cave is not 
merely a natural marvel but 
a sacred space, home to the 
"Puri Lieh" or White Spirits, 
who are considered guard- 
ians-ofthe land. The demand 
to impose Hindu rituals In 
this space disregards the spir­
itual and cultural autonomy 
of the-Khasi community, in­
fringing upon their religious 
rights and threatening their 
cultural identity.

Tribal rights and the 
Sixth Schedule

Meghalaya’s tribal areas, 
governed under the Sixth 
Schedule, are granted special 
protections to preserve indig­
enous cultures, traditions, 
and governance systems^ 
The Khasi Hills Autonomous 
District Council (KHADC) 
has rightly opposed KSP's 
demands, highlighting the 
exclusive rights of the tribal 
community over their sacred 
sites. Attempts to bypass 
these protections in the name 
of cultural preservation are 
not only unconstitutional 
but also a  direct challenge 
to the rights and autonomous 
nature of tribal pommunities 
in India.

Role of Fear and 
Radicalism

The actions of KSP reflect 
a growing trend of using 
fear and radicalism to as­
sert dominance in spaces 
historically shared or pro­
tected by minority and in­
digenous groups. In the case 
of Mawjymbuin Cave, this 
radicalization is cloaked in 
the language of preserving 
heritage, but it ultimately 
seeks to impose a majoritar­
ian worldview. Such actions 
do not stem from the gentle, 
tolerant ethos of Hinduism 
but from political agendas 
that exploit religious senti­
ment for power and control. 
The Larger Ramifications

1. Erosion of Pluralism: 
The imposition of Hindu 
rituals in tribal and minor­
ity spaces sets a dangerous 
precedent, threatening the 
pluralistic ethos that defines 
India.

2. Communal Tensions: 
Such actions foster resent­
ment and conflict, particu­
larly in sensitive regions like 
the Northeast, where tribal 
identity is deeply tied to land 
and religion.

3. Undermining Constitu­
tional Protections: Bypassing 
the rights of tribal communi­
ties erodes the constitutional 
safeguards that uphold In­
dia’s diversity.

4. Cultural Alienation: 
For communities like the 
Khasi, such actions risk 
alienating them from their 
heritage, pushing them to­
ward cultural erasure. ’

Conclusion: A Call for 
upholding the Constitution 
of India and respeet for di­
versity and secular values.

The Mawjymbuin Cave 
dispute is not just a clash 
over a sacred site—it is a test 
of India’s commitment to its 
constitutional values and its 
vision of unity in diversity. 
The gentle and compassion­
ate essence of Hinduism 
must not be overshadowed 
by radical interpretations 
of Hindutva that seek to 
dominate rather than coexist. 
Similarly, the rights of tribal 
communities must be upheld 
as an integral part of India’s 
composite cultuje.

Resolving this conflict 
requires a nuanced approach 
rooted in dialogue, mutual 
respect, and constitutional 
principles. India’s strength 
lies in its ability to embrace 
diversity and foster harmony. 
Protecting the sanctity of 
Mawjymbuin Cave and re­
specting the beliefs of the 
Khasi community are not just 
moral imperatives—they are 
essential to preserving the 
very fabric of the nation.
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“  Trusting our intuition often saves 
us from disaster. ” 

_____________ — Wilson Schaef
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A stalwart passes on
DR Manmohan Singh, one of India’s finest econo­
mists, held the post o f Finance Minister in the 
Congress-led Government headed by PV Narasinha 
Rao in June 1991. That was just a month after Ra­
jiv Gandhi was assassinated on May 21, 1991. P V 
Narasimha Rao took oath as the Prime Minister o f a 
minority government amidst massive political uncer­
tainty over its survival. The Congress had got only 
232 seats as against the majority o f 272 in the Lok 
Sabha elections in 1991, in a House of 543 MPs.

The outgoing government o f Prime Minister, 
Chandrashekhar saw India’s foreign exchange re­
serves dipping to its lowest point and the situation 
was desperate as investors were losing confidence. 
The PV Narasimha Rao government had to agree to 
devalue the rupee as per the IMF-World Bank pre­
scription. The first phase of 9 per cent was announced 
on July 1. This was followed on July 3 by another 10 
per cent devaluation. It was a tumultuous period for 
India and Narasimha Rao had to face the flak from’ 
his own Congress MPs, the BJP and the Left parties. 
But he dealt with the dissidents adroitly and it was 
in these circumstances that Finance Minister, Dr 
Manmohan Singh presented what would be a budget 
for the economic liberalisation o f India. Dr Singh 
had the full backing of Prime Minister Narasimha 
Rao who stood by Dr Singh even when criticised 
by senior Congress colleagues like Aijun Singh, M 
K Fotedar and Natwar Singh and NKP Salve. Dr 
Manmohan Singh as Finance Minister, with the full 
support o f the Prime Minister spearheaded several 
liberalisation reforms such as deregulation, reduction 
o f import tariffs, and privatisation o f state-owned 
enterprises. In his maiden Budget speech in 1991, 
Manmohan Singh quoted Victor Hugo, “No power 
on Earth can stop an idea whose time has come.” 
It was his vision and policies that stabilised India’s 
economy and even paved the way for sustained 
growth.

In 2004, Dr Manmohan Singh became what 
many call the accidental Prime Minister after the 
Congress-led UPA G overnm ent w on an unexpected 
victory in the elections. Stiriia Gandhi was elected 
leader o f the Congress Parliamentary Party but did 
not take up the Prime Ministerial post. She instead 
made way for Dr Manmohan Singh who was a 
Rajya Sabha member from Assam to take charge 
as Prime Minister. Perhaps what marred the tenure 
of Prime Ministership Manmohan Singh were the 
series o f scams that erupted in the coal allocation, 
2G spectrum and the Commonwealth Games. At the 
time Dr Manmohan Singh seemed like a weak prime 
minister unable to keep a check on the scams even 
while the UPA-2 government seemed rudderless. It 
was perhaps the listlessness o f the UPA-2 govern­
ment which in a sense catapulted Narendra Modi and 
the BJP into the political firmament. Modi seemed 
like the perfect anti-thesis to Dr Manmohan Singh 
for filling the vacuum of governance created by the 
UPA-2 Government. Politics is the most challenging 
task and who better than Dr Manmohan Singh would 
know this, having transitioned from a bureaucrat 
economist into a politician. But he will always be 
remembered for taking India on a progressive eco­
nomic trajectory.

Lyngngam culture: Rediscovering 
the roots of our ancestors

L ette rs  to the  E d i to r

Compassionate 
appointments 

and 
promotions

Editor,
There are certain govern­

ment departments in Me­
ghalaya that give preference 
to compassionate / ad-hoc 
regularised employees when 
it comes to promotions to 
elevate'd posts particularly 
in the ministerial staff and 
the heads of departments. 
There are instances where 
the number of compassion­
ate appointed em ployees 
outw eigh the num ber o f 
direct appointed em ploy­
ees recom m ended by re­
cruitment agencies viz the 
MPSC, DSC etc. It has been 
a convention in government 
departments to conceal va­
cancies occurring in differ­
ent departments and not to 
advertise the vacancies in the 
public domain. These vacan­
cies are mostly filled up by
superficial justification under 
the guise o f compassionate 
appointments whereby these 
individuals appointed on 
hum anitarian grounds are 
given cardinal preferences 
in term s o f  advancement 
in higher ministerial grades

which are to be filled from 
those appointed from direct 
recruitment. This practice 
affects the career progres­
sion of employees who are 
recommended, by mandated 
recruitment authorities such 
as the MPSC, DSC etc.

Appointment on compas­
sionate grounds is done to 
absorb the sudden financial 
shock of the family of those 
employees who died in har­
ness and are not deemed for 
any further promotions in 
the respective departments. 
As such those appointed 
on compassionate grounds 
cannot be given promotion. 
Preferences for promotion 
should be given to those 
who qualified in competi­
tive exams conducted by 
mandated authorities in or­
der to promote the spirit of 
meritocracy which is also 
constitutionally valid as per 
law. This will leave no room 
for any contradictions when 
challenged in the court of 
law and would also serve 
the principles of justice. I 
therefore urge the competent 
authorities to contemplate 
upon these anomalies in the 
various departments and rec­
tify such invalid promotions 
henceforth. Let promotion 
be given o n  m erit alone 
because it is only then that 
employees who are direct

A couple of weeks ago, 
a friend, Valentine Soh- 
tun, shared a 2015 article 
with me titled ‘An Ethno­
graphic Exploration of the 
Lyngam Ethnic Community 
in Bangladesh’ written by 
Nur Mohammad Majumder, 
L^e Tuck Po, and Sanjay 
Knshno Biswas. This article 
was about the Lyngngam, a 
subgroup of the Khasi who 
are. today found in West 
Khasi Hills and Kalmakanda 
Upazila in the north-east­
ern district o f Netrokona, 
Bangladesh. It talks about 
the cultural practices of the 
Lyngngam and the affinity 
they have with the Garo and 
the Khasi. In fact, the first 
time I visited the Lyngngam 
area in Mawshynrut block 
(West Khasi Hills), Icouldn’t 
understand the language 
and thought the people were 
Garos. Only later, when they 
tried teaching me a little Lyn­
gngam I realised its affinity 
with Khasi.

For a long time, the Lyn­
gngam people have been un­
derstood to be a hybrid of the 
Khasi and the Garo -  linguis­
tically they speak an Austro- 
Asiatic language as part of 
the Khasian languages, but 
in terms of culture and physi­
cal attributes they resemble 
the Garo. In terms of self- 
identification, Lyngngam 
have always identified them­
selves as Khasis rather than 
Garos who call them Megam. 
This is where the work of 
Banrida Theresa Langstieh 
becomes very important. In 
her 2003 thesis ‘Ethnic ori­
gin and population structure 
o f  the Lyngngam o f M e­
ghalaya, India,’ she showed 
that although some clans are 
unique to the Lyngngam, 
nearly 50% of the 29 clans 
have a Khasi origin. Ge­
netic analysis also revealed 
that they are more closely 
related to the Khasis than 
the Garos,v with the genetic 
contribution being much 
higher from the neighbour­
ing Khasi groups of Maram 
and Nongtrai in terms of 
mtDNA (female lineage). 
On the male side, though, the 
contribution from the Garo is 
much higher. Garos are part 
ofthe larger Kok-Borok fam­
ily, which includes Tripuri, 
Bodo-Dimasa and unlikely 
groups like Konyak, who are 
not Kuki-Chin-Mizo like the 
Nagas, Meitei and Kukis, but 
are actually part of the larger 
Garo family. None of these 
groups are matrilineal. So, 
since Lyngngam is a group 
that emerged out of the union 
between Khasi fenjales and 
Garo males, it could very 
well hint at the process of the 
Garos adopting matrilineal 
customs from the Khasis.

Another very important 
conjecture that was made by 
Banrida -Theresa Langstieh 
was that the Lyngngam may 
have entered their present 
abode from the south, border­
ing present day Bangladesh.

recruits can progress m their 
career paths..

Yours etc., 
Lionel Pyngrope, 

Via email

Why waste 
parliament’s 

time on 
frivolous 
issues?

Editor,
I am writing to express 

my deep concern over the 
recent conduct o f our Par­
liam entarians during the 
winter session. It is shameful 
that instead of addressing 
critical issues like inflation, 
econorriic instability, rising 
pollution, security challeng­
es, and external relations, 
our elected representatives 
wasted valuable time on 
trivial matters.

Our cities are in disre­
pair, infrastructure is crum­
bling, and our roads remain 
among the deadliest globally. 
Pollution is overwhelming, 
citizens are struggling to 
breathe, and inflation con­
tinues to rise. Meanwhile, 
neighbouring countries are 
advancing, leaving us be­
hind. Yet, neither the ruling 
party nor the opposition

By Bhogtoram Mawroh

It is quite interesting to note 
that another Khasi group 
found in the southern part of 
present day Meghalaya are 
the.War, particularly the War- 
Amwi who linguistically are 
the oldest among all the Kha­
si speakers. The 2017 paper 
‘A Lexico-statistical Study 
of the Khasian Languages: 
Khasi, Pnar, Lyngngam, and 
War’ by Nagaraja and col­
leagues revealed the close 
connection between Khasi 
and Palaung (language spo­
ken by an indigenous Austro- 
Asiatic group in Northern 
Myanmar). War-Amwi is 
the closest Khasi language to 
Palaung, and the separation 
happened around 4000 years 
ago. This very well matches 
with the dates established 
by Marco Mitri, a historian 
teaching in NEHU from the 
archaeological excavations 
of Myrkhan and Lum Soh- 
petbneng. The War-Amwi 
then established the Hima 
Sutnga, which around 1400 
years ago became Hima Jain- 
tiapur after the annexation 
of the kingdom of Jaintiapur 
in’ Sylhet (Sheila Haat in 
Khasi). This then gave rise 
to the Pnar language. But 
before that, Lyngngam had 
already separated from War- 
Amwi around 2000 years 
ago, making it the second 
oldest language among the 
Khasi. In other words, Lyn­
gngam are the second oldest 
group among the Khasi.

