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‘Rape, mutilation, abuse, and theft are

the natural outcome of a world in which

" force rules, in which human
beings are objects.”

~ Chris Hedges
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India: No country for women
THE gang-rape of a 19 year old Dalit girl from
Hathras village, Uttar Pradesh (UP) two weeks ago
and her death on Tuesday due to grievous injuries
is a grim reminder of the Nirbhaiya rape case. The
Dalit girl was gang-raped by four upper caste men
which brings to the fore the worst case scenario of
a caste ridden society in 21st century India. This
case and many others that are surfacing even now
while the country is battling Covid just goes to show
that women as a category are as vulnerable today
despite all the laws that this country has passed
against rape, from time to time. This incident is also
a harsh indictment of the continuing caste discrimi-
nation in India even today and how Dalits have borne
the harshest brunt of this societal curse.

To add insult to injury, the body of the deceased
rape victim was cremated by the UP Police between
Tuesday midnight and the wee hours of Wednes-
day, even while the family were barred from attending
the last rites. How much more cruelty can be heaped
on a family that has just lost their daughter? And
now the UP police even want to bury the fact of the
gang rape along with the girl’s ashes. Can this poor
family now seek justice when they are not even al-
lowed to have a glimpse of her dead body for the
last time? That women leaders of the BJP are com-
pletely silent on this issue in a state ruled by the
same Party shows how politics defines their reac-
tion and not the safety and security of women.

UP Chief Minister, Yogi Aditya Né.th has since
called for a Special Investigation Team to probe
the rape case. Secretary Home, Bhagwan Swarup,
will lead the SIT and DIG, Chandraprakash, and
commandant PAC Agra, Poonam, will be its mem-
bers. The SIT has been asked to submit its report

in seven days time and Yogi Adityanath has asked
for conducting the trial of the case in a fast track
court. But the brother of the deceased victim says-
the family has no faith in the government and that
Dalits feel unsafe in Hathras because they are
marked. Indeed, the slogan coined by the Modi
government, ‘beti bachao, beti parhao’ (save daugh-
ters, educate daughters) has become an empty rtheto-
ric slogan in a country wracked by rape case after

" rape case.

The Nirbhaiya rape case saw a nationwide stir
and outrage. Will this case receive similar attention
of will it be just another rape case?

~ The second wave

Non - Covid patients amidst
corona pandemic

The novel coronavirus
pandemic originated in
Wuhan, China and has
spread across the globe
causing loss of precious
lives and livelihoods. The
severe social and economic
impacts have ridden the
people in a manner which
has never been witnessed
before by the current gen-
eration. It is almost a year
now and sadly, the begin-
ning of the end is still not
in sight. India has seen a

- tremendous increase in the

number of cases as well as
mortality in the preceding
few months. The sagacious
and logically appropriate
responses from the Gov-
ernment of India (Gol), the
Indian Council of Medical
Research (ICMR), various
State Governments and
other medical organizations
have been towards the miti-
gation of this epidemic by
employing certain preven-
tive strategies, public
health education and up-
lifting of healthcare infra-
structure. While all these
efforts have resulted in
some positive effects in
terms of curbing the Covid
menace but we must be pre-
pared for the unseen; a sec-
ond wave of suffering and
distress which is just
around the corner waiting
to- stress our health care
system and to affect the
suffering of people at large.

The second wave of

non-Covid patients who
are currently not able to

. access health care services

due to: restrictions and

- other factors are. discussed

below. _ :
The unwanted, unin-

“tended and unforeseen in--

-direct ‘effects of. this pan-

- demtic and ‘'subsequent miti-

‘gation measures including
lockdown on ‘the non-

“Covid patients’ healthcare.

delivery is going to be very
challenging and significant.
As of now, most of the re-
sources have been redi-
rected towards waging a
war against the corona
pandemic but in a country
like India with striking
health inequities, weak
health infrastructure and
tremendous dependence on
private health sector along
with absence of a proper
social security system it is
almost sure to adversely
impact the care of non-
Covid patients. I believe

By Dr Amit Malviya

that while it is justified to
prioritize the current pan-
demic, in the same breath
the healthcare stakeholders
must not turn away from a
wider perspective on
health. :

. Patient- centric issues:

There are many reasons
as to why non-Covid pa-
tients are going to suffer
and I apprehend will have
worse outcomes if the situ-
ation continues. The first
and foremost reason is the
apprehension of patients in
visiting hospitals due to
the fear of catching corona
virus infection. The ampli-
fied message of social dis-
tancing on one side and
fear of being quarantined or
staying alone in hospital
on the other, leads these
patients to choose to ig-
nore or bear worsening
symptoms of the disease,
stay at home and avoid the
obligatory care they re-
quire; they consequently
suffer severe complications

or come to hospital in ad- -

vanced stage of the dis-
ease. The second reason is
the economic impact of the
policy responses by Gol
(like the lockdown) which
has resulted in unavoidable
downstream effects, espe-
cially economic slowdown
with loss of jobs and liveli-
hoods. It is expected that
out of pocket expenditure
is likely to come down and
drug compliance by the pa-
tients will be doubtful.
Thirdly, the social carhage
caused by the Covidl9
pandemic has been very
heart wrenching. The ac-
tual or virtual distancing
from care providers, the
social stigma associated
with Covid19, loneliness
and changes in lifestyle
have been the forerunning
causes of disturbed mental

health among the popula-

tion. “Coronanxiety” is the
new phenomena affecting
huge number of people.
Mental disorders are a well
known factor for worse
prognosis in patients with
chronic health disorders.
Another issue which crops
up is the promotion of dig-
ital healthcare including
tele-medicine by Gol but
the actual chances of
availing such technology
by poor and low socio-eco-

" Thomas Jones, the Welsh

Public education
on Covid is key!

Editor,

Yesterday’s Shillong
Times (Sep 30, 2020) raised
two questions that seem to
vex the public mind. The
first pertains to plasma
therapy. Dr P. Bhattacharya,
the Director of NEIGRIHMS
has rightly questioned the
use of plasma therapy. At
best, it can be considered
an experimental treatment.

One of the few well-de-
signed trials, which covered
464 patients in 39 hospitals
over 14 states in India, was
conducted by ICMR during
April-July 2020. The results
indicated no benefit in re-
ducing deaths. In fact the
study deplored question-
able practices such as ap-
peals for donors on social
media, patients being asked
to source their own supply,
and sales of Covid plasma
in the black market.

Unfortunately early hype
raised hopes of Covid
plasma being a lifesaver.
Leaders like Donald Trump
and Arvind Kejriwal heaped
premature praise on this
form of therapy. This kind
of a frantic rush only dis-
tracts from real priorities
and diverts resources from
proven modalities of care.
Hats off to Dr Bhattacharya
for setting the record
straight! We should not
pander to unrealistic hopes
of magic cures.

“Are Covid protocols ac-
tually snag free?” was the
other question. The short
answer is no. No medical
protocol is perfect. They

can only be based on up to
date research data, which
continuously evolves and
adds more precision to the
picture.

In this light the answer
to the question as to
whether Covid positive pa-
tients should be tested
again after 10 days is a clear
‘no’. There are several rea-
sons for this. Firstly, even
though the virus may still
be present in the blood for
up to three months, and
gives a positive test result,
it is now an inactivated vi-
rus which cannot replicate.
Therefore the recovered
patient is not infective and
cannot spread Covid to

others. So sending them

home is not risky.

These conclusions are
based on several studies.
In South Korea, a follow up
of 285 “persistently posi-
tive” persons, which in-
cluded 126 persons who
had developed recurrent
symptoms, found no infec-
tions among 790 contacts.
A comprehensive summary,
dated Sep 10, 2020, of rec-
ommendations and the
studies that they are based
on is available on the
website of the Center for
Disease Control, USA, at
https://www.cdc.gov/
coronavirus/2019-ncov/
hep/duration-isolation.html

Secondly, hospitaliza-
tion should not be pro-
longed, as this exposes the
patient to other risks and
uses precious health re-
sources. Unreasoned test-
ing also uses up the time of
health personnel who
could be used for other pri-
orities, such as maternal

and child care. A huge fall
out of the Covid pandemic

. is the sharp rise in maternal

and infant deaths all over the
country because of de-
creased availability of
health services.

Credible and effective
education and reassurance
in the media and by govern-
‘ment spokespersons is the
answer to public apprehen-
sion, not repeated testing.

: Yours etc.,

Dr Glenn C. Kharkongor

Via email

- On writing
in Khasi

Editor,

I read the article, "Chal-
lenges of writing in Khasi,”
(ST Sept.28, 2020) and tend
to endorse the suggestions
offered by HH Mohrmen on
the subject. Yes, the Khasi
Solira dialect in Roman
script, painstakingly pre-
pared by Thomas Jones, the
Welsh Presbyterian mis-
sionary became the written
and spoken Khasi language
for more than 178 years now.
Many Khasis might have
questioned how and why
should Sohra dialect be-
came the official language of
the Khasi race? The answer
lies in the history of how
painstakingly the Roman al-
phabets were carefully cho-
sen, blended and used by
Thomas Jones to write reli-
gious and non-religious
books in Khasi language
using the Sohra dialect. The

UK-J Hills Presbyterian

Church and the Khasi race
as a whole are grateful to

Presbyterian Missionary,
for his invaluable pioneer-
ing contribution in the
fields of evangelization
through Khasi religious

scriptures and also in lay-.

ing the foundation of Khasi
literature. The Khasi litera-
ture scripted by Thomas
Jones was enriched and
widened further in later.
years by many religious
and lay leaders by using the
Sohra dialect. ’

. The wider point is that
the Sohra-dialect has been
used for the past 179 years
‘in Khasi literature. It is,
therefore, high time to en-
rich and blend it by incor-
porating more suitable
words with deeper mean-
ings by including the vo-
cabulary and phrases from
other dialects ‘of the
Hynniewtrep people like
the Pnars, the Wars, the
Bhois, Marams,
Lyngngams and other ma-
jor communities of the
Khasi race because, the
Khasi race or u
Hynniewtrep does not in-
clude people only from
Sohra areas but it also in-
cludes people from Ri Bhoi,
Ri War, Ri Pnar, Ri
Lyngngam, Ri Maram etc.
Even the English language
-was enriched by incorpo-

" rating some Latin, French,

Greek, Indian etc vocabu-
laries, idioms and phrases.
Another aspect is that more
alphabets should be incor-
porated like "c, ch, chi, etc
in the Khasi Alphabets to
give the correct spellings
and pronunciations of the
names, wordss phrases and

idioms.

nomic strata (who are the
majority sufferers) is not
particularly encouraging.
Lastly, the structure of
health care delivery in India
is largely dependent on pri-
vate health care providers
and with most of the Gov-