The Khasi must have en­
tered from the Dima Hasao 
H ills (prev iously  N orth ' 
Cachar Hills) and then start­
ed spreading around the 
eastern part of Meghalaya 
(Jaintia Hills and Ri Bhoi) 
with one group continuing 
west but along the southern 
fringes o f the present-day 
border with Bangladesh and 
reached what is today West 
Khasi Hillsi Initially, the)/ 
couldHtistfi ̂ cdnlMJeo wiflr' 
their journey till they reached 
the Chottanagpur plateau, 
where they mixed with the 
ancient Dravidians, giving 
rise to the Munda. The recent 
2024 paper, ‘The Origin and 
Dispersal of Austro-Asiatic 
Languages from the Perspec­
tives of Linguistics, Archeol­
ogy and Genetics’ by Jian 
Yu and colleagues confirm, 
this. In time, the Kok-Borok 
people, i.e., the Garo also 
arrived from the east and 
occupied the sparse' west­
ern side (today Garo hills) 
and started mixing with the 
Lyngngam. Some became 
Khasi while others remained 
Garo but adopted the Khasi 
matrilineal customs, another 
example of how important 
the matrilineal system was 
for the Khasis.

A special custom con­
cerning death attests that the 
Lyngngam are among the 
oldest Khasi groups. The 
2015 paper mentioned earlier

described how, after a death, 
they would keep the body 
near the fireplace or on a 
three-bamboo-pole platform 
for almost a year. Once the 
body dehydrates, the family 
brings it down and cremates 
it. Then they arrange a feast 
for the community attending 
the last rites. PRT Gurdon 
also described this custom 
in his 1914 monograph ‘The 
Khasis’. In Kynpham Singh 
Nonkynrih’s novel ‘Funeral 
Nights’ Bah Kynsai (a friend 
of Bah Ap or Ap Jutang, the 
narrator) mentions a group 
called the Torajans who had 
‘the culture of putting the 
dead body in a coffin and 
hanging it from a cliff or tree 
with ropes. Another friend, 
Raji Manai, then informed 
me that there is a group 
among the Khasi who also 
have a similar custom -  the 
Lyngngam. The rest of the 
novel is about the journey to 
the Lyngngam village where 
such a custom was being 
practiced for the last time 
and the stories told around 
the fireplace while they were 
camped in the forest. In their 
2020 paper, ‘A M atrilin­
eal Genetic Perspective of 
Hanging Coffin Custom in 
Southern China and Northern 
Thailand,’ Xiaoming Zhang 
and colleagues describe how 
people have practiced this 
hanging coffin custom for 
over 3,000 years in southern 
China, Southeast Asia, and 
near Oceania, originating 
in southern China. Southern

■ China is also the homeland 
of the Austro-Asiatic people 
and this culture has been 
associated with them among 
other groups, like the Daic 
people (e.g., Thai, Laotian 
and other smaller groups like 
the Ahom of Assam).

A ustro-A siatic  or .the 
Khasi people were one of 

; the oldest Neolithic groups
* that lived in Southern China. 

They were probably the first 
people to have discovered 
rice cultivation and they 
also practise the coffin hang­
ing custom. At some point, 
they began moving south 
and arrived in m ainland 
Southeast Asia, bringing ag­
riculture and rice with them. 
That the celestial staircase 
story of Lum Sohpetbneng 
describes seven celestial 
families coming down to 
earth to farm and staying 
there attests to agriculture’s 
importance among the Khasi. 
Some again continued fur­
ther south, reaching as far 
as Malaysia (the Orang Asli 
who are the oldest inhabit­
ants of Peninsular Malaysia.) 
while others went west and 
arrived at the northeast, first 
settled in the former North 
Cachar Hills. From there, 
they spread to what is now 
M eghalaya, speaking an 
early version of what is today 
War-Amwi, which is much

seems genuinely concerned 
with these urgent issues. 
Instead, they are preoccupied 
with frivolous pursuits like 
making memes and engaging 
in debates over historical fig­
ures. This is not only a waste 
of time but a betrayal of the 
trust the public has placed 
on them.

As a taxpayer and a voter,. 
I demand accountability 
from our Parliamentarians. 
They are elected to serve 
the people, not to indulge in 
non-productive discussions. 
There are countless pressing 
issues that demand their at­
tention, and we can no longer 
afford to squander time on 
distractions.

While the concept of'One 
Nation, One Election' may 
or may not be feasible, there 
should be a clear rule: if 
Parliamentarians waste time 
on irrelevant matters, they 
should not be entitled to 
their salaries. Only then will 
they understand the need 
to prioritize the issues that 
affect the common citizens 
of India.

I hope this issue is brought 
to light and that our elected 
leaders refocus their efforts 
on the real challenges facing 
the nation.

Yours etc., 
R Sarki, 
Shillong

Passing of a 
legend

Editor,
Apropos o f the news, 

“Former PM Manmohan 
Singh breathes his last” (ST 
D ecem ber 27, 2024) Dr 
Manmohan Singh was an 
economist with no political 
experience. In June 1991, the 
economy he inherited was 
in a free fall. Forex reserves 
had plunged to cover barely 
two weeks of imports. Infla­
tion was in double digits, 
and global banks had shut 
their doors to India. The, 
challenge was immense, 
but withfh days, Singh, with 
Prime Minister Rao’s un­
wavering support, rolled out 
bold reforms that dismantled 
decades of economic stagna­
tion. The reforms moved 
forward despite the resis­
tance, proving the Bombay 
C lub’s fears unfounded. 
Liberalization unleashed In­
dia’s entrepreneurial energy, 
turning a controlled, low- 
growth economy into one of 
the world’s fastest-growing 
major economies. Dr Singh 
and PM Narasimha Rao laid 
the foundation for the India 
we see today—a global eco­
nomic powerhouse.

There is no better tribute 
to a man who laid the eco­

closer to Palaung, an Austro- 
Asiatic group that remained 
in present-day Myanmar. 
One group (later to become 
the Lyngngam) continued 
east via the southern route, 
maintaining their hanging 
coffin custom, a practice that 
the War-Amwi abandoned, 
thus not passing it on to the 
Pnar and other Khasi sub­
groups. However, there was 
one custom that was passed 
down to the other groups.

According to the paper by 
Nur Mohammad Majumder, 
Lye Tuck Po, and Sanjay 
Krishno Biswas, the Lyn­
gngam would sacrifice a cow 
to their ‘primeval ancestress’ 
for the welfare of the clan 
or community. PRT Gurdon 
also recorded the sacrifice 
of a cow in the event of the 
death' of a woman as being 
practiced by the Khasi. The 
.Bonda indigenous commu­
nity in Orissa (an Austro- 
Asiatic group) also has the 
practice of sacrificing a cow 
when someone dies. So, beef 
was a very important deli­
cacy among the Khasi, meant 
especially to be served when 
someone dies, particularly a 
woman. An idea is forming 
of what the ancient culture 
o f the Khasi might have 
been. They were matrilineal, 
pioneering farmers, grew 
and probably discovered 
rice, practiced the custom of 
hanging coffins, had walking 
marriages, and sacrificed a 
cow when someone died, 
particularly a woman. The 
group that, has held on to 
these customs the longest are 
the Lyngngam.

Among the Lyngngam, 
one in teresting  custom , 
seemingly not of Khasi ori­
gin, also exists. They believe 
a person has an inner power 
which is called the tiger and 
sometimes can turn into a. 
tiger. And when the person 
dies, the tiger comes to claim 
the body. The Bhoi, many 
of whom are actually Karbi, 
know this were-tiger myth, 
and the Khasis likely adopted 
it from them. This means the 
Khasis were in contact with 
the Karbis for at least 2000 
years ago.

There’s always an attempt 
to understand more about 
the ancient traditions and 
customs of the Khasis. I’m 
unsure, how many attempts 
to understand the Lyngngam, 
whose customs appear to be 
among the oldest of the Kha­
si, are underway. If not, that 
should change, Lyngngam 
are one of our most ancient 
groups (after the War-Amwi) 
and the ones who held on 
the longest to the traditional 
customs. Learning more 
about them could reveal who 
the ancient Khasis were and 
what their essence was.

(the views expressed in 
the article are ‘those o f  the 
author and do not reflect in 
any way his affiliation to any 
organisation or. institution)

Dr Manmohan Singh : 
Scholar, gentleman, and 

great son of India
ByAjitRanade

m
nomic foundation of India 
than the words of Asim Arun, 
IPS who was Dr Singh’s 
bodyguard for 3 years. "Dr 
Sahab had only one car of his 
own — a Maruti 800. The 
car would be parked behind 
the sparkling BMW at the 
Prime Minister's Residence. 
Manmohan Ji used to often 
tell me, 'Asim, I don't like 
to drive around in this car 
[BMW]. This [Maruti 800] 
is my car.' I used to tell him 
that the BMW is not for his 
personal glory but has been 
picked by the SPG for its se­
curity features. However, ev­
ery time the cavalcade would 
drive by the Maruti, he used 
to look at his car longingly as 
he was repeating his pledge 
in his head: 'I am a middle- 
class person and it is my job 
to think about the concerns 
o f  commoners. This car 
w o rth  crores is of the PM. 
My car is Maruti.'"

May the soul o f an il­
lustrious son of India rest
in peace.

Yours etc; 
VK Lyngdoh,

• Via email

Articles and letters ap­
pearing on this page are 
the views o f  the writers/ 
authors and not that o f  
The Shillong Times

The passing of Dr Man­
mohan Singh, architect o f 
economic reforms is truly 
the end of an era. His style 
of leadership exemplified 
simplicity, dignity and grace, 
and of seeking consensus. As 
Prime Minister for two terms 
from 2004 till 2014, he led 
two coalition governments 
but achieved a lot in terms 
of landmark legislations and 
a high economic growth. 
In that aspect, his tenure' 
can be compared to that of 
Prime Minister Atal Bihari 
Vajpayee, who too led a gov­
ernment with 23 coalition 
partners. This week marked 
the 100th birth anniversary 
of Vajpayee. There is a tell­
ing comment that Vajpayee 
left in the visitors ’ book after 
the death of Vice President 
Krishna Kant. Paying a trib­
ute to Kant, Vajpayee wrote 
in Hindi, in his decorative 
impeccable handwriting, 
“here was a beautiful lotus 
flower which bloomed de­
spite being in the cesspool of 
politics”. These remarks are 
equally applicable to Man­
mohan Singh— a scholar, 
economist, and statesman 
whose life embodied dignity, 
intellect, and humility.
From humble beginnings 

to eminence
Dr. Singh’s journey is 

truly inspirational. Bom in 
a small village in undivided 
Punjab^ he was raised by 
his grandparents under fru­
gal means. His early life 
was shaped by the upheav­
al o f Partition. Displaced 
by the chaos, Singh rose 
through sheer perseverance 

,to achieve academic excel­
lence. He earned scholar­
ships to study at Cambridge 
and Oxford. At Cambridge, 
he topped the Economics 
Trip© s- .and- ?r e c«i ve d ’tlp*‘ 
Adam Smith Prize, a rare 
accolade for an Indian.

At Cambridge, Singh’s 
intellectual rigor won hun 
admiration from renowned 
economists like Joan Rob­
inson and Nicholas Kaldor. 
His doctoral thesis on India’s 
export prospects challenged 
the prevalent pessimism. His 
book, “India’s Export Trends 
and Prospects for Self-Sus* 
tained Growth” (1964), be­
came a seminal work. It 
advocated for export-driven 
growth. Decades later, In­
dia’s economic trajectory 
would vindicate his vision.

Singh’s career spanned 
academia, administration, 
and politics. He began as a 
professor at the Delhi School 
of Economics. Later, he held 
roles like Chief Economic 
Advisor, Governor of the 
Reserve Bank of India, and 
Vice Chairman of the Plan­
ning Commission. After that 
was as Finance Minister and 
then two terms as Prime 
Minister. His career reflected 
academic brilliance, admin­
istrative acumen, political 
savvy and governance ex­
pertise. No other economist 
has had such a breathtaking 
career and meteoric rise.

Architect of economic 
reforms

Dr. Singh’s appointment 
as Finance Minister in 1991 
was a turning point for India. 
Faced with a severe balance- 
of-payments crisis, Singh 
unleashed bold economic 
reforms. These included 
dismantling the license raj, 
deregulating banking, and 
opening the economy to 
trade and foreign invest­
ment.

In his maiden budget 
speech in 1991, Singh quot­
ed Victor Hugo: “No power 
on earth can stop an idea 
whose time has come.” That 
idea was the emergence of 
India as an economic power.- 
He ensured that the bold 
reforms were supported by 
expert committees and-con- 
sultation which gave a robust 
foundation. The committees 
included the Raja Chelliah 
Committee for tax reforms 
and the Narasimham Com­
mittee for financial sector 
reforms.

These reforms resolved

the crisis and paved the way 
•for sustained growth. India’s 
GDP growth rates soared. By 
the end of Singh’s two terms 
as Prime Minister, India had 
joined the league of $2 tril­
lion economies. .

Decency and statesman­
ship in leadership 

Dr. Singh’s tenure as 
Prime Minister (2004-2014). 
further cemented his legacy. 
His leadership style,'marked 
by consensus-building and 
quiet determination, led to 
landmark legislation. These 
included the Right to Infor­
mation Act, MGNREGA, 
arid the rollout of Aadhaar. 
He also showed political 
courage by staking his gov­
ernment’s survival on the 
■Indo-US civil nuclear deal.

Singh’s integrity and hu­
mility were his hallmarks:' 
Stories abound of his simple 
lifestyle and ethical con­
duct. As Finance Minister, 
after devaluing the rupee, 
he donated the windfall to 
the Prime Minister’s Relief 
Fund. When he lost a Lok 
Sabha election and had bor­
rowed fhnds for his cam­
paign, he promptly repaid 
the loan.

A scholar’s evolving^ 
vision 

Singh’s views evolved 
over time. Early in his ca­
reer, he was a staunch ad­
vocate o f  free trade and 
market-oriented reforms. As 
Prime Minister, his policies 
leaned toward welfarism. 
This reflected a nuanced 
understanding of growing 
income inequalities and the 
need for a safety net. His 
balance between market 
liberalization and social wel­
fare showed pragmatism and 
intellectual honesty.

His open-mindedness
• echoed  John M aynard 

Keynes’s dictum: ‘‘Wheiri 
the facts change, I change 
my mind. What do you do, 
sir?” Singh’s readiness*®) 
adapt ensured that his poll* 
ties remained relevant. He 
addressed both econothic 
crises and social inequities/ 

Global leadership 
and legacy 

Dr. Singh’s influence 
extended beyond India. 
As Secretary-General o f 
the South Commission, he 
championed South-South 
cooperation. This role pre­
pared him for leading coali­
tion governments at home: 
•It also shaped Jnis approach 
to multilateral diplomacy: 
Under his leadership; In­
dia became a key player in 
global forums like the G2Q. 
His tenure amplified India’s 
voice on issues like climate 
change and trade. His com­
mitment to inclusive and 
sustainable development 
was evident.

Criticism and-the 
judgment of history 
Like any public figure, 

Singh faced criticism. His 
tenure as Prime Minister 
saw allegations of corrup­
tion within his coalition 
government. This led to, a 
perception of weakness. 
Yet, even his harshest critics 
acknowledged his personal 
incorruptibility and-sin­
cerity. He often responded 
to detractors with silence, 
describing it as maintaining 
their dignity.

Dr. Singh’s career is a 
testament to the genius of 
India’s democracy. It shows 
how individuals from mod­
est beginnings can rise to 
power. His legacy is one 
of dedication, scholarship, 
and decency. He believed in 
die transformative power of 
ideas and hard work.

As the nation bids farewell 
to this “gentleman leader,” 
his words resonate: history 
will judge him kindly. For, in 
Dr. Manmohan Singh, India ' 
had a leader who symbolized 
quiet strength, relentless 
intellect, and unshakable 
integrity.

(Dr. A jit Ranade is a 
noted economist). (Syndi­
cate: The Billion Press) 
(email: editor@thebillion- 
press.org)
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ways to make 
safer for womiEU

Wom en are less like ly  to 
protect themselves online 
because current safety ad­

vice does not take full account of their 
needs - despite women being more at 
risk from cyber abuse and threats than 
men. This abuse of women is a grow­
ing problem, w ith one in five reporting 
they have experienced harm online.

While the UK's Online Safety Act 
commits to tackling online violence 
against women and girls, the solutions 
are not straightforward. Prevention, 
training and education for women are 
all essential.

My research with Magdalene Ng 
from the University o f Westminster 
has identified a gender gap in access­
ing online safety advice and technol- 
ogy. We found that men are more 
likely than women to. engage with 
and be informed about security and 
privacy technologies aimed at keeping 
people safe online.

We conducted  a survey asking 
more than 600 UK adults (approxi­
mately 50% women and 50% men) 
about their preferred online privacy 
and security methods. Respondents 
indicated their preferred approach to 
keeping informed about online safety, 
with options including formal train­
ing from official bodies, semi-formal 
advice from webpages, downloading 
and using cyber safety technology, and 
getting informal advice through word 
of mouth from family and friends.

Our findings reveal a significant 
difference between the way men and 
women access online safety advice. 
For example, 76% of women s?id their 
go-to approach is asking their family 
and friends, compared with less than 
24% o f men. In contrast, 70% o f men 
said they seek this advice from online 
sources, compared with only 38% of 
women.

• While guidance from family and 
friends is not necessarily .risky, there is 
no guarantee that they have the skills 
to provide appropriate information and 
advice. A t'the same, our results sug- _ 
gest trusted online sources o f digital 
safety advice are not reaching the 
majority o f women.

The study also found that women 
are more likely to rely on simple or 
built-in  online protections such as

privacy settings, security software 
updates and strong passwords. By 
contrast, men participating in the 
study appear to be more fluent with 
a wider spectrum of protection meth­
ods, including more sophisticated 
technologies such as firewalls, VPNs, 
anti-spyw are, anti-m alw are, an ti­
tracking software, and multi-factor 
authentication.

Our report includes the following 
recom m endations for researchers, 
technology developers and provid­
ers, on line safety  advocates and 
policymakers to consider, if  we are to 
make digital safety protection more 
inclusive of women's needs.

1. Encourage support in the com­
munity

Some community NGOs that focus 
on protecting women and girls, such 
as End Violence Against Women, have 
in-depth, first-hand experience of safe­
guarding women's online safety. They 
can offer specialised support to women 
who have encountered online abuse or 
cyber attacks. These types of support 
methods tend to be more effective for 
women,'as our study shows women are 
about twice as likely as men to seek 
face-to-face advice. By contrast, men 
more often look up advice online or 
in books and magazines.

These NGOs should  therefo re  
receive active support from the UK 
governm ent and other funding or­
ganisations so they can have the 
tools, resources and skills to reach 
all women.

2. M ake online advice more ac­
cessible

Our research suggests that revamp­
ing online safety advice so it makes 
sense to people w ithout-technical 
backgrounds would be helpful. Jargon 
and technical explanations can put 
people off, and act as a barrier to the 
dissemination of sound advice.

This also means prioritising the 
most important pieces of advice, and 
providing these consistently across 
the online sources that people use 
most often. These sources include 
search engines, online reviews and 
recommendations, technology com­
pany adverts, social media including 
YouTube and X (formerly Twitter), as 
well as online forums.

Here’s why 
makes us so cranky
T

3. Tailor advice to scenarios faced  
by women

Unfortunately, women dispropor­
tionately face many specific online 
threats such as intimate image abuse, 
cyberflashing and online harassment. 
Safety advice in response to such 
harms is usually provided on the web­
sites of NGOs who support women. 
However, we need such advice, which 
is tailored to abuse, to be more widely 
distributed across the online sources 
mentioned above.

4. Develop safe online spaces
Safety advice'in response to online

violence against women and girls is 
often-embedded in the support pack­
ages that are given to help victims 
recover from abuse and trauma, via 
NGOs. But it is also important to de­
velop new online spaces for commu­
nities o f women who've experienced 
abuse to share advice and support for 
digital safety.

This would provide emotional sup­
port and trustworthiness in situations 
w here complex harms have taken 
place, enabling women to help women 
in an open and accessible way.

5. Empower women and girls with 
the right skills

Our research suggests there should 
be greater focus on, ensuring women 
and girls have the right digital skills to 
understand and take action regarding 
their'online safety. This means mak­
ing training pourses available - these 
could be offered in schools and local 
community centres and libraries, via 
a  national effort.

It's also important to design advice 
and technology that anyone can use to 
gain optimal protection, irrespective 
of their skill level and without a cost 
attached.

6. Analyse risks before releasing 
new technology

When a new technology or online 
platform is developed, it's vital to 
gather different parties with a stake 
in the issue to assess whether it could 
contribute to gender-based online 
harm. Importantly, this ̂ should take 
place before the technology enters 
public use, rather than only after it has 
been misused to harm specific users, 
including women.

This should involve dialogue and 
collaboration between the govern­
ment, Ofcom, the technology industry, 
online platforms, NGOs and research 
in stitu tio n s. One exam ple o f  an 
equivalent process is the activity and 
discussion that is occurring around 
the use and impact of artificial intel­
ligence.

Online Safety is considered a social 
good, and equity in this area is advo­
cated by international human rights 
organisations. We need cooperative 
action to bring about greater gender 
equity in online spaces.

This requires re-im agining the 
current models of how online safety 
advice is offered, because our research 
shows these don't best serve women. 
Taking this step, alongside other 
advances, will make the online expe­
rience safer and fairer for everyone. 
(The Conversation)

he holidays are coming, airports 
are packed and emotions are 

, —  running high. You’ve prob- 
i ably seen it or even been part of it: 
i that tense moment when a passenger 
1 snaps at a flight attendant, or a near- 
, meltdown over a seat reclining too far. 
i Why does flying seem to bring out the 
i worst in us?
1 Airplanes are, quite literally, a 
] pressure cooker for emotions. For 
i many, airports and airplanes are syn- 
i onymous with anxiety, which often 
1 begins well before they step into the 

terminal. These environments com- 
i bine stress, discomfort and a loss of 
i control, often leaving even the calm- 
1 est travellers feeling on edge.
J P lanes also make inequalities 
i bleedingly obvious. We’ve all expe- 
i rienced the envy of walking through 
1 first-class cabins to reach economy.
, I t’s easy to see why air rage has 
, become so common. In fact, reported 
i incidents have skyrocketed in recent 
1 years, exacerbated by pandem ic- 
[ related anxieties;
, So, let’s have a look at the science 
i behind why we get so .cranky when 
1 we fly. But more importantly, what 
| we can do about it.
, In recent years, reports of unruly 
i passenger behav iour ground the 
1 world have surged. Perhaps the most 
[ comprehensive indicator is the data 
i compiled by the United States’ Fed- 
i eral Aviation Administration, which 
1 show a clear connection to' the pan- 
[ deipic effect.
i In 2021, the adm inistration re- 
i corded 5,973 incidents of unruly pas- 
1 senger behaviour. This is a staggering 
[ 492% increase compared to the year 
I before. To put this in perspective, the 
i four-year average of such incidents 
1 for the period 2017-2020 was 901.75 
I (2017: 544, 2018: 889, 2019: 1,161,
, 2020: 1,009).
i While the numbers have decreased ’ 
1 since their peak in 2021, they remain 
 ̂ significantly higher than pre-pandem- 
i ic levels.
i In 2022, the adm inistration re- 
1 ported 2,455 incidents, followed by 
| 2,076 in 2023, and 1,954 so far in 
, 2024 (with final numbers for the year 
i still pending). These incidents in the 
1 US alone have led to 402. enforcement 
] actions initiated in 2023, compared to 
, a pre-pandemic high of 83- in a single

J  i ‘v i'.ii i i J ' i  i J J C i i L r f ' ' -  '

year. Since 2021, fines totalling more 
than US$21 million (A$32 million) 
have been levied as a result of such 
incidents. '

The issue is not limited to the Unit­
ed States (although the US seems to 
have a higher share of such cases).

The International Air Transport 
Association reported an increase in 
unruly passenger incidents globally,* 
with one incident per 568 flights- in 
2022 -  up from one per 835 flights 
in 2021, The most common types of 
incidents include non-compliance, 
verbally  abusive behaviour and 
intoxication. Notably, while non- 
compliance incidents initially fell 
after mask mandates were removed 
on most flights, the frequency* began 
to rise again in 2022, ending the year 
37% higher than in 2021.