. ernment resources directed

towards Covid mitigation,
the patients are forced to

-go to private health sectors

which are more expensive
and may be not affordable
by the majority of
healthcare seekers.
Healthcare delivery issues:
The daunting task of de-
livering quality health serv-
ices to patients while main-
taining safety for all is a very
challenging issue all over
the globe. Both doctors and
health care workers are un-
der extensive strain and
stress because of the physi-
cal risk of contracting the
infection. The death rate
among doctors due to
Covidl9 is higher than for
the general population.
With restrictions in non-es-
sential contact, the physi-
cal examination (with Per-
sonal Protective Suits on)
and many routine clinical
tests are difficult to perform.
The stethoscope seems to
be distancing from the pa-
tients  unintentionally.
Along with this, the re-
source reallocation has bur-
dened the routine care for
stable patients including
surgeries which more or
less are postponed in most
of the hospitals. For in-
stance in the United States
of America the volume of
non-Covid related proce-
dures . has gone down
roughly by 50%. If we see
the example of our
hospital(NEIGRIHMS) , the
number of elective surger-
ies has also come down
drastically. It is notable that
incidence of other diseases
has not come down but the
treatments for them have
been deferred. Ultimately, it
is the patients who are suf-
fering. The disruptions in
the routine health care de-
livery to patients will finally
lead to disruptions in
optimizing medical therapies
and delay in care of non-
Covid. acute medical condi-
tions, possibly leading to
worse outcomes which can-
not be forecasted but surely

Therefore, there is the ur-
gent need for standardiza-

tion of the Khasi Language
in all respects by competent

authorities, The attempt to
ensure that Khasi language
is included in the 8th Sched-
ule of the Constitution of
India is a different matter but
the pressure must be con-
tinuously exerted from all
sides, especially, by the rul-
ing MDA dispensation, to
ensure early action by the
ruling BJP government at the
centre.
: Yours etc...,
Philip Marwein,
Shillong- 2

Lest we forget
the elderly

Editor, ,

Lest we forget, October
1st is celebrated as “Inter-
national Day of Older Per-
sons.” This year will be the
30th anniversary of this dec-
laration by the UN. The
theme for this year is:
Pandemics: Do They Change
How We Address Age &
Ageing.

I was reminded of the day
by no less than the Police
Department that had a spe-
cial training for all their mid-
level officers from across the
State on the subject from (26-
28) September. Congrats to
the Department on raising
awareness on this most im-
portant issue. All those ljv-
ing today must plan for this
part of their future which
should focus on economic
independence, shelter,
health, mental wellbeing, se-
curity and acceptance within

the lack of timely treat-
ments will lead to great suf-
fering. Added to this is the
shameful and despicable
trend of violence against

-doctors at work places,

which, of course, is not
new to India. This has re-
surfaced and is discourag-
ing the health care work-
ers to put their foot for-
ward. Physical violence
against healthcare workers
who are being thrown out
‘of residential colonies, be-
ing termed as corona
spreaders and so. on and
the corona stigma is bound
to affect the care of non-
Covid patients adversely.

Conclusion:
Although speculative,
the issues discussed

above are significant in a
way which can only be ex-
plained through the eyes
of a person who is in-
volved in such health care
delivery. All three levels of
the health care system, the
patient, the doctor and the
delivery infrastructure
have been transformed by
the cascading, adverse
economic and social im-
pacts of the corona pan-
demic. In the near future,
when the lockdown meas-
ures are fully relieved and
other. restrictions are
parted away with, a second
wave, which has been ac-
cumulating all these'days
will put an unprecedented
stress .on hospitals and
doctors. More and more
patients will be requiring
hospitalization and thus
overwhelming the capac-
ity of hospitals to deliver
elective services. In India
there are approximately 0.7
government beds per thou-
sand population and even

a marginal increase will |
_exponentially stress the

system especially when all
resources are being di-
rected towards Covid re-
lated cases. Therefore, it

should be in our con- |

scious mind that currently
a second wave of non-
Covid patients is waiting
but out of sight and we

must be prepared to deal |

with it and continue pro-
viding quality health care.

(Dr Amit Malviya ‘is
DM. FACC. FSCAI, De-

partment of Cardielogy -

NEIGRIHMS, Shillong
Email: dramit_malviva@
rediffmail.com)

, family and community.

- Just to remind ourselves,
“by 2050 there will be 350
million aged people in In-
dia” and nearly 70% will be
residing in rural areas. Only
about 22 million of the
nearly 100 million elderly
receive pension. 53 million
live below the poverty line.
52% are abused by their
sons and 35% by daugh-
ters in law. Just to highlight
-that as in child abuse, most
often it happens within the
family for the aged too.
Are Old Age Homes the
solution? Do we continue
to fool ourselves by claim-
ing that this is not a prob-
lem in tribal communities?

" Firstly we need to be aware

of the various schemes that
are available from Central
and State Governments,
how are they being imple-
mented and whether our
elected representatives are
seized of the challenges
and most importantly are
our “Older Persons” aware
of this.

Wishing all our “Older
Persons”....mental and
physical well-being, safety,
security, financial inde-
pendence, and a joyous
life......... WE HAVE A
MIGHTY CHAL-
LENGE....350 MILLION in

the .NEXT THIRTY
YEARS!!

: Yours etc.,

Carmo Noronha,

Via email

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

After Ayodhya’s closure, will

- BJP play the Mathura card?
Sangh Parivar is now
emboldened to push for
Hindutva the whole hog

By Amulya Ganguli

While the charge of a
conspiracy to bring down
the Babri masjid on Decem-
ber 6, 1992, has been dis-
counted by the CBI court
which considered the issue,
its observation that the
demolition was the handi-
work of anti-socials cannot
be a matter of pride for the
Sangh parivar. ’

* What it means is that the

entire Ramjanmabhoomi

movement which paved the
way for the BJP’s political
resurgence, facilitating its
transition from the margins
of Indian politics to centre-
stage, was based on the
acts of dubious elements
who are outside the pale of
decent society. ‘
Considering that large
sections of the parivar re-
gard the day when the his-

torical “wrongs” of hun- ~

dreds of years committed by
the Muslim invaders were
rectified, it can appear
strange that this glorious
task was undertaken by
people who cannot gener-
ally be lauded. S

Arguably, the BJP lead-
ers who were present at the
site of the Babri masjid on
that day did try to pacify the
mob and dissuade them

from destroying the struc-
ture which L.K. Advani had
described as an “ocular
provocation”. According to
Advani himself, who was
one of the main accused, he
asked his party colleagues;
Uma Bharati and Pramod
Mahajan, to urge the kar
sevaks to come down from
the mosque. But the demol-
ishers did not listen.

This was the reason why
Advani regarded the day as

one 6f the “saddest” in his

life because it signified a
breakdown of the discipline
which marked the way of
functioning of the RSS.
Even then, there is little
doubt that these views
about sadness and the col-
lapse of discipline are vir-
tually meaningless because
of the political gains which
the BJP has made from the
unruly conduct of - the
mosque-breakers.

The closure of the case -
unless there is an appeal —
also means that the BJP can
continue to benefit from the
events of the supposedly’
“sad” day. The person who
said it is now a nonentity in
the party and the parivar, as
are some of the others like
Murli Manohar Joshi who
were with him on the dais
on the fateful day.

Having played their part
in gathering the demolition
squad near the targeted
mosque, they can now walk
into the sunset after having
been absolved of the charge
of conspiracy although it
can be asked whether bring-

ing together a crowd over

which they obviously did .
not have any control can be

Jjustified.

Since the “ocular provo-
cation” had been In danger
ever since Advani embarked
on_his Somath-to-Ayodhya
rath yatra in 1990, it is clear
enough that the congrega-
tion of saffron cadres was a
case of playing with fire.
Even if there was no direct
enticement from those who
addressed the crowd and,
indeed, asked them not to
damage the place of wor-
ship, the danger was inher-
"ent in the situation. The re-
sponsibility of saving it was
theirs.

It also has to be remem-
bered that the tragic events
of December 6 were only the
second time in modern his-
tory when a political group
belonging to one religious
community attacked the
place of worship of another
community. The other occa-
sion was when the Nazis
burnt Jewish synagogues in
Germany.

Just as the Nazis had ben-
efited from their acts of des-
ecration, the BJP has also
gained. It goes without say-
ing that this entire process.

is essentially based on the
propagation of religious hate
- against the Jews In the Ger-
many of the 1930s and
against Muslims in India at
present. )

Moreover, the latest judg-
ment is unlikely to ring the
curtains down on the ques-
tion of targeting mosques.
There may well be other in-
stances of alleged conspira-
cies and of playing with fire,
for the Babri masjid was not
the parivar’s only target.
There were, and still are, two
others — the Mathura and
Varanasi mosques.It is worth
noting that as the Ayodhya
chapter is drawing to a close,
a writ petition has already
been filed in a Mathura court
for the “liberation” of
Krishna janmasthan in the
city on the lines of the free-
ing of Lord Ram’s birthplace
in Ayodhya. After all, one of
the slogans at the time of the
Ramjanmabhoomi move-
ment was: yeh toh pehli
jhatki hai, Kashi, Mathura
baki hai. (This is only the
first instalment, there are still

Kashi (Varanasi) and
Mathura to be freed).
It is no secret that the Ram

temple card paid the BJP
handsome political divi-
dends. Will the party play
the Mathura card if the go-
ing gets tough for it before
the next general election ?
Since temple politics is a key
feature of the BJP’s tactics
with its focus on arousing
anti-Muslim sentiments,
nothing can be ruled out.
(IPA Service)

-
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“It is not the strongest of the species that
survives, nor the most intelligent. It is the
one that is most adaptable to change.”

— Charles Darwin
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No end to rapes in UP
EVEN before the controversy following the gang-
rape and death of the Dalit girl from Hathras and
her cremation in the dead of night, could'die down,
comes the news of another Dalit woman who was
also allegedly gang-raped on Tuesday last and died
on the way to hospital. In the Hathras case the po-
lice is now trying to water down the grievous nature

of the case by saying that there is no evidence of

rape and no trace of semen. It matters less whether
there was rape or not. Even otherwise, the inhuman
manner in which she was assaulted, and the equally
brutal manner in which the police behaved in its af-
termath were by themselves horrendous and bar-

barous.

The Yogi Adityanath government’s response that
her family would be provided a good sum as com-
pensation and that a relative from the family would
be given a job does not reduce the impunity with
which the police dealt with the case. Rather it is an
affront on the family and the society. The tragedy
that the Dalit family was forced to face at the hands
of a set of upper caste men and the unscrupulous
cops is a saga in itself. The chief minister seems to
take this matter as nothing more than a routine one
which his state is used to. Insensitivity of the politi-
cal class to such acts is most abominable.

. Somany brutal murders of girls have taken place

in the state involving even the high and mighty, in-
cluding legislators of the ruling BJP. The law, as in
most cases in this country, fails to nail the guilty, and
such men keep escaping punishment, or are jailed
on record but are allowed freedom to carry on with

their nefarious activities.

The scenario of landlords wielding guns as a
smatter of social prestige is a culture rampant in UP
and Bihar. Mulayam Singh Yadav was a gun-wield-
ing gangster first before he became a minister. His
party, the Samajwadi Party includes a large number

of goons. The BJP has its own brand of goons in

the form of VHP etc preying on poor Muslims.
Mayawati, the Dalit leader who ran the government

there for some years, kept goons on a tight leash.