W hat’s behind the air rage phe­
nomenon? . .

Scholarly research has highlighted 
that the phenomenon arises from 
an interplay of stressors unique to 
aviation. -

Research consistently identifies the 
physical environment of airplanes as 
a significant contributor to passenger 
frustration and antisocial behaviour.

Factors such as cram ped seat- • 
ing, lim ited  personal space and 
high-density cabin configurations 
exacerbate discomfort and'feelings 
of confinement.

Psychological factors-such as anxi­
ety, claustrophobia and aviophobia 
(fear of flying) can also trigger an 
unusual behaviour that the passenger 
may not show iji other social contexts. 
The role o f inequality within tjie 
cabin environment is another potent 
factor.

Alcohol is a dominant precipitant 
o f air rage incidents. Some studies 
have found that more than half of;re- 
ported air rage cases involved alcohol 
intoxication, often fuelled by liberal 
airport alcohol policies and in-flight 
consumption.

, Empirical data suggest sociodemo­
graphic factors play a significant role ' 
ift air rage incidents. , ‘

One study examining 228 air rage 
cases found nearly 90% of incidents 
involved m ale passengers, w ith 
younger adults, particularly those 
aged 30-39, being the most frequently 
implicated. (The Conversation) ’

‘Star-Gazing’
By Pt. Ajai Bhambi Sunday, DECEMBER 29, 2024

‘Birthday Forecast’
Moon conjunct Jupiter on your solar return chart ensures excellent results for 
you. You will be popular and will be willing to take challenges. Thus, becoming 
cynosure of all eyes. Your efforts will be appreciated by peers and seniors. Your 
magnetic personality will draw people towards you. And you will be able to get 
the work done. You will be inclined to do a lot o f things at the same time. Yet 
you will show wisdom and foresight. You will like to-work on your instincts. You 
enjoy travelling, and will get a lot of chances to.lravel, especially for leisure. 
You will be imaginative and show a lot of passion. This will play an important 
role attracting a right person in your life. If still single, you will meet your sweet 
heart. Your financial condition will be stable. You will enjoy a good health. You 
will also think o£investing in property or putting your money in fixed deposits, 
shares & bonds, etc.

‘This week for you’

Aries:'(March 21 - April 20) You bring a powerful and energetic approach to resolve 
professional projects in hand. Your leadership qualities come to 
the fore as you organize professional activities with great 6lan. 
You are in your element in your interactions while meeting with 
business associates. As you travel you will find that it brings in 
luck in another aspect of your life too. You need not over analyze 
personal relationships but nattier respond with your heart and 
feelings; as a new understanding gives you added perspective;
It is time to express your feelings and ideas and share what you 
have learned through a variety of experiences o f late.

Taurus: (April 21 - May 21) This period finds you responsible, hard working, dutiful,.
and serious when it comes to finances, investments and issues 

•related to the family. You would move on the path o f success in 
terms o f betterfmancial stability, emotional and mental satisfaction 
and intellectual growth. You feel the need to be appreciated by 
family members, and the need fbrtogethemess with others comes 
into focus. New contacts may also occur. Events are such that 
you m o v e  towards a more objective approach to your life and you 
cultivate true friendships. Meditation is needed for gaining deeper 
insight into personal relations and complex situations. •

Gemini: (May 22 - June 21)You are fun loving, energetic, and willing to explore new 
ideas. Financial benefits may come your way this week. .Self- 
confidence and action are highlighted and you instinctively know 
the right course o f action to take in most situations. Excellent work 
opportunities forthose working with associates from overseas and ■ 
you may travel for business dealings. At home, you accept the 
individuality o f your spouse and that would be helpful to resolve 
your conflicts and move ahead in harmony. Stress may crop up 
at unexpected turns and this would require you to look at some 

■ life s ty le ’ changes and even incorporate some techniques like 
exercise and meditation.

Cancer: (June 22 - July 22) Stars favor people in the field of show business and 
fine arts. Excellent professional opportunities for students in fine 
arts, music, singing and creative writing will open up new doors. 
Personal relations are rejuvenated and your romance moves 
more rapidly as you relate well on the intellectual level as well 
and move towards a long-term commitment. Home and family 
matters capture your attention and are a strong source of pride. 
It's a time when worldly matters areriot as important to you. Use 

• this energy to find ways to improve your family relations and your 
home environment.

Leo: (July 23 - August 23)You would be more determined and hard working. This is 
an excellent period in your life in which to get organized and to 
stick with projects through to the end. You would spend money 
on clothes, furniture, and entertainment. You initiate a force of 

r *  energy to achieve success in an important venture. You arebold, 
\  courageous and frank while dealing with controversial, profes- 

sional matters. You encounter people who are very considerate 
an<* understanding in your personal life. You 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 are able to 
express a greater level of sensitivity and sensibility.

Virao (August 24 - September 22) You would adopt a realistic, practical and disci- 
plinfed approach towards work and domestic relations. People in 

I f i n e  arts, creative lines and communication related fields would 
give a traditional blend to their contemporary creations. You as- 

J l f i j t s  sume a leadership role and take control of matters both at work

A

&

and home. Your communication abilities will largely b^ applied 
to professional ambitions where knowledge and education are 
pursued in order to enhance career prospects and financial mat­
ters. You are proud of your ideas, and very good at expressing 
them to family members smoothly now. This is an excellent phase 
in which you bring more harmony and pleasant interactions to 
your relationships with loved ones.

Libra: (September 23 - October 23) Activities related to communication such as 
journalism, literature and fine arts are prominent. An arduous 
.yet stimulating project should be taken as a challenge which 
would further promote business prospects. Physical energy and 
good health enable you handle a busy schedule and complete 
work commitments. Responsibilities arid commitments' may 
take up more time than usual, so set some time aside. Also, 

. arrange your schedule so that you don't take on too much and 
you don't end-up handling more errands and odd jobs than you 
can effectively manage.

Scorpio: (October 24 - November 22)You feel fresh and re-energized as a blast of 
personal energy comes your way and exhibiting your leadership 
skills works for you now. You are at your most convincing, as others

. . accept you at face value. You may take up new assignments and
projects that would bring creativity and projection of new ideas. 
Your inner hopes and desires come to the fore even as you tackle 
your job with a realistic and practical purpose of mind. There may 
be gains from property, shares and fixed assets. You are nurturing 
and caring in personal relationships, A short vacation allows you 
to enjoy the gifts of nature with a loved one.

Sagittarius: (November 23 - December 21) Your- credibility is important and efforts 
at self-promotion could be made now. It’s an excellent period to 
make a lifestyle change and get extra mileage. Any unresolved 
argument may create, rifts in your relationships; take a softer 
approach in your interactions whep it comes to the family and 
romance related matters. A new se tup  in the existing house or 
a new house altogether may be part of the picture in the coming 
months, as well as a sense of reneyyal and reinvigoration. It is 
time to come back to your inner center to regain physical strength, 
mental balance, emotional harmony and spiritual awareness.

Capricorn: (December 22 - January 20)You would be able to make an impact on 
business associates with your hard work and sincere efforts. 
Your creativity will assist in your output at work and help you 
undertake new or existing challenges. You would be successful 

—_ in the entertainment industry or in any field that requires a lot-of
' imagination and vision. You may especially enjoy experiencing

different cultures and ethnic styles. Your ideas are higher than 
1 /  usual, religious teaching may j>e part of the picture, and your 

cultural and spiritual awareness increases. Happiness and fulfill­
ment through the expansion of your mind, widening your social 
circle, travel, and connections to people of a different cultural 
background than you are indicated during this phase.

Aquarius: (January 21 - February 18)The current planetary combination lets you 
be responsible, hard-working, dutiful, and serious in finances 
and. investments. This is an especially spiritual time for you-a 
time when you renew your energy and consider what things are 
importanttoyou. It's a good time to join organizations and groups 
with a social purpose. You move on the path of success and there 
is'betterment in terms of better financial stability, emotional and 
mental satisfaction. It's time to expand your social circle and to 
make more contact with groups and friends. Students of computer 
hardware and engineering achieve better results.

Pisces: (February 19 - March 20) You have intellectual vibration and ability to adapt 
to most situations. This phase brings a change in professional 
patterns and there is no more ambiguity about these matters. 
You would be able to face truths, deal with emotional choices or 
difficult situations. You experience cooperation and synergy at 
your place of work. It is best to accept challenges that life offers 
you and keep going through ups and downs realizing that this 
too shall pass. You are compassionate and generous with fam­
ily, friends and relatives, drawing respect from them. It's a good 
time to join organizations and groups and to attend meetings 
or social events. You would come back to your inner center to 
regain physical strength, mental balance, emotional harmony 
and spiritual awareness.
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Skin cancer screening: You cap
know your risk, check yourself
Australia has one of the high­

est skin cancer rates globally, 
with nearly 19,000 Australians 
diagnosed with invasive melanoma

— the most lethal type of skin cancer
— each year. !

W hile advanced m elanom a can 
be fatal, it is highly treatable when 
detected early.

But Australian clinical practice 
guidelines and health authorities do 
not recommend screening for mela­
noma in the general population.

Given our reputation as the skin 
cancer capital of the world, why isn’t 
there a national screening program"? 
A u s tra lia  cu rren tly  sc reen s for 
breast, cervical and bowel cancer 
and will begin lung cancer screen­
ing in 2025.

It turns out the question o f wheth­
er to screen everyone for melanoma 
and other skin cancers is complex. 
Here’s why.

The current approach
X>n top o f  the 19,000 invasive 

m elanom a d iagnoses each year, 
around 28,000 people are diagnosed 
with in-situ melanoma.

In-situ melanoma refers to a very 
early stage melanoma where the can­
cerous cells are confined to the outer 
layer of the skin (the epidermis).

Instead o f a b lanket screening 
programme, Australia promotes skin 
protection, skin awareness and regu­
lar skin checks (at least annually) for 
those at high risk.

A bout one in three A ustralian 
adults have had a clinical skin check 
within the past year.

Why not just do skin checks for 
everyone?

The goal o f screening is to find 
d isease  early , befo re  sym ptom s 
appear, which helps save lives and 
reduce morbidity.

But there are .a couple of reasons 
a national screening program is not 
yet in place.

We need to ask:
1. Does it save lives?
Many researchers would argue 

this is the goal of universal screen­
ing. But while universal skin cancer 
screening would likely lead to more 
melanoma diagnoses, this might not 
necessarily save lives. It could result 
in indolent (slow-growing) cancers 
being diagnosed that m ight have 
never caused 'harm. This is known 
as "overdiagnosis".

Screen ing  w ill p ick  up some

cancers people could have safely 
lived with, if  they did'n’t know about 
them. The difficulty is in recognising 
which cancers are slow-growing and 
can be safely left alone.

R eceiv ing  a d iagnosis causes 
stress and is more likely to lead to 
additional medical procedures (such 
as surgeries), which carry their own 
risks.

2. Is it value fo r  money?
Im p le m e n tin g  a n a tio n w id e  

screening program involves signifi­
cant investment and resources. Its 
value to the health system would 
need to be calculated, to ensure this 
is the best use o f resources.

Narrower targets fo r  better re­
sults

Instead o f screening everyone, 
targeting high-risk groups has shown 
better results. This focuses efforts 
where they're needed most. Risk fac­
tors for skin cancer include fair skin, 
red hair, a history of sunburns, many 
moles and/or a family history.

Research has' shown the public 
w ould be m ostly  accep ting  o f  a 
risk-tailored approach to screening 
for melanoma.

There are moves underway to es­
tablish a national targeted skin can­
cer screening program in Australia, 
with the government recently pledg­
ing $ 10.3 million to help tackle "the 
most common cancer in our sunburnt 
country, skin cancer" by focusing on 
those at greater risk.

C urren tly , A ustra lian  clin ical 
practice guidelines recommend doc­
tors properly evaluate all patients for 
their future risk of melanoma.

Looking with new technologi­
cal eyes

Technological advances are im­

proving the accuracy of skin canter 
diagnosis and risk assessment.

For exam ple, researchers are 
investigating 3D total body skin 
imaging to monitor changes to spots 
and moles over time.

Artificial intelligence (AI) algo­
rithms can analyse images of skin 
lesions, and support doctors' deci­
sion making.

Genetic testing can now identify 
risk markers for more personalised 
screening.

And telehealth has made remote 
consultations possible, increasing 
access to specialists, particularly in 
rural areas.