Most leaders however, looked the other way. A bi-
furcation of the large state, on grounds that admin-
istration can be better achieved has not helped much.
- Its bifurcation into two or three more states might
' help, provided there is also the political will to set
things right.
 Inthe present case, what the police or the foren-
sic reports have stated must be taken with a pinch
“of salt. The police are complicit in the crime, hence

the need for the quick cremation.

TOTHEEDITOR

"Where are our

roads?

- - Editor,

The main thoroughfare

"in Rynjah has seen the
" worst wear and tear. It has
" remained so for months to-

gether. Then the roads lead-
ing to Umpling are also the

" worst ever in Shillong. The

question 1 want to ask is
why do roads have to be
repaired every year. What is

“ the shelf life of a road?

When so much money is

_being spent year after year

on repairs and maintenance,
why are our roads so dilapi-
dated? In fact, Covid19 has
shown up the worst aspects
of governance in
Meghalaya, that is, if there
is any governance at all.

" Why don’t the respective

Dorbar Shnong hold the
contractors accountable by
taking a sample of the mix-
ture of fine and course ag-
gregates and bituminous
materials and getting them
tested to check if they meet
the standards laid down by
the PWD and can with-
stand the heavy rains that
are part and parcel of the
climate here?

Why are contractors

getting away with sub--

standard work? Have we
ever heard of a single con-
tractor being blacklisted for
poor  quality work?
Meghalaya is now going
from bad to worse in terms
of corruption and it seems
as if there is no stopping this
downward slide. The Gov-
ernment has become like a
family business and each
minister is treating public
money like his own. The re-

Adapting to the post
Covid life

By Patricia Mukhim

Alvin Toffler the noted
thinker who almost saw the
future wrote the book, “Fy-
ture Shock” in 1970. He had
foreseen the digital revolu-
tion and the communication
revolution and their im-
pacts on cultures world-
wide. The book - reprinted
fifteen times merits serious
reading even today. ‘Future
Shock,” was gifted to me by
Peter Lu a friend, who has
since moved to Canada and
settled there with his kids.
Peter has marked in green
some of the lines he felt I
should be reading with

more emphasis. When
Toffler wrote ‘Future
Shock’ there ~was no

internet; no worldwide
web; no mobile phone and
no social media. But Toffler
was a futurist and knew
would take the world by
storm. Toffler speaks of the
theory of adaptation and
how there has been no
such theory in the past that
would help explain the hu-
man resistance to change.
Normally, we study the
past to understand the
present and make sense of
the future. What Toffler
does differently is to give
humans a coherent sense of
what the future will look like
so that we are adequately
readied to meet that future.
Hence the future is used as
an intellectual tool to en-
able us to anticipate the
future without the shock
that unpreparednéss can
bring as it has done. today.
None of us at'this time last
year imagined that we would
wake up into a situation
where physical distancing is
a necessary behaviour;
where one’s mask covers up

" half the face to the point that

one cannot even recognise
friends; and then rubbing
the hands with loads of dis-
infectant so that even the
skin is beginning to com-
plain! In the coming winter
months the skin will protest
even louder as it shrivels up,
thanks to the repeated ap-
plication of alcohol-based
sanitizers. Covid ‘is that fu-
ture shock we never antici-
pated and are still groping
for an answer.

In Meghalaya we are al-
ready seeing how the
change of strategies to bet-
ter adapt to Covid (such as
reducing the quarantine pe-
riod to 10 days from 14 or 28
days) has created resistance
in sections of people be-
cause they have internalised
permanence. The WHO

spective MLAs who are in
the Opposition too don’t
care about the quality of
roads since they are all driv-
ing in SUVs. As the elec-
tions draw near the MLAs
will use all the funds allo-
cated for the MLA Scheme
to buy votes and the pub-
lic too are easily bought.
We really need some
watchdog body to nab all
those who use money to
buy votes and ensure that
such people don’t win the
elections any more. But
who will be that watchdog
body when even the pres-
sure groups are not free
from corruption? Is this the
reason why Meghalaya was
created? That a few people
in politics and business get
rich while the rest become

poorer and lose out? So*

much so we don’t even
have good roads to drive/
walk on? Are we people of
Meghalaya happy with the
present state of affairs? If
not why are we not speak-
ing up?
¢ , Yours etc.,
Cornerstone Lyngdoh,
‘ Via email

The Khasi
alphabet

Editor,

Phillip Marweifl’s letter,
‘On writing in Khasi’, (ST
Oct 1, 2020) takes me back
to 1841 when Liverpool
Mission field, taking ad-
vantage of a much reduced
sea voyage fare on board
the ‘Jamaica’ decided to
send Rev Thomas Jones to
Sylhet to preach to the
Khasi people. We Sohra
people were fortunate to

have chosen not the
Bengalee Script (though
rich in Science Vocabulary)
but instead encouraged Rev
Jones to switch to the Ro-
man Script with i (ein) ?°
and ‘ng’ extra at the cost of
x and z. On the Motphran
epitaph, to remember our
great grandfathers who

gave their lives as porters

of the 22nd Labour Corp in
France and Mesopotamia
during World War [ are en-
graved these words in Latin.
“ Doulce et decorum pro
patria mori,” which trans-
lates to, “Sweet and digni-
fied to die for motherland.”
Then there’s the St. Antho-
ny’s School badge, “Virtuti
et Studio,” meaning “Virtue
and studies”. Lest we for-
get there is also U Nissor
Singh Wahlang’s “New
English Premier with Khasi”
with the Motto ‘Read and
you will know.” Let us look
at one verse of “Ka jingrwai
Grammar (Songs’ of Gram-
mar)”. “Lai ki ktien barit phi
ju iohi / Ka Artikle a, an bad
the; / Ka noun dei kyrteng
ei ei, / Kum skul, kper, ka Ing
ne I Mei (Three little words
you see/The articles A, An
and The/ A noun is a nam-
ing word/Like school, gar-
den, house or mother), By P
Wahlang. What a humble
start! To remember all initia-
tors of language like U
Radhon Singh Berry, Fr H
Elias, Soso Tham, Hamlet
Ngap Kynta and a host of
Khasi writers till date of the
Khasi Authors Society let
us read this poem, “Your
hidden values” (“Ki Matti
Barieh jong phi”). Under the
oily lamp that struggles to
get brighter/ Painstakingly
you did pen down more en-

then ICMR idea that in 14
or 28 days of quarantine a
Covid positive person or
even an asymptomatic one
would have shed all his vi-
ruses and would not infect
anyone else. Now the same

ICMR says 10 days is.

enough to stop infecting
others. Having read how

the Covid virus mutates -

and reinvents itself,
change of strategies is the
only way to adapt to the

new normal. Those unwill- .

ing to change or refusing
to see merit in change must
accept that “Permanence is
lethal,” because it will lead
to a collision with the fu-
ture and for which we will
have to pay a huge price.
There is nothing wrong in
changing strategies ac-
cording to the behaviour of
the virus. Those question-
ing such rapid change in
strategy need to look at
underlying reasons in their
own psyche and ask them-
selves why they resist
change and why perma-

nence is preferable and

comfortable. :

In the past we looked
for durability in a product.
Now we quickly move on

to newer more improved:

features in computers,
smart phones et al. This is
what led Toffler to coin the
term, “Economic of Imper-

manence,” which some call -

the ‘throwaway society.” So
while we are constantly
moving from older to newer
gadgets because of effi-
ciency, we don’t move
equally quickly as far as
changing mindsets is con-
cerned. o
In this article the focus
is on innovation in
Education and Tourism:
In the chapter, “Educa-
tion in the Future Tense,”
Toffler already foresaw that
education need not neces-
sarily happen in a school.
He says parents and stu-
dents might sign short term
‘learning contracts’ with
the nearby schools commit-
ting them to teach-learn cer-
tain courses or course mod-
ules. Students might con-
tinue to go to school for
social and athletic activities
or for subjects they cannot
learn on their own or with
their parents or family
friends. 'In short home
schooling with short bouts
of school attendance
mainly to learn social skills
and group interface might

ergetic than ever/ Your writ-
ing talents of priceless
pieces never in vain / Inch’
by Inch you did labour, all
for us to gain. Works of
perfection that devour
much time and space/ Pub-
lication expenses never did.
they worry nor hamper your
pace/ Writings dispassion-
ately pondered with divine
thoughts/ To = greater
heights of glory our people
you have brought. Chorus:
Your hidden footprints so
sublime/ Got vividly ex-
posed on the sands of time
/ The shipwrecked friends
on their wretched journey /
Received new quantum of
hope when these they see.
Sweat and tears, these roll-
ing drops of value / Long
sufferings and pain never
did you argue,/ Great
mighty works that go
through adversity/ Bring
forth a fruit, ripe with nec-
tar and honey/ Through
every age that our people
pass by/ your name remains
an aroma that rises to the
sky,/ Exemplary golden les-
sons you tell us through
difficulties/ Become but
pearls priceless and ever-
lasting beauties/ Adieu our
prolific writers, let’s part for
a little while/ While the
good Lord keeps you safe
and we will meet with a
SMILE. A BIG THANK

YOU.
Yours etc.,
Manbha Diengdoh,
Via email

Enforcing Covid
safeguards

Editor,
The Karnataka Govern-

as Toffler suggests be the
new method of education.
For nearly eight months
this year students have
been engaged in distance
learning while their parents
have been the chief educa-
tors. I believe that students
have learnt a lot through this
method and learnt empathy
as they shared screen time
with their siblings and also
learnt to adapt to a routine

‘of also being helpful in the

house doing simple chores;
many even learning to cook
and bake — skills they would
have had to enrol in and pay
for. '

To quote Toffler, “If
learning is to be stretched
over a lifetime, there is re-

-duced justification for forc-

ing kids to attend school full
time. For many young peo-
ple part time schooling and
part time work at low skills,
paid and unpaid community
service tasks will prove
more satisfying and educa-
tional.” Haven’t we already
arrived at this point? Stu-
dents need to learn from
contrived experiences for
which we need extremely
creative minds to enrol as
teachers. Schools as they
are being organised and run
today — with one adult
teaching a number of young
people seatéd in fixed rows,
facing front get absolutely
no training for role versatil-
ity. I find this suggestion
even more exciting — Noth-
ing should be included in a
required curriculum unless
it can be strongly justified
in terms of the future. If this
means scrapping a substan-
tial part of the curriculum so
be it. This, Toffler says is
because tens of millions of
children today are forced to
spend precious hours of
their lives grinding away at
material ‘whose future util-
ity is highly questionable.
How I agree with this! So
much of what I and my peers
learnt at school, are of no
use today, nor were they of
any utility then.
Meghalaya has been ex-
ploring new directions in
tourism. An insightful, artj-
cle in The Economic Times
by Sandeep Goyal (ET April
30, 2020) speaks of the fu-
ture of tourism in these
Covid times and lists out
what aspects of tourism will
work and which features will
continue to be in the dog-

house for some time. Goyal *

says as far as tourism is con-

ment has declared that the
penalty for not wearing a
mask in public places would
be increased to Rs 1000 in
urban areas while it is Rs 500
in rural areas. The State
Medical Education Minister
claimed that people have
begun displaying negli-
gence by not wearing masks
and failing to maintain social
distancing norms. This is a
matter of grave concern
hence the government is
forced to impose a fine. The
need of the hour is for all to
follow COVID-19 safeguards
and support the Govern-
ment to fight against this
pandemic. - _
: Yours etc.,
Amit Singh Kushwaha,

Satna (M.P.)