Check y o u r s e lf  - 4 th ings to 
look fo r

Skin cancer can affect all skin 
types, so it's a good idea to become 
familiar with your own skin. The 
Skin Cancer College A ustralasia 
has introduced a guide called SCAN 
your skin, which tells people to  look 
for skin spots or areas that are: l. 
sore (scaly, itchy, bleeding, tender) 
and don't heal within six weeks 2. 
changing in size, shape, c.olour or 
texture 3. abnorm al for you and 
look different or feel different, or 
stand out when compared to your 
other spots and moles 4. new and 
have appeared on your skin recently. 
Any new moles or spots should be 
checked, especially if  you are over 
40.

I f  som ething seems d iffe ren t,' 
make an appointm ent w ith your 
doctor. ,

You can self-assess your mela­
noma risk online via the Melanoma 
Institute Australia or QIMft. Berg- 
hofer Medical Research Institute. 
(The Conversation)
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“The only disability in life is 
a bad attitude. ”

_______  —Scott Hamilton
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Modi and Manmohan
LEADERSHIP matters. It makes and unmakes a 
nation. While democracy allows the freedom for 
anyone to run a nation by virtue of his clout in a party 
and numerical strength in Parliament, a juxtaposition 
of the terms of now deceased Manmohan Singh and 
the current prime minister Narendra Modi is in order. 
In all fairness, both these leaders whq led India for 
two or more consecutive terms each provided po­
litical and economic stability to the nation. Another 
prime minister Narasimha Rao saved the nation 
from a critical situation. India was adrift, saddled 
with an economic mess that forced the government 
to ship 47 t&nnes of its gold reserves abroad. This 
was in the face of a phenomenal rise in loans India 
took from foreign agencies and a sharp depletion of 
its foreign exchange reserves. The government of 
Narasimha Rao with Manmohan Singh as finance 
minister introduced Economic Liberalization, em­
braced Globalization and uplifted the economy. 
Before Singh completed his second-term in 2014, 
the Indian economy had registered a GDP growth 
of 9 per cent plus -  the largest-ever growth. It now 
is back to below five per cent.

Thanks to Rao and Singh, India began showing 
the courage to dream of a SuperPower status. The 
Atal Behari Vajpayee term, which came in between, 
launched the national highways projects, which 
pushed the nation’s growth and at the same time 
injected government money to the rural areas for 
work and land acquisition. India eventually stepped 
out of its stigma of i>eing a poor third world country. 
A problem, though, was that this growth benefited 
only the top 20 per cent of the population. A trickle- 
down effect, which Manmohan Singh envisaged, 
never came true in any significant manner. It must 
be said to the credit of Singh that his government 
introduced the rural employment scheme — which 
was later extended to urban areas too. This helped 
the poor get some work and a small pay. It was also 
Singh’s government that introduced the subsidised 
foodgrains scheme through ration shops, which 
helped the BPL families fight hunger.

Narendra Modi, into his third consecutive term, 
is noted for the implementation of GST, which is 
fetching the exchequer huge sums as taxes. This by 
far is one major reform he effected, while he failed 
in introducing agricultural reforms. GST, originally, 
was Singh’s idea. Modi failed to effect administrative 
reforms to shake the bureaucracy out of its slumber 
and corruption. He showed no courage to introduce 
judicial reforms, even as over five crore cases are 
pending in courts and these take decades to settle. 
Course-correction or reform,requires both vision and 
guts. Modi has proven by now that he is caught in the 
constraints imposed by the RSS through its narrow 
vision and feudalists outlook. He’s the anti-thesis of 
a Manmohan Singh, who was progressive and had 
a wider world view.

U Kiang Nangbah: The Causes 
That Led to the Rebellion

l . c t i i i '  Id the K d ito r

Dr Manmohan 
Singh’s legacy 

lives on
Editor,
The demise of Dr Man­

mohan Singh is a moment 
of poignant sorrow and grief 
for the nation. I express 
my deep condolences and 
pray to the almighty for the 
great soul to rest in peace. 
He was a towering figure 
in India's economic and 
political history and the ar­
chitect of the country's 1991 
economic reforms, pulled 
millions out o f poverty, and 
made the West accept the 
nuclear-armed nation as an 
ally by signing a historic 
deal with-the US in 2008 to 
end India's nuclear isolation 
after its 1998 testing of the 
weapon’s system.He argued 
that the deal would help 
meet India's growing energy 
needs and sustain its healthy 
growth rate.

He played a crucial role 
in India's economic transfor­
mation by implementing key 
reforms that opened up the 
economy and alleviated pov­
erty. As prime minister, Dr 
Manmohan Singh took sev­
eral far-reaching decisions 
that continue to impact the 
health of Indian democracy 
even today. He implemented 
the Right to Information 
Act that strengthened and 
guaranteed the right to seek 
information from the gov­
ernment, allowing citizens 
an extraordinary power to 
hold officials accountable, 
thereby making the RTI Act 
a “sunshine law” for democ­

racy. He also brought in a law 
that guaranteed the right to 
free and compulsory educa­
tion fot children between the 
ages of 6 and 14, significantly 
reducing the school dropout 
rates.

A humanist at heart and 
with his humility, simplicity 
and infectious positive spirit 
he reached out to the power­
ful and the powerless with 
the same amplitude. When 
the current Malaysian Prime 
Minister Anwar Ibrahim was 
incarcerated in prison for 6 
years on corruption charges 
in the year 1999 Dr Singh 
had offered scholarships for 
his children during which 
Singh served as the Leader of 
the Opposition in the Rajya 
Sabha.

With his death, India has 
been deprived of sage coun­
sel at a time when growth is 
once again anemic, policy­
making has become whim­
sical, the middle class is 
feeling weighed down by 
taxation and religious strife 
is on the rise.

Yours etc., 
• M.Haque. Advocate.

' Shillong-6

Dr Manmohan 
Singh deserves 

the Bharat 
Ratna

Editor,
The editorial “A stalwart 

passes on” (ST December 
28, 2024) made interesting 
reading and one cannot dis­
agree with the editor that late 
Dr Manmohan Singh “will

According to local narra­
tives, three immediate causes 
led to the Jafltia rebellion 
against the British govern­
ment. The story as told by 
the natives of the land was 
that the first reason for the 
rebellion was the house tax 
imposed by the British Gov­
ernm ent on the hill sub­
jects of the erstwhile Jafltia 
Kingdom. J.H. Thornton, 
in his memoir published in 
1895 (Memories of Seven 
Campaigns: A Recerd of 
Thirty-Five Years’Service in 
the Indian Medical Depart­
ment in India, China, Egypt, 
and Sudan by James How­
ard Thornton, 1834-1919), 
blamed the Bengal Govern­
ment for wrongly advising 
the imposition of income tax, 
which was first introduced 
in India by Mn Wilson, the 
Finance Minister. Imposing 
income tax on the highland­
ers, who had no income in the 
proper sense of the term and 
to whom the tax was a foreign 
idea, was something they 
could not accept. The oral 
narratives mentioned about 
the house tax whereas Dr 
Thornton said it was income 
tax that was imposed on the 
people.

Tax by a foreign power
Tax was a foreign concept 

to the tribal people of the 
area because, although they 
paid a token to the Daloi 
called ‘dan’ for the services 
he provided, the payment 
was. always in kind. This 
tradition persisted evfen into 
the late seventies or eight­
ies. Tax in a monetary form 
was something new to the 
people. The land ownership 
system in the area, where 
land was owned either by 
the community or the clan 
and not the individual, also 
meant that a person could 
not be taxed for land they 
didjiot own. It is a tradition 
that continues to this day, 
where farmers cultivating 
land ow ned by the clan 
compensate the landown­
ers by sharing the produce 
harvested from the land. 
In the War Jaifitia area the 
farmers pay a token to the 
clan from which they take 
the land on lease. However, 
farmers do not have to com­
pensate for anything if  they 
cultivate land owned by the 
community.

Capt. B.W.D. M orton, 
D.C. o f  Khasi and Jantia 
H ills, in his com m unica­
tion to the officiating com­
missioner o f  Assam (dated

By HHMohrmen

Jowai, September 30,1862), 
stated that on his arrival in 
Jowai in late June, he met 
with the Daloi of Jowai and 
Shilliang Myntang and en­
quired about the cause that 
led to the people to take to 
the path of rebellion. When 
asked about the rebellion, the 
Daloi of Shilliang Myntang 
feigned ignorance, and the 
Daloi of Jowai casually stated 
that it could be due to the 
interference with religious 
festivals and the house tax 
the government imposed on 
the people.
When the Pastieh Dance was 
mistaken for a rebel training

The abrupt act of obstruc­
tion by British soldiers while 
the people o f Raid Ialong 
were performing their tradi­
tional warrior dance, “chad 
pastieh,” known as “Pastieh 
Kaiksoo,” was one of the ma­
jor causes of the rebellion. It 
is called Pastieh Kaiksoo,be- ' 
cause it is connected with the 
deity that is part of the river 
Myntdu near Ialong. Kaiksoo 
is considered sacred by some 
clans, and‘people still pay 
obeisance to the deity in this 
part of the river.

Oral stories recount that 
the British, upon learning 
afbout the Pastieh dance at 
Ialong, went to stop the cer­
emony while it was still on­
going and confiscated all the 
swords and shields used by 
the young men in the festival. 
Local stories suggest that the 
British misunderstood the 
event. The soldiers believed 
the Pnar were practicing 
rebellion against the govern­
ment, so they stopped the 
dance and seized the weapons 
used in the festival.

An act of blasphemy 
and sacrilege

Stopping a religious fes­
tival midway was- 'an-act of- 
irreverence to the local ethos 
and a sacrilege to interrupt 
the ceremony while it was 
still in progress. It was an act 
of blasphemy that hurt the 
sentiments of the Pnar and 
was a cause of the rebellion. 
Unfortunately, the incident 
caused irreparable damage 
to the Chad Pastieh, which 
was a,sacred tradition of the 
people of Ialong. The inci- - 
dent has had a lasting impact 
on the religious activities of 
Raid Ialong, and since then, 
the Raid has not been able 
to perform the tribal war­

rior. danoe again. This oral 
narrative is substantiated by 
available facts.as the Raid has 
not revived the tradition since, 
it was,stopped due to British 
interference.

Mediators engaged by the 
govt mentioned another cause 

Ram Singh, Raja of Cher­
ra, and his cousin, Hajun 
Manick, were commissioned 

’ by the British government to 
meet the leaders of the rebel­
lion, mediate and convince 
them to surrender. When the 
two were asked in the pres­
ence o f Major Langmore, 
Commanding the 33rdNative 
Infantry, and Captain Mor­
ton, Deputy Commissioner 
in charge of the Khasi Jantia 
Hills on October 13, 1862, 
stated: “I met the following 
Dalois at Lad-Tuber, namely 
U Myllon, Daloi of Mynso; 
the Daloi o f Rymbai; the 
Daloi of Raliang; Shilliang 

' Myntang; Sutnga; and the 
Daloi o f Nongjngi. I did 
not recognize them all, but 
people said that all Dalois 
were present. I met about 
1,500 rebels and asked them 
why they had revolted. They 
assigned police interference 
with their worship at Ialohg 
as the reason for doing so. 
They also said that another 
reason they revolted was that 
the government had stopped 
some families.from perform­
ing funeral rites of deceased 
members of their clan in their 
cremation area.”

Oral narratives also men­
tioned that the police had 
not only interfered with their 
Pastieh but had stopped Kur 
Supier in Jowai from per­
forming the last rites of one 
of their members. In this case 
the government’s records 
corroborat^rthe oral stories.

Demand for independence 
and reinstatement of the King 

Howard Thornton in his 
memoir remarked that “the 
Bengali tax collectors and 
other subordinate officials 
began in their Customary way 
to practice oppression and ex­
tortion upon the hill men, and 
so, at the beginning o f 1862, 
a revolt began.” It was only 
later in the rebellion when 
-the rebels came into contact 
with the Kur or Royal Clan 
from Sylhet that they openly 
demanded independence.

B. W-D. Morton, in his let­
ter to the officiating secretary 
to the Government of Bengal

always be remembered for 
taking India on a progres­
sive economic trajectory.” It 
is heartening that the Union 
Cabinet late night on Decem­
ber 27, 2024 decided that a 
memorial and mausoleum 
would be built in his memory. 
In fact, it will be befitting 
if the Government o f India 
honours this illustrious son of 
India posthumously with the 
Bharat Ratna. I am optimistic 
that Prime M inister N ar­
endra Modi who instituted 
a memorial for Narasimha 
Rao in 2015 and honoured 
him posthumously in 2024 
with the Bharat Ratna will 
do the same to. honour Dr 
Manmohan Singh keeping in 
mind his immense economic 
contribution to the country.