What ails
education in
Meghalaya?

Editor,

Even though I am a little
late in responding, kindly
permit me to share some
thoughts on  Albert
Thyrniang's write-up "Is

cerned only that which fo-
cuses on nature will tri-
umph. He says nature and
wildlife will be preferred
over monuments and his-
tory in the months ahead
and that the hills, the sea
resorts, wild life reserves
and slightly isolated loca-
tions will win over crowded
favourites of the past.
Meghalaya is gifted with
plenty of such natural des-
tinations. There are water-
falls and living root bridges
to behold; there is caving,
kayaking, trekking, camp-
ing, zip-lining etc., which
are our special attributes.

Chief Minister Conrad -

Sangma and his team in the
Tourism Department have
already coined the term,
“resilient tourism.” True it
will take a while for tourists
both national and foreign
to come to Meghalaya and
for the hotel industry to
open up but the local popu-
lation should be allowed to
visit the tourist destina-
tions in their own state and
stay at the locally built
home-stays, resorts etc.,
after taking due precau-
tions. They too are after all
paying for the sights and
sounds. Tourist destina-
tions need to open up and
the local communities need
to learn that they cannot
lock themselves in and lock
other out forever.

True that too much has
happened in too short .a
time and adjusting to rapid
changes is something we
were not taught. However,
we are all on a learning
curve. Fifty years ago
Toffler had said ‘copability’
will be more important in the
future than ‘capability’.
The Covid 19 pandemic too
is challenging us to cope
with change and adapt to
the new normal. We should

“"develop the resilience to

slowly start with local tour-
ism and drive out the para-
noia. Experts say the travel
and tourism ' business
could take -between 9 to 24
months to rejuvenate.
Those who persist will suc-
ceed; some will struggle to
come up to their previous

peaks and others might-
even perish. But resilience
also means finding other

avenues. Change is' the
only constant thing and
one lesson Covid teaches
us is to adapt to change and
quickly reinvent ourselves
and repurpose our lives.

tional lot, are doing a job.
The job of taking classes
as is being assigned. The
classes dre perfunctory in
nature and note-based rote
learning is the order of the
day. But teaching is not'a
10-to-5 job. It's a mission.
Most teachers are today
content at earning. And by
the grace of God, the gov-
ernment pays them a fabu-
lous sum every month. But
does that make any differ-
ence to them?

The problem is that
those who land up doing a
teaching job, might have
strayed in to the profession
for the want of anything
better. Yes, teaching is a re-
spectable profession and
today there is money and
prestige both. However, 1
often wonder if teachers are
made or are teachers born?
In our days, the teachers
were thorough bred. They
knew their subject in-depth.
They imparted instructions
in a manner that used to be
easy to fathom. Most
teachers used to be a de-
light in the classroom.
Their articulation used to
be excellent and they had a
natural flair for putting

teaching profession losing /cross the message that all

its prestige?" (ST Sept
9,2020). Let me thank him for
his free and frank dissection
of the issue he has raised.
To answer his question if the
teaching profession is los-
ing its prestige, in my con-
sidered opinion, by and

" large, they have. Compared

to the teachers of my time,
today's teacher is either a
money-making cottage in-
dustry or comfortable with
fat salaried job and is unwill-
ing to walk the talk. Teach-
ers, barring a small excep-

the taught would compre-
hend. Coming to the prob-
lem of education in
Meghalaya, unfortunately
due to politicisation of edu-
cation system, especially
the process of recruitment
of teachers, the standard of
education has fallen many
notches. Today, teachers
are recruited on quota and
not on merit. That's where
the rot begins. It can rightly
be argued that shouldn't
there be job protection for
the local eligible candi-

" bolic
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Constitutional morality deniands that
centre should appeal against Babri verdict

Special CBI court’s
observations negate
Supreme Court’s views

By Binoy Viswam

The judgement of the
special CBI court on Babri
Masjid demolition case

_poses serious questions

over the concept of justice
in present day India. Acquit-
ting all- the 32 swayam
sevaks including L K
Advani and Murali Manohar
Joshi, the court explained to
the nation the real face of
judiciary under various

compulsions. The 2300- -

page verdict was an explicit
exercise undertaken by the
court to justify the illegal act
that happened in Ayodhya
on December 6th, 1992. The
verdict though not unex-
pected signals a caution of
alarm before secular India.
The CBI special court be-
haved in a 'special ' manner
to tell the people of India
that the demolition was
spontaneous.

~ The court was especially
eager to reject the charges
of criminal conspiracy in the
whole episode. The special
court may have its own rea-
sons for the drafting of such
a judgement. But the coun-
try cannot forget the whole
history -of Babri Masjid
demolition. It is a decade
long history where commu-
nally surcharged ideas
played an undeniable role.
The Karseva and the 'sym-
shilanyas' was
planned as part of a grand
design. Thousands of
sangh parivar activists were
present on the site as pre-
planned by the master brain.
The court now anxiously
called them as- "arajhaks
(hooligans)" and pleaded
innocence from the part of
the 32 accused. A sponta-
neous mobilization and a
spontaneous demolition!

" The judgement went to

the extent of talking about

flowers and water in the

hands of karsevaks. As the
purpose of the organizers
was to perform a serene
puja there according to the
court, the 400-year-old
structure was brought
down by the puja of flowers
and water. The court was
particularly committed to
depict the happenings on
that dark day as nothing but
accidental. The honourable
court took no notice of the
‘innocent' slogans chanted
by the karsevaks. One
among those slogans was

! "hum aise banayenge Hindu

rashtra"! Before and after -
the demolition the sangh
parivar forces, including the
acquitted, were telling their
followers that the
Janmabhumi movement was
the prelude to the realiza-
tion of Hindu rashtra. Judi-
ciary in India today some-
times opt to close their eyes
towards ‘history and truth.
The verdict of the CBI spe-
cial court stands testimony
toit.’

The Supreme Court of In-
dia in its Ayodhya judge-
ment last year stated, "the
destruction-of the mosque
and the obliteration of the
Islamic structure was an egre-
gious violation of the rule of
law". ‘The apex court, while
giving a verdict in favour of
Hindutva claims, termed the
demolition as an illegal act.
Now the CBI court turns this
illegal act into innocent
spontaneous action. The
egregious viplation sud-
denly becomes the spur of
«the moment action commit-
ted by unidentified anti-so-
cial elements. According to
its narration, these uniden-
tified persons decided on
their own to bring down the
structure. All these descrip-
tions speak of the plight of
the Indian judiciary today.
Judiciary alone cannot be
judicious when the whole
system of governance
adopts a different track. The
present path of nation build- .
ing undertaken by the execu-
tives is casting its shadow
on the legislature and the
judiciary alike.

The coming days are be-
coming more and more chal-
lenging for the people of In-
dia. The basic structure. of
the constitution which is
considered to be .unques-
tionable is also facing these
challenges. The attack on
the peasants and workers is
also part of a grand design
aimed at the basic structure
that is democracy, secular-
ism, sovereignty and social-
ism. That is why the special
court judgement cannot be
evaluated in isolation. Con-
stitutional morality and
democratic propriety war-
rants that the government
should go for an appeal
against this verdict. But why
should they-do so when the
judgment suits their inter-
ests? (IPA Service)

dates? Of course, there )

should be fair amount of
protection. But not cent per
cent! Not only cent per cent
reservation 1s unconstitu-
tional but more importantly
the children miss out on
quality education. I would
have thought that
Meghalaya should have at-
tracted teachers from out-
side on merit to make a per-
fect match with meritorious
and qualified local teachers.
The system of recruitment
is a political issue. Know-
ing as I do the mindset of
the political class here, they
cannot be trusted to take
radical measures of open-
ended recruitment of teach-
ers. Kindly do not read me
wrong; I am not pleading for
any particular ethnic or lin-
guistic group. For, teachers
have only one ;identity---
they are teachers and teach-
ers alone. As a retired
teacher as I reflect at how
the functioning of educa-
tional institutions was sys-
tematically disrupted during
the past four decades or so,

I do not have hopes about -

seeing any change. Not so
long ago, east of Calcutta,
Shillong used to be the best
educational centre. That
was primarily because of
some outstanding teachers
who were recruited without
any bias. They served the
place with devotion. They
are still remembered with re-
spect. But today's teacher?
I can't say how many names
will be remembered by their
students with as much re-
spect. It's a sorry state with
little hope of redemption.
Yours etc.,
Name withheld on request
Shillong-3

Post Covid
Meghalaya

Editor,

Covid19 will end one day
like any other pandemic. It
may take two years or more
but it will end. Hopefully
that day comes sooner than
later. Meghalaya is fighting
this pandemic with all sin-
cerity but economy is really
on a downturn and many
who rely on daily wages or
are in private employment .
are suffering the worst
brunt. They are without
food or livelihood. Inflation
is on the rise. Most daily la-
bourers have left the state.
Even others who are perma-
nent residents of Meghalaya

~ and once felt this place to

be their real homeland are
now gradually leaving this
place for manifold reasons.
All this started since 1979.
Many of them had to sell
their properties for reasons
best known to them and mi-
grated to other parts of In-
dia. Businesses and job op-
portunities are under a
squeeze. It is my personal
opinion and also an as-
sumption that in a few years
time at least 25% to 30% more
people will leave Meghalaya
and Shillong in particular
permanently.

Whether this is good or
bad is not the point. The
point is that people are ques-
tioning whether it is worth
settling down in a place
where they will always feel
alienated.

Yours etc.,
Anjan Kr Das,
Shillong -6
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“My religion is very simple.
My religion is kindness. ”
-- Dalai Lama
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Cabinet reshuffle — meaning and metaphor
A government like a computer needs to be
rebooted. Normally a computer is rebooted when
it hangs or crashes. Governments don’t usually
crash; they only slow down when ministers or bu-
reaucrats don’t perform or turn the government into
a profit-making entity. Hence there are cabinet re-
shuffles and transfer of bureaucrats. But are cabi-
net reshuffles done purely to improve performance
or to satisfy the angst of coalition partners? In
Meghalaya as in other states and in the centre where
coalition governments are the rule more than the
exception, cabinet rejigs are done to appease the
. coalition partners. In this round the only party that
has managed to beat the reshuffle game is the BJP.
The NPP, PDF, HSPDP and UDP have all seen a
shake-up even if some MLASs continue to remain
“ ministers. The axe fell on one HSPDP and one NPP

 Itisafact that this Government has a set of young |

first timers in the ministry with no experience of gov-
ernance behind them. Others, with previous minis-
terial experience have taken on new briefs and re-
- sponsibilities. The effectiveniess of each minister has
a direct impact on the performance of the govern-
ment. .
The skills needed to win elections are very dif-
ferent from those required to be an effective minis-
ter. Itis a huge challenge to prepare for the realities
of office — the sheer weight of responsibility, the
round-the-clock media scrutiny, and the competing
demands on a minister’s time. And there is remark-
ably little support in place. Firstly, ministers don’t
have the luxury of training. They are thrown into the
job and have to often learn their responsibilities the
hard way. Some succeed and are able to get on top
of things; others continue to remain clueless. Bu-
reaucrats on the contraty are exposed to regular
training programmes and therefore have an edge
over their ministers. To be fair to the ministers they
have no supporting structures éxcept to rely on the
advice of senior civil servants. S
- The first few months in office are critical forany
“new minister. It involves setting the tone, forging re-
lationships, and establishing their credibility. What
they really need to build are communication skills
for that is the essence of leadership. And while they
can avail departmental support, there is no substi-
tute for leamning things first hand. The first few months
should be spent on meeting frontline staff and ex-
ternal stakeholders.

High-performing ministers signal support for good
quality work early on. They welcome constructive
challenges from advisers and civil servants; they test
out ideas and are open to inputs from delivery spe-

cialists, service users, and the public as stakeholders

who will determine whether a policy priority works
or does not work. At the end of the day, ministers
‘have to deliver the promises in their manifesto. And
each government s success is measured by whether
those poll promises are fulfilled. ‘

Another discourse

Having established (in
Part I) that religion is, by
nature, the greatest of all
conundrums, we must now
ask why religion matters.
The answer to this question
can be as long as one is will-
ing to listen. But before we
launch into the many rea-
sons why religion matters,
it is important to repeat (see
PartI) that religion is no more
than a means to an end. It is
not an end in itself. Moreo-
Ver, even as an instrument,
religion is not essential to
the ultimate purpose it
serves, which is the
numinous experience of
oneness with God, whether
in the embodied state or in
the afterlife. To reach the
highest numinous level of
union with God, an aspirant
does not have to follow a
religion. For, itis not the
glamor of religion, but the
power of bhakti (devotion)
in the human heart that
stands as a barometer oftrue
faith. In fact,-a human
heartoverflowing .with
bhakti (devotion), can be far
truer in its religiosity than
that bestowed by a histori-
cal religion.

" Yet, this type of inde-
pendent mystic, who does
not belong to any religion
is rare. For, although her
numinous experience — un-
derstood as  contact
withGod, the Universal of all
universals — will transcend
religion, which is a mere in-
strument, the mystic draws
her lexicon from a particular
tradition— whether religious
or not.Indeed, not all tradi-
tions of wisdom and God
consciousness, are reli-
gious. Some are more philo-
sophical, individuated, and
personal. Thus Plotinus,
said to be the father of west-
ern mysticism, admitted to
experiencing union with
God multiple times in his life.
A follower and exegete of
Plato, he was more.philo-
sophical, than religious. At
the same time, his actual ex-
periences — not his learning,
or wisdom — cannot be cat-
egorized as merely philo-
sophical. A traditional reli-
gious tradition is typieally
broader than a philosophi-
cal tradition, accommodat-
ing myriad levels — ranging
from rituals to techniques
and wisdom. Religion, in its
highest aspects, is also qui-
eter than philosophy. Given
their transcendental nature
and - innate quietude,
Plotinus’ mystical experi-
ences, in their pure luminos-
ity, therefore should be un-
derstood as more religious
than philosophical. Or, bet-
ter yet, they should be un-
derstood as transcending
both. They are therefore
supra-religious and supra-
philosophical in their con-
tents. The same may be said
of the movement Plotinusis
credited with -
Neoplatonism, which

on religion

By Deepa Majumdar

emerged in western civiliza-
tion in late antiquity, in the
third century— that despite
being merely philosophical,
it admitted of supra-reli-
gious experiences of the
highest order.

Yet, despite its instru-
mental and inessential na-
ture, religion matters, be-
cause it serves many pur-
poses, of which, at least
some are uniquely religious.
Religion gives us what sci-
ence simply cannot — a
meaning in life, a higher pur-
pose, the power of self-con-
trol, and that highest of all
loves — namely, Love for the
Divine (bhakti), which en-
genders all valid lower forms
of love. It does not make
sense .to say that con-
versely, science gives us
what religion simply cannot.
While this is true, the two
are not equal. Religion,
which worships at the altar.

of Truth, thus gaining the -

power to transcend matter,

has to be higher than sci--

ence, which worships at the
altar of external truth, remain-
ing therefore confined to
the realm of matter. Religion
also’ gives us, galaxies of
saints, and through the
insights of its sages, a spir-

itual cosmology wholly dif-

ferent from the materialistic
cosmologies that the natu-
ral sciences engender.
Thus, the Bhagavadgita
tells us that the universe
appears, endures, and dis-
appears — repeating this cy-
cle again and again. What
science calls the Big Bang
Theory perhaps expresses
in corporeal terms, the in-
ception of a new cycle when
the universe appears after a

period of dormancy. The-

Stoics hold that the uni-
verse was never created, but
rather, ‘always was, is, and
will be. Finally, religion gives
_us higher forms of faith that
surpass and inspire reason.
Science, which uses a lower
level of reason, may inspire
awe in us. It may use the
natural world as an indica-
tor of something higher. At
best, it can point upward. It
cannot lead us there. For
science to inspire faith, it
must transcend itself and
enter religion.

If we reduce religion to
-its pure essentials, it serves
perhaps three basic pur-
poses. On the earthly plane,
religion is a gigantic means
of sublimation, far more
powerful than all lower
forms of sublimation — such
as art, sports, and political
activism. It is religion alone
(in its highest aspects),
which possesses the power
to sublimate the passions.
By offering our passions —~
especially lust — upward, to-
wards God, we reach the
safe shores of dispassion

and chastity, without which, -

TOTHE EDITOR

no civilization can survive
and no ascent to the divine
is possible. This unique
power belongs to the pur-
view of religion alone.

At a more ethereal level,
religion gives us something
science simply cannot —
namely, a portrait of the af-
terlife drawn from wisdom
and spiritual insight. While
religion in its lower aspects
concocts fanciful portraits of
the afterlife, often intellectu-
alized by great intellectuals
and even canonized saints —
religion in its highest as-
pects gives us true insight
into the graded heavens and
hells and the cycles of rein-
carnation that serve to de-
liver divine justice, without
which, human existence
would become merely natu-
ral and therefore meaning-
less. Man would no longer
be a middle creature lodged
between beasts and gods. -

Finally, at the highest
level, religion matters be-
cause it is religion alone that
delivers us to the hallowed
state of unio mystica.
Through this culminating
experience, the human per-
son justifies the highest pur-
pose of his human birth,
reaching its pinnacle, by
manifesting hisinnate divin-
ity. Omnipresent, but not
equally manifested, God is
present in all beings — but

_manifested most powerfully

through the human person.
Man alone possesses the
power to manifest this omni-
present divinity through the
ego-shattering experience of
a. God consciousness that
devours lower levels of con-
sciousness.

Given these three crucial
purposes of religion, it be-
‘comes difficult to deny reli-
gion its proper place in hu-
man affairs. Yet, this is not
to repudiate the significance
of secularism, éven in its
atheistic expression. For, re-
ligion and secularism, al-
though mutually exclusive,
can co-exist. Equally, reli-
gion and ethics are also two
separate spheres; with reli-
gion lending deeper mean-
ing to ethics. It is therefore
wholly possible to be ethi-
cal without being truly reli-
gious, even though ethics
without religion is a sort of
dead end. But the relation-
ship between ethics and re-
ligion is asymmetrical. For,
while one can be ethical with-
out being religious, one can-
not be truly religious with-
out being ethical in the first
place. The pseudo-religion
we get when we claim religi-
osity without first being ethi-
cal, cannot help but be vio-
lent, irrational, and egotistic,
thus belying the very pur-
pose of religion, which is to
exhume the curtain of the
ego, to reveal the Divine
within. In short, while ethics

can exist without religion,
religion cannot and should
not exist without ethics.
What is secularism, in its
best form, but an expression
of ethics without religion?
This seeker’s secularism
expresses. the insouciance
of a votary who wants
Truth and nothing but the
Truth, therefore rejecting
all that is fake in what
passes as religion in his
times. Insofar as Truth is
God, such a secular atheist

is actually deeply religious, |
even if unknowingly so..
- Yet, like religion, secularism

too comes in a range, with
its share of lower aspects.
At the lowest level we have
the violent atheistic secu-
larism of historical forms of
communism. At the mid-
level, we have the atheistic
secularism of the body-
conscious, socially aware
intellectual, who has lost
touch with the God within.
At the very highest, on par
with the seeker’s secular-
ism, we have the agnostic,
who simply is not sure
whether or not God exists.
Adding to all this, we have
historical forms of eclipse
of the Divine, when whole
civilizations deny God over
a period of history. The
colonizing voice of western
civilization drew from cen-
turies of descent from the
Truth within, to the exter-
nal truth sought by the sci-
entific spirit — thus usher-

ing a soul-searing cynicism

that  culminates in
Nietzsche’s cry — “God is
dead.” When I first heard
this claim, I was shocked by
its hubris. To this day I
marvel at the effrontery in-
herent in Nietzsche’s
proclamhation.How can
God,who is eternal, die — at
that, by human fiat?Yet, this
frank enunciation is better
than the clandestine murky
atheism of the religious
zealot who worships the
religious identity and his
own ego — instead of Truth.
Thus, even the eclipse of
God, in its persistent search
for external -truth, can
shower benefits — by hon-
ing our powers of discern-
ment, and vanquishing su-
perstition and religious cre-
dulity.

Although a conundrum,
and sometimes dispensa-
ble, religion therefore mat-
ters in ways that are cru-
cial. Despite the beauty and

truth in the - scientific’

method, religion matters in
ways that science simply
cannot match. Western

civilization, in particular, is .

perhaps on the cusp of a
return, away from science,
in the direction of true re-
ligiosity. Swami
Vivekananda, a universal
divine being,is perhaps to
be credited for this radical
inward turn of western man.
( E m a i 1l :
dmajumda@gmail.com)

have no existence whatso-
ever. Even when former

Congress

shooting in Chief Minister, Mukul
Sangma accused Conrad

the dal‘k Sangma through your

daily, he was bereft of any

Editor, specific charge. To us ob-
Apropos the news re- servers, inefficiency can-

. port, "Tynsong slams not be a criminal offénce.
_ Cong allegations of Efficiency is a relative

COVID-19 mismanage-
- ment" (ST Sept 24, 2020),
while it is the mandate of

. the Opposition to keep the
© government on its toes, it
doesn't behove a national
. party like the Congress to
_ make a habit of shooting
- in the dark. Every time
- Congress makes an allega-
. tion, I note, it is devoid of
any details or it is simply

- vague and confusing. Be-
 fore they shoot off their
" mouth, the Opposition
- should do their homework
- well. They must be able to
" convince the people at
large that the Government

- has been caught on the
- wrong foot. But this sel-
. dom happens in our state.
The Opposition politi-

+ cal leaders and MLAs be-
- longing to their parties, are
" becoming irrelevant. Ex-
cept for making occasional

- noises in the media, they

term. Therefore, we don't
know as yet whether or
not the present govern-
ment has mismanaged the
COVID situation. Looking
at the figures and statis-
tics there is no case for
raising an alarm. If the
charge is about monetary
mismanagement, then the
Opposition must say so.