Yours etc;
VK Lyngdoh, 

Via email

Friendly 
attack or 

oneupmanship?
Editor
On December 27, Pot- 

ternet TV Channel released 
a video titled “Balei ba phi 
mane thala ia nga” (Why 
are you falsely worshipping 
me?) in a secular public 
platform to stir up strife and 
sow discord in the hearts 
of Christians from various 
denominations. December
25 is being celebrated as 
Christmas Day. Santa Claus 
or Good Friday for instance, 
are topics of heated debates 
within the Christian family 
which were as old as time. 
Does the pastor mean to say

that other Pastors and Priests 
who proudly and joyfully 
share the spirit of Christ­
mas are Thawnang/Norigleh 
Thawnang (busybodies)? 
Aren’t they fit and qualified 
to interpret the Word of the 
Lord? To devoted Christians, 
the story of the Fall o f the 
Tower of Babel teaches that 
pride leads to destruction. 
But to some this is a good 
political strategy to divide 
and rule! There are various 
versions of the Truth and we 
have no right to condemn 

’ others. The Pastor’s actions 
may seem like a friendly 
attack to viewers but there’s 
more to this than meets the 
eye. If at a human level we 
can share joy and love yvith 
positive intentions during 
Christmas, why w ouldn’t 
God be pleased? He may 
have separated our language 
for a glorious purpose we 
cannot humanly understand, 
but He blessed us with one 
universal language - LOVE. 
Does the pastor celebrate/at- 
tend birthdays? Does the Pas- 

v tor stay at home on Thursday 
because it’s mighty THOR’s 
day? Does he follow the Gre­
gorian Calendar or the Khasi 
Calendar? There is more to 
life than following the Bible 
Verbatim or interpreting it to 
suit one’s own sets of beliefs. 
Judging the interpretation of 
Christmas in the video, it can 
be interpreted as a Divide and 
Rule strategy. Now am I at 
fault? Let Christians enjoy 
their Christmas. Deeming 
fellow Christians to be under 
the influence of Satan just 
for celebrating Christmas in 
their own positive manner is

a petty low blow. Together 
we stand strong.

Yours etc., 
Kyntiewborlang Khara- 

kor,
Shillong- 8

CPC should 
also condemn 

the KSP!
Editor,
OnDecember 28th, I had 

read in this daily that the Cen­
tral Puja Committee(CPC) 
and the President of the CPC 
had condemned the action of 
the Hindu man who chanted 
Jai Shri Ram in the Church 
at Mawlynnong village.How- 
ever, the CPC and the Presi­
dent of the CPC should have 
condemned the President 
of the Kutumba Suraksha 
Parishad(KSP), SatyaRanjan 
Borah, who recently has been 
trying to create an issue of the 
Mawjymbuin Cave, a place 
sacred for the Khasis, Ka Bri 
U Hynfiiew Trep and Ka Ri 
Khasi. So, I request the CPC 
and its President to condemn 
the President of the KSP.

As far as I am concerned I 
strongly condemn the Presi­
dent of the KSP.

Yours etc., 
Wallambiang Rani 

Upper Shillong

Patronage 
democracy at 

its worst
Editor
I am writing to thank Na­

poleon S Mawphniang for

dated Jowai, October 28, 
1862, reported that the Jantia 
rebels had now openly de­
manded their independence, 
as confirmed by the Raja o f 
Cherra and his cousin Hajun 
Manick. In a meeting between 
Ram Singh, Raja of Cherra, 
an4 Hajun Manick with the 
rebels at Moobahkhon/Mu- 
wakhon, about nine miles 
from Nartiang (probably be­
tween October 18 and 23), 
the mediators informed the 
Deputy Commissioner that a 
section of the rebels expressed 
their willingness to submit, 
but the rebels from Jowai 
under U Kiang Nangbah were 
chiefly responsible for the 
current state of affairs.

U Kiang reaffirms the
cause of the rebellion 

. During the trial, when U 
Kiang Nangbah was ques­
tioned by Captain BWD Mor­
ton: "You were dissatisfied 
concerning the interference 
with your religion; do you 
have any other reason to reb­
el?" To this, U Kiang Nang­
bah replied, "We were not 

> dissatisfied with the,house tax 
but with the income tax. We 
raised a little produce from 
the ground, and we were taxed 
excessively." When asked by 
Brigadier Dunsford CB how 
much income tax he had to pay, 
u Kiang Nangbah said, "Four 
rupees." This is according to 
the memorandum from Major 
JC Haughton, officiating Agent 
of the Governor-General on 
special duty (No. 3C-, dated 
January 13, 1863). A copy of 
the examination of Ookiang 
Nungba, referred to in Captain 
Morton’s letter dated January 
6,1863, was forwarded to the 
Secretary to the Government of 
Bengal for the information of 
the Hon’ble Lieutenant-Gover­
nor. The memorandum detailed 
the proceedings in the case of 
Ookiang Nungba, the leader of 
the uprising in the Jantia Hills, 
who was charged with rebel­
lion against the government. 
He was tried in the presence 
of Brigadier Dunsford CB and 
Captain Morton, under Act XI 
o f 1857. He was sentenced 
to death by hanging from a 
scaffold.

What started as a reac­
tion against the house tax 
later flared up and became 
a fight for the country's in­
dependence. The rebels de­
manded that a king from the 
royal family be restored to the 
throne o f the Jafltia kingdom 
and for tfiis u Kiang Nangbah 
and many others had to pay 
with their lives.

his courageous article, "How 
the Government of Megha­
laya benefits the minority 
at the cost of the majority?” 
(ST Dec 21, 2024). At once 
heart-breaking in its contents, 
and inspiring, this article is a 
clarion call to action. Indeed 
corruption, crony capitalism, 
and a politics of patronage 
CAN be overcome — without 
violence -- only by the people, 
whose survival and legitimate 
interests are betrayed on a 
daily basis by their elected 
"representatives."

Since these elected rep­
resentatives have free-will, 
they are morally culpable. 
While it is true that the clash 
between modernity and the 
indigenous way of life is 
tearing apart M eghalaya, 
co rrup tion  and im m oral 
actions should not be over­
looked by denying free-will. 
When we explain serious 
political misconduct by the 
times we live' in, or by influ­
ence theories that explain 
human conduct from the out­
side -- as a result (not cause) 
of petrified socio-historical 
forces — we deny free-will.

I f  it is any consolation,' 
perhaps Meghalaya is not 
alone in its political woes. 
Bengal under Mamata Ban- 
nerjee does not sound much 
better.

Yours etc., 
Deepa Majumdar, 

Via email

Tourism Education in 
Meghalaya: A necessary step 
towards sustainable growth
By Zaman E. Tongper, Phidari Kharlukhi, 
Sawarisa Suiam and Lariphylla Nongrum

As highlighted in a re­
cent article by Kong Patricia 
Mukhim, the tourism sec­
tor in Meghalaya is rapidly 
growing, but this surge is not 
without its challenges. The 
increasing number of tour­
ists has led to concerns about 
the preservation of the state's 
cultural integrity and natural 
environment. One of the key 
issues raised in the article is 
the lack of understanding of 
tourism among the host com­
munities, who are often left 
to manage tourism activities 
without proper education or 
training. This problem can 
have long-lasting impacts, 
not Only on the tourism in-. 
dustry but also on the social 
and cultural fabric of the 
state.

Currently, tourism educa­
tion is largely‘confined to 
a few vocational courses 
offered in select schools 
and some universities in the 
state offer tourism-related 
programs. However, this 
limited reach leaves much of 
the population, particularly 
in rural areas, uninformed 
about the nuances of tourism 
management. As pointed out, 
without the right guidance, 
tourism can become an un- 
coiitrolled force, resulting in 
overcrowding, disrespect for 
local traditions and environ­
mental degradation, as seen 
in cases like overcrowding 
or the desecration of sacred 
sites. .

Additionally, many peo­
ple in the tourism industry 
seem to be driven primarily 
by the economic potential,

our concerns regarding the 
lack of tourism education in 
schools and other challenges 
in the tourism sector of the 
state. We highlighted the 
need to integrate tourism as 
a subject from a younger age 
to ensure that future genera- 
tions £u-e better equipped to 
handle the challenges and 
opportunities posed by the 
industry. We were assured 
that the matter would be 
taken into consideration, 
and we still look forward for 
positive action regarding the 
addressed matter.

Incorporating tourism ed­
ucation into schools would 
also help address the gap 
in awareness among local 
communities, who often 
run tourism activities with­
out fully understanding the 
implications. As the article 
suggests, many local tour, 
operators and community 
members have little aware­
ness of sustainable tourism 
practices, which can lead to 
the exploitation Of natural 
resources and the erosion of 
cultural heritage. By educat­
ing students early on, we 
can build a generation of in­
formed individuals who can 
contribute to the sustainable 
growth of the industry. •

Moreover, there are maiiy 
qualified graduates and 
post-graduates in tourism 
in Meghalaya who could 
be employed as teachers in 
schools to deliver this cur­
riculum. These individuals 
bring valuable knowledge 
and practical experience, 
ensuring that students re--

“Tourism, when managed sustainably, has 
the potential to be both a profitable and 

community-enriching industry. It is essential 
to recognize that early education can play a 
transformative role in ensuring that tourism 
does not become a burden on Meghalaya’s 
environment and culture. By working with 

the state V education department arid 
tourism department, the government can 
’ take proactive steps to include tourism 

education in schools and make it 
compulsory, just like Environmental Science. ”

Letters to the Editor must have 
the full name, address and 

contact number of the writer, 
even if they are sent by email. 
Only letters with the requisite 

details will be published.

without fully grasping the 
significance of sustainable 
practices or the long-term 
consequences of unchecked 
tourism. The focus often be­
comes more about immediate 
profits than preserving the 
state’s heritage and ensuring 
that tourism benefits the local 
community in a meaningful 
and responsible-way. When 
confronted with suggestions 
about sustainability, the re­
sponse from some local com-, 
munities involved in tourism 
is often dismissive, In some 
cases, we were even seen as 
people who are simply jeal­
ous of their success. Once 
money enters the equation, 
many lose sight o f the im­
portance of sustainability, 
failing to think about the 
long-term implications for 
the environment and their 
communities.

The solution to this issue 
lies in the early integration 
of tourism education into 
the school curriculum. If  
subjects like Environmental 
Science can be introduced 
at the grassroots level and 
made compulsory, tourism 
should be given the same 
importance. By doing so, 
students can leam about the 
significance of tourism and 
its sustainable management 
from an early age. Introduc­
ing tourism as a subject from 
classes 7 or 8 onwards would 
ensure that students across 
Meghalaya understand the 
sector's importance and how 
to manage it effectively. This 
would not only equip them 
with the necessary knowl­
edge to navigate the growing 
tourism industry but also 
help instill a sense of pride 
and responsibility towards 
preserving the local culture 
and natural resources.

On August 1, 2024, we 
met with the Chief Minister 
and the Tourism Minister 
o f M eghalaya to express

ceive high-quality education 
that is relevant to the state's 
unique context.

Tourism, when managed 
sustainably, has the potential 
to be both a profitable and 
community-enriching indus­
try, It is essential to recog­
nize that early education can 
play a transformative role in 
ensuring that tourism does 
not become a burden on Me­
ghalaya’s. environment and 
culture. By working with the 
state’s education department 
and tourism department, the 
government can take proacr 
tive steps to include tourism 
education in schools and 
make it compulsory, just tike 
Environmental Science.

There is truly a need fo r, 
a more thoughtful approach 
to tourism development in 
Meghalaya. The introduc­
tion of tourism education 
is not just about creating a 
knowledgeable workforce 
for the future; it is about 
empowering communities, 
preserving the natural envi­
ronment, protecting heritage 
and ensuring that toiirism 
contributes positively to 
the state's economy and 
society.

As the tourism industry 
continues to grow, the im­
portance of educating the 
next generation cannot be 
overstated. Through early 
and widespread tourism 
education, Meghalaya can 
develop a sustainable tour­
ism model that respects its 
cultural heritage, preserves 
its environment and pro­
vides economic opportuni­
ties for all. The time to act 
is now, and it is essential for 
promises made by the state 
leadership to be realized for 
the benefit of all.

(The authors are from  
the Department o f Tourism 
and Travel Management, 
Martin Luther Christian 
University•)



I f  you would take, you must first give, 
this is the beginning o f intelligence.”