They should not take a-

broad swipe and be con-
tent that the media has
given them space. There-

fore, it is a fit case for the -

Deputy Chief Minister
Prestone Tynsong to take
umbrage over the blank
fire of the Opposition.
Tynsong is right. "No one
is perfect”. Not even the
Congress was p;rfect dur-
ing the days 1t was in
power. And Tynsong
should know, having been
part of that Government!

Yours etc.,
P. Majaw,
Viaemail

Time to return
home!

Editor,

A month ago, after you
published an article titled
"Returning home: My Re-
conversion Story" by
Shimtihun Lyngwa in these
columns, the author became
a subject of ridicule in Chris-
tian circles here but she has
also become an internet sen-
sation overnight; praised by
thousands across the coun-
try for her bold and inspir-
ing move to "return home".
Her article has been repub-
lished by a dozen RSS-run
websites viewed by millions
of readers worldwide.

Although a devout Chris-
tian, I cannot but confess
that she is indeed right about
how churches in
Meghalaya have been lying
to their members about a lot
of things but more so, about
the history of how Christi-
anity came to this land, who
we really are and what we
should really be following. 1
know this because [ am, my-

self the son of a preacher;
and preachers in this self-
professed "Christian
State", regardless of their
theological flavour are
fablers.

I have known a number
of pastors and missionaries
in my lifetine. Almost with-'

out exception, these men of

God, at one time or another
have told unfounded sto-

' ries to their church mem-

bers. Now, this doesn’t
mean that they set out to
deliberately obfuscate or
deceive — though some
did — but the fact remains
these so-called men of God
played loose with the truth.

One way preachers like
my father did disservice, is
by withholding the truth.
On Sundays, pastors stand
and preach, giving church
members "their version" of
truth, but not the truth, the
whole truth, and nothing
but the truth, because they
have an unstated agenda.
This is sad but true. And
make no mistake about it,

there’s little difference be- .

tween my father and the

preacher down at PotterNet

Ministries. Preachers are

salesmen with products to

sell, and the goal of a well-

crafted sermon is to get
- v

hearers to sign on the dot-
ted line. ‘
Christians may not like me
(being from a rigidly Chris-
tianized family) saying all
this. But.it's true. And the
truth should be told. I have
been lied to all my life; so I,
like Shimtihun Lyngwa have

decided to return home be-

fore it's too late.
Yours etc.,

Pascal Lyngdoh,
Jowai

UP most unsafe
for women

Editor, .

Apropos the editorial
captioned “No end to rapes
in UP” (ST Oct 2, 2020), even

the pandemic has failed to -

stop criminals from commit-
ting heinous crimes, and UP
has again managed to grab
the spotlight for all the

wrong reasons. Be it tackling

law and order and crime,
agrarian crisis, administra-
tion, the current government
of Uttar Pradesh has failed
terribly. We have witnessed
time and again how rape and

other forms of sexual vio- -

lence are used against Dalit
women to dehumanize the

community and maintain
caste-based hierarchies
and power relations. As
per the National Crime
Records Bureau (NCRB)
2019, nearly ten Dalit
women are raped every day.
in the country with Uttar
Pradesh recording among
the highest numbers. -
An examination of cases
of sexual assault and vio-
lence -against Dalit women
reveals a pattern of impu-
nity enjoyed by both state
and non-state perpetrators.
For instance, in the infa-
mous  gang-rape  of
Bhanwari Devi (1992), the
perpetrators were acquitted
in 1995 and over the course
of the trial, judges were in-
explicably changed five
times and the accused per-
sons were acquitted of
rape, on grounds that up-
per-caste men would not
rape a woman from a lower
caste due to reasons of
‘purity’. The Hathras case
has yet again exposed the
fragility of accountability
mechanisms and the justice
system vis-a-vis Dalit
women.
Yours etc.,
M Haque, (Advocate)
Via email

Jug gernaut BJP reshap_irig the

coalition ‘'dharma of NDA
Saffrons will opt for
alliance in states on
their own terms

By Sagarneel Sinha

After the recent exit of
the Shiromani Akali Dal
(SAD) from the National
Democratic Alliance (NDA),
the alliance led by BJP is
left with only a few major
regional parties. Last year,
it was the Maharashtra
based Shiv Sena, ideologi-
cally a strong Hindu na-
tionalist party, that left the
NDA and decided to form
the state government along
with NCP and Congress, the
two ideologically opposed
parties.

A section of political
analysts and also Akali Dal
plus Shiv Sena, have
blamed the BJP, particularly
the Narendra Modi — Amit
Shah duo, for not giving
value to its own allies. They
cite that the present NDA
is no more the NDA nur-
tured by the Atal Bihari
Vajpayee — Lal Krishna
Advani duo.

It is true that with the
passage of time coalition
politics of NDA has
changed — as the political
scenario of the country it
self has gone a significant
change with the election of

"Narendra Modi as the prime

minister in the 2014 Lok
Sabha elections. Agree that
BJP under Modi-Shah duo
isn’t the -same BJP of
Vajpayee-Advani  duo,

which had to depend on its
allies too much. Today, BIP
is a juggernaut in Indian

politics that has success-
fully replaced the Con-
gress, India’s grand old
party, as the centre of poli-
tics. Due to this, not only
the Congress, BJP’s growth
even poses a threat to the
other members of NDA, in-
cluding those who were
once part of the grouping.

Take the case of Shiv
Sena, which was once con-
sidered a natural ally of BJP
due to the ideological simi-
larity between the two par-
ties. In Maharashtra, one of
the most ‘politically signifi-
cant_states, Shiv Sena was
the leader of the NDA and
BJP used to be the second-
ary player. But the ground
realities changed over the
time which was reflected in
2014 when BJP contesting
alone emerged as the larg-
est party in the state as-
sembly polls by securing
122 seats, almost double
than that of Shiv Sena,
which managed to grab 63
seats.

In 2019 state assembly
polls, Shiv Sena willy-nilly
had to even agree to con-
test less number of seats
than BJP in the NDA alli-
ance. Shiv Sena, despite
getting almost double seats
less than BJP, wanted the
sharing of the chief minis-
ter's post between the two
allies. It was an unrealistic
demand that didn’t reflect
the political reality of the
state. In fact, it was ada-
mant Shiv Sena that re-
fused to accept the
changed political scenario
of Maharashtra and ulti-
mately quit NDA when it
saw that NCP and Con-
gress were willing to accept

its dominance, at least on
paper.

The case of Shiromani
Akali Dal, another old part-
ner of BJP, is also quite simi-
lar. Presently, the regional
party of Punjab, which had
been in power in the state
for multiple times, is not
even the main opposition
party in the state. In the last
state assembly polls held in
2017, Akali Dal not only lost |
the power to Congress, it
even came third after the
new player, Aam Aadmi
Party (AAP). Although,
during the last yéar’s Lok
Sabha elections, AAP per-
formed badly and SAD also
improved a little bit of its .
vote share. But the Akalis
failed to gain much, despite
AAP’s poor show.

In the present protests
led by a section of farmers,
particularly in Punjab and
also in neighbouring
Haryana, against the 3 farm
acts brought. by the Modi
government, the weakened
SAD sees a perfect oppor-
tunity to regain its lost ru-
ral voters and to checkmate
both the ruling Congress
and the AAP. Also not to

forget that BJP had been de-

manding to increase its lim-
ited number of 23 seats al-
lotted by.Akalis for the state
assembly polls. Given its
own weakening base, ally
BJP’s demand for more
seats and the present farm- -

ers’ protests in the state, it
was the perfect time for
Akalis to leave the NDA to
prepare itself for the
upcoming 2022 Punjab elec-
tions. ‘

Actually, parties like the
Shiv Sena, Akali Dal have
weakened considerably
over the years and have left
NDA in search of new po-
litical fortunes. Obviously,
BJP also has its own mis-
takes. Nationally NDA isn’t
that active as it used to be.-
So, being the largest part-
ner, it is BJP’s duty to make
it active by creating a na-
tional level NDA committee
and also creating state level
NDA committees too. Such
a step will help to erase the
prevailing dissatisfaction
among the allies of being
ignored by BJP.

Notably, BJP gave up 5
seats it won last year to ac-
commodate its Bihar based
ally JD(U) — which de-
manded a 50:50 seat share
for the Lok Sabha elections.
JD(U) earlier used to be the
dominant player in Bihar
NDA before it quit the alli-
ance in 2013. :

While most of its allies,
including the past ones,
have either witnessed or
have been witnessing de-
cline in their political bases,
the truth is that BJP’s po-
litical base has either in-
creased or has been increas-
ing across the different
parts of the country. So, it
is completely politically in-
correct to put the entire
blame on BJP for the reduc-
ing members in NDA — as
political alliances are built
based on ground realities.
(IPA Service)
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By Prasanta Talukdar

he road to Thenzawl has one of

the most spectacular views with

rolling green hills covered in
clouds that float beneath the ridges
like a misty sea. Thenzawl and its sur-
rounding places offer some of the best
tourist attractions Mizoram has to of-
fer. Rife with a plethora of historical
sites along with nature parks, nurser-
ies and splendid waterfalls, it is also
the handloom hub of the state.

Furthermore Thenzawl is likewise
called Naples of the East. Thenzawl
was all thick timberland where wild
creatures were routinely spotted.
Thenzawl is one of the most exotic vil-
lages in Mizoram that should be in
every tourist's itinerary. Falling under
the administration of the Serchhip dis-
trict, Thenzawl was once upon a time
only a dense forest.

Thenzawl is located about 90 kms
from Aizawl - the capital of Mizoram.
Till 1961, Thenzawl was all dense for-
est where wild animals were regularly
spotted. However, after 1961, the for-
est cover was cleared, cultivated and
then inhabited. It is believed that
Benghuaia Sailo created the village
sometime in 1963. Due to the March
1966 Mizo National Front uprising,
Thenzawl was one of the villages
where people were grouped together
in 1968. The tropic of cancer runs
through this picturesque town.

Thenzawl is not the slightest bit the
quintessential visitor goal. Thenzawl
tourism obliges the individuals who
search for odd travel. It is an off the
beaten path town that is wealthy in
widely ied vegetation. Thenzawl tour-
ism comprises of a couple yet stun-
ning visitor places. It is an out- of-
the- way spot that is rich in flora and
fauna. Thenzawl! is a flat area with
beautiful grassy landscape.

The Tuirihiau Falls is located 5 kms
south of Thenzawl in Serchhip Dis-
trict. Tuirihiau Falls is the most beau-
tiful of all the waterfalls and cascades
in the fast flowing rivers of Mizoram.
It is located in Vanva River near
Thenzawl. The uniqueness of this
waterfall is that one can step inside
from behind the fall as it caves like an
arc. Of all the waterfalls and cascades.
in the rough and fast-flowing rivers of
Mizoram, Vantawng Khawhthla or
"Vantawng Fall" is the highest and the
most spectacular one. Also located in
Vanva River near Thenzawl, it is
named after Vantawnga who was said

to be an excellent swimmer. Known for
his swimming skills Vantawnga, so the
story goes, that he could hover in the
cascading water as well as a fish, But
unfortunately during one such feat, a
drifting log fell- from above and killed
him.

Hmuifang Tourist Resort is an ideal
getaway located at the scenic peak of
Hmuifang mountain, 50 kms to the
south of Aizawl. With an elevation of
1619 meters, the mountain is still cov-
ered with virgin forests preserved
since the days of the Sailo Chiefs. The
patches of grassy glades on the peak
are also suitable for picnics and out-
door camping in the midst of nature.
From here one may visit the Hmuifang
village situated on the hillock to see
the typical rural life of the Mizos.

Thenzaw! Golf Course & Resort is
one of its kinds in North East India.
Canada based Golf .Course architec-
tural firm, Graham Cooke and Associ-
ates has designed the Golf Course at

Thenzawl, Mizoram with total site area
of 105 acres and the play area of 75
acres. It is an 18 hole Golf Course with
Sharing Fairway and automated sprin-
kler irrigation system by Rain Bird,
USA, having all the facilities of inter-
national standards. The golf resort
also has a fully equipped clubhouse,
a modern state-of-the-art convention
centre, gazebos and a big food court
with viewing gallery. One can witness
the cultural dances of entertainment

including the famous Cheraw dance -

in the evening. Dance to the tune of
traditional songs and enjoy a scrump-
tious spread of Mizo dinner.
Thenzawl Deer Park is the home to
the state animal Serow, and is the
only one of its kind in-Mizoram. It
was established in the year 1994.
Thenzaw] Deer Park is recognized as
a Mini Category Zoo with more than
10 hectare of open area. The Park was
created to give a protected home to
the deer and is a must visit place in

Thenzawl. They are kept in their natu-
ral environment, and only the
boundaries are protected. One can
visit the park and see these pretty
animals quite close. Pony Riding at
Thenzawl is an interesting activity,
which is set up by Animal Husbandry
department, Govt. of Mizoram. The
ride takes place in wide open valleys
‘where anyone can enjoy riding these

. ponies. There is a beautiful lake be- .

side this pony riding facility; boats
are available for anyone interested in
boat riding. This is a popular picnic
spot amongst the locals.

From those initial days of settle-
ment, today Thenzawl is popularly
known for its Mizo handloom indus-
try. The weaving products by the
Thenzawl town are gaining worldwide
popularity. Loin loom er backstrap
loom is the main source of income for
the people of Mizoram, especially

women. Puan’ which means cloth, is -

the traditional clothing of the native

people of Mizoram and plays a spe-
cial role in their life. Out of the many
clothes, Puan plays a special role in
the social fabric of the Mizo's. The
weaving of the Puans is done by
women on the loin loom. The loin
loom is very versatile in the sense that
it supports. a range of possibilities
that can be woven with intricate de-
signs and motifs.

With its exquisitely rich hand-wo-
ven products produced nationally and
internationally, the northeast region is
widely praised for their indigenous
variety and interesting use of colour
and motif in their weaving. One such
traditional product is the dress of
Mizoram known as 'Puans' (Puwaan),
meaning cloth in Mizo language. Puan
is occasionally woven on a frame and
is mostly worn by young girls during
the festive season.

" The weaver sits in front of the loom,
fixes the back strap and rests her leg
on the footrest. The footrest can be

adjusted to keep the loom in tension.
The weaving is done on the loom by a
shedding motion, a picking motion,
and a beating motion. The length of
Puan is normally 60 to 65 inches. It
takes a wegk or more to finish a plain
Puan, and a month or more for one
with patterns, on a loin loom. With its
varieties of floral print, Paun occupies
a place of pride in a Mizo woman's
wardrobe. These motifs hold tradi-
tional and cultural significance to each
tribe. The traditional way of wearing
Puan is to wrap it around the waist.
Handloom industry plays a crucial
role in the socio-economic develop-
ment of the majority of rural masses in
the north eastern region. Women are
the sole weavers of Mizoram and
through this; they: have found a niche
in the international markets of
handloom and handicraft. This has
made them self-reliant financially and
helps them lead life with dignity and
respect. o ,

~ Love for Indian Ocean

By Sukant Deepak

— one of India's oldest bands,

vocalist and bass guitarist Rahul
Ram feels that over the past three
decades, the band has become the
centerpiece of his life. Remembering
that in the early days, they hardly
managed to get any shows, with only
a total of seven in 1991, 1992, 1993
and 1994; and eamning a grand total
of maybe Rs 95,000, he smiles, "So
clearly we were doing it for love, and
not money. Anywhere we played,
people always asked for more. I think
that is what has kept us going -- peo-
ple's admiration and the kind of fun
we have been having."

Considering that some very fine
independent bands have not been
able to survive beyond a few years,
Ram says that the reason Indian
Ocean has is partly because the
members were already adults when
they came together.

“Most bands break up because
of ego, because the guys just can-
not get along with each other any-
more. Even those who turn profes-
sional after playing together in col-
lege rgrely make it through more t'han
10 years. Of course bands like 'Pa-
rikrama', 'Euphoria’ and a few others
are an exception. So I think, the age
factor made a lot of difference, and

In his 30th year with Indian Ocean

the fact that we loved what we were
doing — experimenting and creating
new sounds.” : :
Talk to him how the digital revo-
lution has made albums a thing of
the past, and the musician says that
the same has ensured that the the
hold of the music companies over
artists has gone. "They have no rel-
evance now. With the advances in
technology, you don't need big stu-
dios, and can do a lot of stuff your-
self at home with SoundCloud and
so on. Of course, this has also meant
a lot of crowd in this space as any-
one can cut an album now. Consid-
ering we have longevity on our side
in the sense that people already know
about us, so we don't have to fight.
But even Western musicians say,
that to survive the contemporary
model, you have to be healthy and
touring and performing in order to
make money. Downloads just do not
make money, considering the fact In-
dians are used to a diet of paying
for nothing. Playing live is essen-

" tially our only source of revenue.

Apart from that, doing music for a
film etc.," says the member of Indian
Ocean, which was recently a part of
HCL Digital Concerts.

Talking about how very few cor-
poates in India, unlike their coun-

" terparts in the west contribute to-

wards art and culture, Ram has an

interesting take, "Of course, as a

musician, I will always say that they
should do more, but don't you think
even we should see what they are
getting out of it? It's two-way traf-
fic, no?

Ram, who'is also a part of 'Aisi
Taisi Democracy', along with Stand-
up comedian Sanjay Rajoura and
writer-lyricist Varun Grover remem-
bers that the moment he saw Rajou-
ra's first performance, he started im-
agining the Hindi songs that could
illustrate what he was talking about.
"It has been a great ride for six years
and we are having loads of fun. It is
a part of me that I cannot do in Indi-

-an Ocean.. In the band, I am switched

on from the time we get on stage t'il!
we get off stage, fully. And in Aisi
Taisi , the duration of the songs are
less, so I can actually sit back and
relax and enjoy the whole thing a lot
more." ] .
Talking about his experience in
Bollywood, with movies like 'Black
Friday', 'Peepli Live', and 'Masaan',
Ram says that though they have
enjoyed being part of these and
some other films, he has no desire to
become a full-time Bollywood per-
son. "That's 2 swamp I want to keep

away from," he signs off.

(Sukant Deepak can be contact-
ed at sukant.d@ians.in)

‘Viruses a crown of thorns
'borne for centuries’

By Vishnu Makhijani

"panspermia”, a hypothesis that life exists

scape without trees”. ' ‘
~ All these discases emerged - or remerged, more virulent
and dangerous - as a result of human encroachment on

t began as
throughout the Universe, that was coined by the 5th’

century BC Greek polymath Anaxagorus. He theorised
that the first contaminants - as also other organisms ~ made
their appearance via meteors that had loosened from large
stars and plunged down to earth, carrying "seeds every-
where and thus generating life". Aristotle pipped him at
the post with the more believable theory of spontaneous
generation of life on earth. :

Forgotten for nearly 2,000 years, Anaxagorus' was re-
vived at the tuin of the 19th century when astrobiology
became 2 respéctable science. Fred Hoyle and Chandra
Wickramasinghe published "Diseases From Space" in 1979
that ascribed the 1918 flu pandemic to an unspecified extra-
terrestrial source. )

"It did not go down well. After the SARS epidemic of
2003, the idea was revived briefly - as it will be now, with-
out doubt," Ishrat Syed and Kalpana Swaminathan, doc-
tors writing as Kalpish Ratna, contend in "A Crown Of
Thorns - The Coronavirus And Us" (Context), adding for
good measure- that in'2009, the Indian Space Research
Organisation. (ISRO), which has for long conducted air-
sampling balloon experiments, had recovered three novel
strains of bacteria from altitudes of 27 and 41 km.

_Today, as Covid-19 sweeps the planet, we are panicked
and baffled. Bombarded with disinformation and panic-
inducing statistics, we are cowed by the enormity and
uncertainty of what's unfolding. :

The narrative, so far, has been about a novel coronavi-
rus. But Covid-19 is not just about SARS-CoV-2. It is about
the virus and us. :

We have coexisted with viruses from the dawn of evo-
lution. What has changed? Is it this 'new virus'? Or, has
something changed in us? Have we disrupted something
crucial in Nature? .

"A Crown of Thorns" is science and history woven
into the human story - the long view on a pandemic that's
consuming us. Kalpish Ratna, writing in the singular, distil
their study of plagues and epidemics into a work packed
with ideas that provoke and insights that illuminate.

Their previous book, "The Secret Life of Zika Virus (2017)
examined the emergence of the Congenital Zika Syndrome.
"Synapse" (2019) combines fiction with a heavy dose of
facts and deals with crucial breakthroughs in neuroscience,

and with cameos from numerous scientific luminaries; the .

hair-raising stories traverse time, space and the dark un-

derbelly of scientific progress. o
Covid-19 was no surprise, the book maintains. -

"After the 2003 outbreak of SARS and the 2012 out-

break of Middle East Respiratory Syndrome (MERS), it
was only a matter of time before another lethal coronavi-

rus struck us. .
"Were we unprepared", or rather,

happen again?" . . .

"We failed to prevent it because we failed to recong-
nise a truth that stares is in the face.

n[t would be more correct to say we refuse to recognise
it," says the book, that attempts to take the reader away
from the "Hai Ram, yeh kya go gaya hai" (Oh God, what is
happening) syndrome to a more rational line of reasoning.

Be it yellow fever, zika fever, chikunguny2, ebola, Ni-
pah virus Of what have you, they might be different but
"heir landscape of origin is the same. And it is a shock-
ingly familiar one no matter where you live. It is a’land-

"Why did we let it

forests. _

"Historically, we might trace them to tropical rainfor-
ests, but right now we must look closer to home. Because
the forest was, till very recently, right here somewhere, in
and about your housing colony, around that gated high-
rise and its adjacent slum," the book says.

"Disease is driven by capitalism today: the forests of
Asia, Africa, Central and South Americas are enslaved to
richer nations to produce goods that serve few and bank-
rupt millions. The use of forests to fuel the greed of capi-
talism must cease. Else, a landscape without trees may
soon become a landscape without people,” the book says.