- — LaoTzu
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A Doleful December
DECEMBER 2024 will be remembered as a 
month of sorrows. On December 25, Osama 
Suzuki who played a pivotal role in the rise of 
Suzuki motors - a company that gave India its 
small car segment -  the Maruti 800 passed away 
at the age of 94. Suzuki led the company for 
four decades. This was followed by, the death 
of Dr Manmohan Singh, India’s former Prime 
Minister* on December 26. Dr Singh has his list 
of contributions towards empowering Indian 
citizens with legislations such as the Right to 
Information, Right to Education, the National 
Rural Employment Guarantee Scheme but 
above all the economic liberalisation of India 
which freed it from the stifling license-permit 
raj. On December 29 the world learnt of the 
death o f Jimmy Carter the 39th President of the 
United States of America at the ripe old age of a 
century. As politicians Dr Manmohan Singh and 
Jimmy Carter were gentlemen par excellence 
who measured their words and took no credit 
for what they did and least of all never used the 
media to promote themselves and their achieve­
ments. These men lived at an age that believed 
in purposeful living and high thinking, quite the 
antithesis of those who followed after them.

In September 2019, Jimmy Carter warned 
Americans against re-electing Trump say­
ing quite bluntly that he thought it would be 
a disaster to have four more years o f Trump. 
Subsequently when Trump contested the 2024 
elections, Carter’s grandson, Jason Carter told 
a section of the media that the former president 
wanted to live long enough to cast his vote for 
the Democratic nominee Kamala Harris and he 
did exactly that by voting via mail for Harris 
who lost to Trump. Carter was a humanitarian 
worker who believed in peace building efforts 
during his Presidentship when he brokered peace 
between Israel and Egypt which has sustained 
to this day. He set up the Carter Centre to wage, 
peace, fight disease and build hope. This yielded 
a Nobel Peace Prize in 2002.

If Jimmy Carter was the unlikely President, 
Dr Manmohan Singh was the unlikely Prime 
Minister as this responsibility was literally thrust 
upon him. But Dr Singh had proved his mettle as 
the Finance Minister of the country who pushed 
through the much needed economic reforms 
that has placed India firmly and decisively 
amongst the comity of nations after pulling her 
out of an economic crisis that required a brave 
Prime Minister who took up cudgels on behalf 
of his Finance Minister and was unwavering in 
his faith on Dr Singh. While Dr Singh lived a 
quiet life after he lost his Prime Ministership in 
2014 and only spoke when he was prodded by 
the media he also hardly made any comments 
on behalf of the Congress Party or on his own 
behalf, believing in the adage - actions speak 
louder than words. Both Jimmy Carter and Dr 
Manmohan Singh are exemplars of decency and 
dignity in politics with never a snide remark 
escaping their lips. That era has now ended. 
Today’s political leaders are brash egotists and 
devoid of grace.

UGC Draft Flexi-
Policy: A Critical Review

l e t te rs  to the  E d ito r

Death of 
humanism and 
statesmanship

Editor,
The world has lost two 

great stalwarts — Dr Man­
mohan Singh, and Jimmy* 
Carter. Both were gentle 
humanists and ideal servant 
leaders. Modest, humble, and 
selfless, they both left their 
mark on their times. Unlike 
many American presidents, 
Jimmy Carter, a devout and 
true Christian, never waged 
war, or shed blood. If his 
presidency was rem ark­
able, his post-presidency 
humanitarian works were 
even more so.

In his capacity as finance 
minister and prime minister, 
Dr Singh's contributions to 
India include -- economic 
liberalization, abolition of 
the crippling "License Raj," 
the RTE and RTI Acts, plus 
humanitarian measures taken 
to uplift the most vulnerable 
sections of society. By bal­

ancing economic liberaliza­
tion with humanitarian acts, 
he struck a middle path -- in 
between yulture-capitalism, 
and state-sponsored Social­
ism.

Jimmy Carter is credited 
with many altruistic mea­
sures that fostered humani- 
tarianism and peace, both 
domestically, and world­
wide. Especially remarkable, 
are his emphasis on human 
rights in US foreign policy, 
his establishing diplomatic 
relations with the Peoples’ 
Republic of China and his 
arranging the Camp David 
Accords between Egypt and 
Israel.

Both leaders were states­
men. Both were exemplary 
public servants. Both left 
the world a better place. 
As if things were not bleak 
enough — with Trump-2 
about to begin, and a global 
trend towards authoritarian­
ism — the world has just lost 
two great stalwarts.

Yours etc., 
Deepa Majumdar, 

Via email

The University Grants 
Commission (UGC) released 
the Draft UGC (Minimum 
Standards o f Instructions 
in the Award of UG and PG 
Degrees) 2024 on Thursday, 
12fth instant which, inter- 
alia, emphasizes flexibility 
and a multidisciplinary ap­
proach in higher education, 
attem pts to align India's 
education system with global 
trends. However, when con- 
textualized against the stark 
realities o f India's labour 
market and the quality of 
its degrees, the policy raises 
critical concerns. With 40% 
of employed Indians under­
skilled or under-educated 
and 13% of advanced degree 
holders jobless, according 
to the International Labour 
Organization (ILO), the core 
issues of employability, skill 
alignment, and degree util­
ity require deeper scrutiny. 
Moreover, India's rank of 
124th among 145 countries 
in the ILO’s global skills 
index underscores systemic 
deficiencies in infrastructure, 
pedagogy, and educational 
outcomes. A comparative 
analysis w ith the United 
States and China further 
highlights the gaps in India's 
higher education system, 
particularly in addressing the 
demands of a rapidly evolv­
ing global workforce.

India’s employment crisis 
and the quality of its degrees 
reveal a stark disconnect 
between higher education 
and labour market needs. The 
International Labour Organi­
zation (ILO) reports alarm­
ing statistics: under-skilled 
workers and degrees with 
limited practical value, par­
ticularly in arts and humani­
ties. Humanities degrees, 
while valuable for critical 
thinking, lack employable 
skills, growing from 6% in 
2020 to 29% in 2024, exacer­
bating the issue. In contrast, 
the U.S. combines liberal arts 
with vocational training, pro­
ducing versatile graduates, 
while China’s investment in 
STEM and technical educa­
tion positions its graduates 
as global competitors. In­
dia’s emphasis on quantity 
over quality—evident in the 
proliferation of substandard 
institutions—dilutes degree 
value and worsens unem­
ployment among advanced 
degree holders. The UGC’s 
policy of flexibility aims to 
promote multidisciplinary 
learning, credit transfers, 
and diverse educational path­
ways. However, implementa­
tion challenges persist. With­
out sufficient infrastructure, 
trained faculty, and robust 
assessments, flexibility risks 
weakening academic stan­
dards. For example, switch­
ing disciplines or stacking 
modular credits may lead to 
fragmented rather than cohe­
sive learning experiences.
. India’s faculty-student 
ratios, outdated’ teaching 
m ethods, and limite,d re­
search funding hinder the 
policy’s success. By contrast, 
the U.S. supports flexibility 
with advanced facilities, in­
terdisciplinary research, and 
skilled faculty, while China 
blends' flexibility with rigor 
through academia-industry 
partnerships. To bridge the 
gap, India must focus on skill 
development, modernized 
pedagogy, and institutional 
quality to align its education 
system with global work­
force demands.

How kindness 
made a 

difference
Editor,
Just last week, while 

watching PCN, I was deeply 
touched by the story o f a 
blind man from Mawngap. 
He told the media how a 
stranger’s kindness, who 
is a non-Khasi, changed 
his life. About four months 
ago, I Kad read a letter writ­
ten by Salil Gewali, which 
detailed his chance meeting 
with that blind man near 
the Jeep Stand at Iewduh. 
The blind man must have 
encountered many people 
in his life, but it was Salil 
Gewali’s compassion and 
awareness that made a dif­
ference. Mr Gewali noticed 
the blind man’s struggle in 
the market, selling kwai and 
cigarettes in small plastic 
bags, and shared his story in 
The Shillong Times through 
a letter to the editor. With­
out that effort, no one, not

By Prof. D. Mukherjee

To address the challenges 
of technological disruption, 
does India’s higher education 
system integrate technol­
ogy at every level—from 
curriculum design to de­
gree awarding processes is a 
valid question in the minds 
of the academicians. Online 
and hybrid learning models, 
digital credentialing, and AI- 
driven personalized learning 
pathways can enhance ac­
cess and quality. However, 
the success o f such initia­
tives depends on overcoming 
infrastructure bottlenecks, 
particularly in rural and un­
derserved areas. The UGC 
draft policy’s emphasis on 
digital platforms is a step in 
the right direction, but it re­
quires significant investment 
in broadband connectivity, 
digital devices, and teacher 
training. For instance, while 
India has launched initiatives 
like SWAYAM to promote 
online learning, their reach 
and impact remain limited 
compared to China’s com­
prehensive e-learning plat­
forms, which are integrated 
with universities and indus­
tries. The United States has 
long pioneered online educa­
tion through platforms like 
Coursera and edX, which 
not only provide access to 
high-quality courses but also 
offer industry-recognized 
certifications.

, India's push to increase 
higher education enrolment 
has led to a rise in institu­
tions, many lacking proper 
facilities and qualified fac­
ulty. The focus on Gross 
Enrolment Ratio (GER) of­
ten compromises quality. 
In contrast, countries like 
the US and China have ex­
panded their systems while 
maintaining high standards 
through accreditation, per­
formance-based funding, and 
strong industry ties. India's 
challenge is shifting from 
quantity to quality. The UGC 
must focus on accreditation 
reform s, enforce quality 
benchmarks, and encour­
age investment1 il?‘faculty 
development and research. 
Curriculum redesign should 
emphasize skill-building, en­
trepreneurship, and problem- 
solving^ to enhance degree 
relevance. The UGC's push 
for liberal arts education 
aims to replicate the success 
of the US model, but Indian 
programs lack a skills-orient- . 
ed approach. Unlike the US, 
where liberal arts colleges 
emphasize internships and 
experiential learning, Indian 
institutions fail to connect 
academic learning with em­
ployability. China combines 
STEM with humanities, en­
suring students are prepared- 
for diverse careers. In com­
parison, India must revamp 
its humanities education to 
include digital literacy and 
industry exposure. While 
the US excels in research, 
interdisciplinary education, 
and industry links, and China 
leads in STEM and technolo­
gy integration, India’s higher 
education system struggles 
with quality and relevance. 
The lack of a strategy to 
integrate skills, technology, 
and m arket-oriented cur­
ricula limits India’s global 
competitiveness.

A recent announcement 
about a PhD titled "Olfactory 
Ethics: The Politics of Smell

even the local MLA, Mat­
thew Kurbah, might have 
known about the blind man’s 
plight.

After the story was pub­
lished, many people visited 
the blind man and his blind 
wife, offering help. Inspired 
by th is , MLA M atthew  
Kurbah not only promised 
to build a new house for 
the blind family but also 
extended his support to three 
other families in desperate 
need of shelter. Last week, 
in the presence of the local 
headman, secretary, and el­
ders, the MLA inaugurated 
the newly built houses. It 
was a heartwarming moment 
that left everyone deeply 
touched.

What I find even more 
touching is the blind mail’s 
statement to the media. He 
said, “It’s not just me. There 
are many others who are 
equally helpless and in need 
of support.” His words re­
mind us of the importance of 
extending kindness to those 
who are struggling.

I also want to thank Salil

in Modem and Contempo­
rary Prose" from the Uni­
versity of Cambridge ignited 
widespread trolling on social 
media. Instead o f celebrat­
ing this unique scholarly 
achievement, the topic be­
came a target for ridicule, 
revealing deeper societal 
biases about academia. The 
backlash underscores a per­
vasive belief that the value of 
research must align with its 
immediate economic utility. 
For India, grappling with 
similar challenges in higher 
education, this episode offers 
critical insights into bal­
ancing intellectual freedom 
with societal expectations. 
•The criticism of "Olfactory 
Ethics" reflects a neoliberal 
perspective that equates edu­
cation with economic output. 
This trend undermines the 
intrinsic worth of research, 
especially in topics perceived 
as "impractical."

However, even niche stud­
ies like this provide insights 
into unexplored aspects of. 
culture and society, such as 
how sensory experiences 
shape identity and politics. 
India faces a similar com­
modification of education, 
where disciplines like the 
humanities are devalued for 
their lack of direct job pros­
pects. Rather than address­
ing systemic issues such 
as outdated curricula and 
weak academia-industry ties, 
blame often falls on non- 
vocational fields. India must 
prioritize intellectual diver­
sity and resist the dominance 
of market-oriented thinking 
in academia. Bridging the 
gap between academia and 
public understanding, in­
vesting in the humanities, 
and valuing diverse research 
topics can create a more 
inclusive academic culture. 
By fostering curiosity and 
innovation alongside em­
ployability, India can ensure 
that its universities remain 
centres o f meaningful in­
quiry and progress. •

Jn India, education often 
emphasizes employability 
and practicality, with human­
ities and liberal arts facing 
criticism as "non-vocation- 
al." This commodification 
of education risks sidelining 
intellectual diversity in Fa­
vor of job-oriented studies. 
Ind ia ’s higher education 
system is under scrutiny 
for producing graduates ill- 
equipped for meaningful 
employment. The focus often 
blames disciplines rather 
than systemic issues lik£ 
outdated curricula and in­
adequate skill training. A 
topic like "Olfactory Ethics" 
might face ridicule in this 
context, where market align­
ment dominates academic 
priorities.

The Cambridge incident 
prompts a vital question: 
Should research be judged 
solely on market relevance? 
History shows that seem­
ingly impractical research, k 
like early .quantum mechan­
ics, led to transformative 
discoveries. Similarly, hu­
manities research uncovers 
insights that enrich culture 
and challenge narratives. In­
dia’s tradition of philosophy, 
literature, and art thrived 
because scholars explored 
unconventional ideas; freely, 
unbound by constraints of 
immediate utility.

To address these chal-

Gewali for inspiring us regu­
larly with his letters to be 
more compassionate. His 
frequently published letters 
in The Shillong Times high­
light the plight of the poor 
and serve to raise aware­
ness. They are touching, 
emphasize the importance o f 
treating hardworking villag­
ers, who come to the market 
to sell their vegetables and 
fruits, with kindness and 
respect. It is unfortunate 
that urban buyers usually 
exploit them by bargaining 
excessively, leaving them 
with barely enough money 
to cover their bus fare back 
home as if they do not have 
a stomach to feed. It is heart­
breaking to see these poor 
families struggle for basic 
survival, unable to send their 
children to school because 
of financial problems. In­
stead, these children end up 
working in the fields or'as 
labourers.

I sincerely hope more 
leaders will follow MLA 
Kurbah’s example and step 
forward to help the needy

lenges, the UGC and higher 
education regulatory bodies 
should adopt a pragmatic 
approach to curriculum over­
haul and introduce manda­
tory skill-building modules, 
internships, and industry 
projects across all disci­
plines. Again, accreditation 
in real term instead of just 
documentation in files and 
papers and fixing account­
ability is sine-qua-non for 
ensuring quality benchmarks. 
Besides, technology integra­
tion in terms of expansion 
of digital infrastructure and 
promoting blended learning 
models, invest in training 
programs to equip faculty 
with the skills needed for 
multidisciplinary teaching, 
foster collaborations with 
industries to ensure that 
curricula align with evolv­
ing job  m arket demands 
and Jast but not the least to 
increase funding for research 
and innovation and create 
incentives for innovation in 
pedagogy and curriculum 
design. India’s higher edu­
cation system is at a cross­
roads. While the UGC draft 
policy’s emphasis on flex­
ibility and multidisciplinary 
education has potential, its 
success depends on address­
ing fundamental issues of 
quality, employability5 and 
infrastructure. By learning 
from'the United States and 
China, India can chart a path 
toward a more skill-oriented, 
technologically, integrated, 
and globally competitive 
education system. The fo­
cus must shift from merely 
awarding degrees to equip­
ping graduates with the skills 
and knowledge needed to 
thrive in a rapidly changing 
world.

NEP 2020 is attributed 
with essence to meet the 
contemporary requirements 
but India’s challenge in fully 
implementing policies like 
NEP 2020 lies in inadequate 
infrastructure and the over­
lapping responsibilities of 
the state and central govern­
ments, as education is in the 
Concurrent List of the Con­
stitution. This often leads 
to delays, inconsistencies, 
and uneven implementation 
across states. To resolve-this 
issue, a coordinated approach 
is necessary, where both the 
central and state govern­
ments align theiri priorities 
and resources. The central 
government can take the lead 
in creating uniform ̂ policy 
frameworks, while states Can 
be empowered with adequate 
funding and autonomy to 
adapt these policies to lo­
cal contexts. Establishing 
a centralized m onitoring 
body could ensure consistent 
standards and quality across 
institutions nationwide. Ad­
ditionally, public-private 
partnerships can help build 
the necessary infrastructure, 
especially in rural and under­
served areas. By streamlin­
ing governance and resource 
allocation, India can ensure 
uniform education delivery 
with high standards across 
the country, facilitating the 
successful implementation 
of NEP 2020. India should 
concentrate on quality and 
simply not quantity if  she 
aspires to obtaining elevated 
rank from 124th position 
out of 145 countries in ILO 
Report.

(The author is an Edu­
cationist, a Management 
Scientist and an Independent 
Researcher)

Celebrating the idea of grace and 
decency in the New Year 

Fulsome tributes pouring in 
for Manmohan Singh tell us a 

lot about the qualities we 
cherish in a Prime Minister

By Jagdish Rattanani
The fulsome and whole­

hearted tributes pouring in 
for Dr. Manmohan Singh who 
died last week at age 92, tell us 
about the man and the leader 
that the former Prime Minister 
was but they also tell us much 
more. For one, they bring'to 
the fore the qualities that we 
like in all people, more so in 
those we call leaders. These 
are the very qualities that 
have all biit disappeared from 
the treasury benches since 
Dr. Singh left office as Prime 
Minister in 2014.

The qualities include the 
idea of grace, the charm of 
the understated, a restrained 
manner of speaking, an ap­
proach marked by humanity, 
a distinct sense of simplicity 
and humility, a keen sense of 
listening and a resolute refusal 
to use words that can cause 
hurt. Add to that a sense of 
hesitancy if not an outright 
refusal to land a punch, and 
a quick withdrawal of any­
thing that might have looked 
remotely harsh even if it was 
'the bitter truth, and the attrac­
tiveness of Dr. Singh as the 
leader we desire becomes ir­
resistible. This is even without 
considering the innumerable 
bonuses that came with his 
technical knowledge, his vast 
experience and his humble 
background that made him 
begin with a life of struggle.

Were there no downsides: 
to Dr Singh? Of course, there 
were. History will pass judge­
ment, and probably, as Dr. 
Singh himself skid once, that 
judgement will be “kinder” 
than those who have accused 
him of presiding over an es­
tablishment that, all said and 
done, lost its path and ceded 
power to the BJP for the first 
time. The man Singh said 
would be “disastrous” in the 
job succeeded him as Prime 
Minister. IaJan. 2014, he told 
reporters: “... I sincerely be­
lieve that it will be disastrous 
for the country to have Shri 
Narendra Modi as the Prime 
‘Minister” Consider now that 
Singh himself saw this as a 
“harsh” comment later and 
issued a corrective, when he 
was asked years later about 
the original remark. In 2018, 
he said, “I did say Modi will 
be a disaster as the PM. Now I 
recognise I used a harsh word 
I should not have used. I don’t 
want to repeat it. But time is 
not far off when the public 
at large will have the chance 
to pronounce on the efficacy 
or otherwise of public policy 
which has been put-in place 
by Modi-ji.” The statement 
stands out and will probably 
remain etched in history as 
one ofthe most graceful rejec­
tions of the idea of Modi as the 
Prime Minister of India,

Contrast this with the ugli­
ness with which the politics 
over Dr. Singh’s funeral is 
being played out now, with the 
BJP attack dogs and stooges 
in the lead. An unnecessary 
controversy is sought to be 
raked up over the alleged 
Congress party mishandling 
of the last rites of the former 
Prime Minister Narasimha 
Rao when he passed away. 
The difference between grace 
and gracelessness is as sharp 
as ever. Almost every issue 
in the post-Manmohan Singh 
era is sought to be sensationa­
lised, ‘gimmickised’ and/or

communalised. Policies and) 
schemes are under-baked and< 
oversold. 1

On the one hand, we can! 
see India pouring its heart out • 
in memory of a life journey o f  
grace. On the other hand; is a! 
path of bitterness, a pulling- 
down of civility and finger-' 
pointing. It is the plain truth 
that the government delayed 
in naming a memorial spot so 
that the last rites for Dr. Singh 
were per force conducted at 
a public crematorium. If that 
simple statement is accepted,; 
there will be no controversy 
and the government can go 
about fixing it now.

Generally speaking, it is 
said, leaders ought to be and 
often are concerned about the 
legacy they leave behind. In­
deed, this is a question that all 
people are invited to consider 
at some point in their lives. 
An exercise used in everyday 
training progranynes, often 
some version of the original 
mentioned in Stephen R Cov­
ey’s bestseller (‘The 7 Habits, 
of Highly Effective People’)- 
is simple: participants are; 
asked to imagine their death,! 
and then to explore what they 
might like said at their funeral. ! 
The answer mostly hasfloth-i 
ing to do with power/mQney,’ 
race, religion or caste. “What! 
will you be remembered fqj~?”> 
is a question that triggers' 
answers that mostly celebrate! 
service, humanity and eon-' 
nection. The exercise ean' 
help people discover purpose,! 
live more meaningfully and' 
develop care towards fellow; 
human beings. When the cur­
tain falls, away from the heat- 
of the trivial and the trumped; 
up, the story is eternal: grace 
outshines the grandiose, th& 
simple'kurta will outshine” 
haute couture, and small-ac­
tions can speak louder thap 
all the table-pounding-, the' 
ohest-thumping or the blurting! 
of one-liners. .-“•V

As we step into the Npw'; 
Year, some of these messages, 
are reinforced even more’; 
at a global level, where the! 
respected former US Presi­
dent and Nobel Peace Prize 
laureate Jimmy Carter passed 
away in hospice care at the age 
of 100. The contrast between 
Carter and Donald Trump, 
who will be sworn in for a 
second term as US President 
on Jan. 20,2025, once again, 
is stark. It is a similar story of 
grace versus gracelessrless.; 
Consider Carter’s clear and. 
consistent position on Israel,' 
his fight for the rights of Pal-! 
estinians, or his words to .the. 
American people even before1 
he became President: “If L 
ever lie to you, if I ever make 
a misleading statement, don’t 
vote for me. I would not de­
serve to be your president.”

It is true that Carter lost the! 
next election to Ronald Rea-: 
gan. Manmohan Singh after 
two terms lost to Modi. Near- 
term twists led to a gathering 
storm that dictated the turn 
of politics in both cases. Yet, 
long after they are gone, lead­
ers known for their grace will 
stand out as winners in hearts, 
minds and history books.

{The writer /',? a journal­
ist and faculty member at' 
SPJIMR. Views are personal)
(Through The Billion Press)' 
(e-mail: editor@thebillion- 
press.org) " . >

and underprivileged. If those 
of us who have the means 
don’t offer support, what 
is the point o f our wealth 
and comfort? Let us all find 

< every means to make a dif­
ference in the lives of those 
who work tirelessly just to 
survive.

' Yours etc.,
Albert Khyriem 

Shillong

Denouncing 
Violence and 
respecting the 

sanctity of 
al] places of 

worship
Editor,
I am writing to express 

strong condemnation of the 
recent incident at the Church 
of Epiphany in Mawlyn- 
nong, where an individual 
trespassed into the church 
and shouted slogans. As a

Hindu, I am appalled by this 
senseless act of disrespect 
and violence. This incident, 
not only violates the prin­
ciples of our Constitution, 
which guarantees freedom- 
of religion and protection 
of places of worship, but 
also goes against the basic 
tenets of my faith. Hindu­
ism teaches us to respect 
and tolerate all religions 
and to promote harmony and 
peaceful coexistence.

I am particularly dis­
turbed by the fact that the 
individual involved claimed 
to be acting in the name of 
Shri Ram. As a devotee of 
Shri Ram, I can say with 
certainty that he did not 
teach us to desecrate places 
of worship or to promote 
hatred and intolerance. On 
the contrary, Shri Ram’s 
teachings emphasize the 
importance of compassion, 
empathy, and respect for all 
beings.

Such people, who engage 
in acts of violence and ha­
tred in the name of religion, 
degrade the name o f the

religion and its adherents. 
They bring shame to our 
community and undermine 
the efforts o f those who 
work towards prom oting. 
peace, understanding, and! 
harmony.

I urge all Hindus to join; 
me in condemning this in-, 
cident and to reaffirm our 
commitment to the values; 
of tolerance, respect, and 
peaceful coexistence. We1 
must not allow misguided 
individuals to hijack our, 
faith and use it to justify acts 
of violence and hatred.

Let us work together to 
promote a culture of mutual 
respect and understanding, 
and to build a society that; 
values diversity and inclu-. 
sivity.

- Yours etc.,;
Sudarshan Dasgupta, 

Shillong-4
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