What else can we do? ‘ _

Noting that the standard narrative of Covid-19 is bi-
ased - the virus gets all the attention, but Covid-19 isn't
about the virus, "it is about us", the book says: "We are a
species in an evolutionary cul-de-sac. The virus is much
older at this game of survival. Still, we've survived viruses
since we emerged, haven't we...History is the narrative of
conquest, disease is the narrative of defeat” and the hu-
man race today is "poised between these two".

So, "why not reclaim the playbook (all the pieces and
parts that make up the go-to approach for getting things
done)? ‘ ‘

"Why not reconsider Covid-19 from the human van-
tage, from our point of view?
"And while we wait for vaccines and therapies, why
not repair health?
"Whose life is it.anyway?" Yours and mine, Kalpish
Ratna; so let's get on with it! (ZANS) ' :
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ecently the Indian Navy an

nounced the selection of two

women officers Sub Lieuten-
ant Kumudini Tyagi and Sub Lieu-
tenant Riti Singh as helicopter ob-
servers, making them the first female
airborne warship operators. In
March this year, the Supreme Court
held that a woman short service com-
mission officer in the Navy is eligi-
ble for a permanent commission.

Women in combat

roles: Touching the sky

The Navy also inducted the first
female pilot in December last year.
These incidents have historically
meant for women in the Navy,
women were not previously allowed
to have a permanent commission.
Now a Supreme Court decision has
allowed permanent commission for
women.

Before 1992, women officers were
included in the medical stream -only
from the Armed Forces Medical
Services in the Navy. From July
1992, the Navy began to include
women, initially through a Special
Entry Scheme and later through the
Short Service Commission, only in
selected branches of the Navy.

One more thing to note is that
currently women are included only
as commissioned officers and not
in other ranks which are in the cat-
egory of junior commissioned offic-
ers and non-commissioned officers.
In the early 2000s, female officers
from the medical and logistic
streams were deployed on naval
vessels. While these deployments
lasted for only four-five years, they
were later discontinued for various
reasons.

Last December, the Navy an-
nounced the induction of a female
officer as the pilot of the Dornier
aircraft, which are wing aircraft op-
erated from wing installations. Now,
the Navy has included two female
officers as observers for the heli-
" copter stream Announced to do so.
Observers are aerial pilots who fly
on Navy-operated helicopters or
fixed-wing aircraft. ‘

Until now, women had been in-
cluded as observers for fixed-wing
aircraft that take off and land ash.
Entry into the helicopter stream
means that female officers can now
be deployed on frontline warships
from where helicopters can operate.

There are examples of female soldiers in combat roles in countries such
as Israel, ‘Ger_many, America, and Australia. In India, gender equality
can be achieved by setting professional standards and adhering

to them yv{'thout prejudice. If the workforce of women in India
and participation realizes its full potential, then the day is not
far when Indian women will be covered all over the world

Throughout the flight of women
in this way, their critics are also con-
cerned that too much media and pub-
lic attention on these new entrants
may put undue pressure on them.
While women officers at a distance

military leaders in these processes.

According to Article 16, gender
cannot serve only as a basis for un-
equal and unequal treatment in any

area, including defense forces.:

Such a women's right to enter this
area is a constitutional right, also

ticle 14 needs to be determined by

the right to reasonableness which
forbids any "prohibition” and "ab-
solute" prohibition.

There are examples of female sol-
diers in combat roles in countries
such as Israel, Germany, America,

appreciate the support of many male

that the right to equality under Ar-

and Australia. This gender equality.

in us can be achieved by establish-
ing professional standards and ad-
hering to them without prejudice.

.The roadmap to' include women

should be included. in a policy. For
the concern of preserving the de-
cency and dignity of women offic-
ers, there should be a detailed code

of conduct for no adverse event.
Germany, Taiwan, and New Zea-
land are countries whose women run
their governments. These are lo-
catéd on three different continents,
with three countries managing the
epidemic . better . than their
neighbors. Along the same lines, a

recent detailed study by research-

ers in the United States states that __

female governors have had fewer
deaths related to COVID-19, per;-
haps partly because of female gov-
ernors. First acted more decisively
by issuing domestic orders of stay.
The authors of the study con-
clude that a female leader is more
effective than their male counter-
parts in times of crisis. There will
be many critics who question the
reliability of the conclusion that de-
ficiencies in the data are somewhat
limited. Many would also indicate
that it is dangerous to make broad
generalizations based on one study.
Of course, studies such as these do
not establish the superiority of all
female leaders over their male coun-
terparts. But we can say that if
women get a chance, they can prove
their superiority well. o
Recent experience and such stud-
ies need to get rid of important im-
plicit biases-and assumptions about
female effectiveness in leadership
roles. This appointment in India is
another milestone for women in the
Navy, in March this year, the Su-
preme Court held the Right to Serve
Women Officers from the Short
Service Commission in the Navy eli-
gible to receive a Permanent Com-
mission (PC). The tenure of the
Short Service Commission in the
Armed Forces is 10°years, which ex-
tends to four years, after which of-
ficers may be eligible for a perma-
nent commission. .
The battle for gender equality is
about facing the battle of the minds. .
History is replete with examples
where women are denied their just

" rights undér the law and the right.

to fair and equal treatment in the
workplace. Over the years, more
women have earned worldwide

-names in the fields of Science, Tech-

nology, Engineering, and Math-
ematics (STEM). .
However, as far as employment
is concerned, the -dropout rate
among women is also high espe-
cially due to marriage maternity and
maternity. There are options like
working from home, yet today we
need to do a lot more. Women from
rural and urban areas have very dif-
ferent issues so there should be dif-
ferent policies for different areas.
If the participation of the wom-
en's. workforce in India realizes its
full potential, then the day is not
far when Indian women will be cov-
ered all over the world.
- (The author is a Research
Scholar in’ Pol Science, Delhi Uni-
versity) ‘ IR

":Star - Gazing’

By Pt. Ajai Bhambi

* Sunday, October 4, 2020

" Moon opposite Mercury on your solar retum chart will give exceptional
results for the whole year ahead. You will get many opportunities to grow
in business/job. Financial position too will be stable and strong. You will
also meet a special person, and the benefits will be reaped later. You will

routine. You will achieve a lot in your business and work. Your associates/
colleagues will help you a lot. The expansion of your business is going
fo be done on a grand scale. New property fike land, building, vehicle, goid,
silver etc. might be purchased. You will prepare a new strategy for
marketing and business. Take decisions with your mind, rather than your

| heart.

Aries: (March 21 - April 20) .

Your career, reputation, and public life are influenced by the

planetary combination. Increased public recognition and

ional success characterizes this period. An event may

occur that expands your career or professional interests, and

you derive more pleasure from these activities. Reliability and

creativity will take you places now. The more willing you are

to put yourself in the limelight, the more positive the rewards.

'ou are outgoing and your initiative is stronger than ever. You

would brifiantly and effectively handle difficult projects at work,

Business associates bring good news and lucrative terms and
opportunities.

Taurus: (April 21 - May 21) . o
Friendship, love, romance and children are highlighted.You
would have new attitudes towards family, finance, and social
relationships. Home and family matters capture your attention
and are a strong source of pride. It is a time when worldly
matters are not as important to you. Use this ‘energy fo find
ways 10 improve your interpersonal refations and your home
and work environment. You might be a bit of a showman at
this time. This is a favorable time to go for higher leaming and
for joining new courses to improve your professional skills and
efficiency. Your family would be more supportive. It's a great
time to make improvements fo your regular routines.

Gemini: (May 22 - June 21)
ards and nition in your professional life. You would
:; work hardrev(?lg an inclination towards more detafled work,
and it can get to you at times. Personal projects are on an
upswing. You are in a position to inspire others through what
you create. Incomme from foreign sources could also figure this
time. You feel on top of things and replete with good health and

With communication, creativity and judgment you gain money
energy.

and influence in business ventures. Success brings status and
respect as you dominate the professional scene. This is the
fight time to participate in community events and share views,
ideas and feelings with people around you. This phase brings
. (June 22 - July 22
Cancer { A period of r:grd vzmk and effort is in your forecast. You would
be taking an new respansibilities and will enjoy the challenges.
A new set-up in an existing home or a new home altogether
be a sense of renewal and reinvigoration with regard fo your
domestic routines, comfort, and feeling of security. This is a
phase when you have an increased awareness of your need
for a solid foundation—a place to return to when the rest of the
world gets o you. Do not isolate yourself when you are feeling
down. Friends and loved ones will suppart you and listen to
you when ym;sair your feelings.
: (July 23 - August )

Leo: (July Pracﬁwlgmaﬂers)wme into strong focus and demand attenhYon.
An nity to expand on a global level arrives now. You
woum r':ryore enxzargy for work and your daily routine tend
speed up now. You are required to do a balancing act, and
'something big is in the pipeline. There may be some confusion
your dreams and ideas regarding -your career. Give
yourself time to digest everything before you make a move.
You will also thoroughly enjoy artistic, musical, or cultural
events and activities, especially in the company of a loved
one. You instinctively know how to place yourself in the best
fight in order to make a good impression on others. increased

energy for health routines and work is with you.

H ust 24 - September 22

virgo (AugThere may be debates anL discussions in family and you may
face some opposition. You are likely to exert your energy and

initiative into actively pursuing a rewarding love life, social
amusement, and pleasure in general. You have a likeable

also make yoga, meditation, walking, exercise etc. a part of your daily

may be part of the picture in the coming weeks. There wil also’

Libra: {September 23 - October 23) .

3

"Scorpio:(October 24 - November 22)

¥

" connecting, communicating, and learning is your best bet now.

Sagittarius: (November 23 - December 21)

Capricorn:

"Aquarius:

f

Pisces: (February 19 - March 20)

-p<
>

" earthy, tactile, and comforting endeavours.

‘time to do what you can to build trust in your family life and

- relationships are more important to you. There would be a

and competitive temperament. There is a stronger desire fo
creative endeavors, athletics and risk-taking pursuits. It might
be hard for you to work with others in a harmonious manne
and a few conflicts are possible. You especially enjoy games
that involve competing with others on a mental level. You have
a-stronger need than usual for intellectual stimulation.

This phase brings good-luck for love and romance. Ego
confrontations with family members are possible now, but the
best way to handle this is to do your best to strengthen you
relationship with your family and your home base. This is 2

a strong foundation within yourself, so that regardiess of what:
you meet in the outside world over the next weeks, you have
a secure place to return to. Besides spending more time tending
to domestic affairs, the focus can be on cultivating and
nouristt\ling your inner foundation that support you and you
growth.

Associates at work might find you less sociable, as you are
busier than ever and you focus on your activities and you
needs. You might have a more materialistic view of life. and
are more attracted to objects and possessions that give yo
status. You can improve your love life by bringing more
understanding and sharing views with each other. You are
more inclined to seek a broad understanding of people and of
your immediate environment. Concentrating on listening,

if health is affected, fevers or infections are more likely.

This period brings new horizons in your romantic and love life,
You explore and search, make new connsctions, and pa
attention to your immediate environment. Give other people
little extra time and attention, notice their efforts on your behalf,
and strengthen your connections. You are more curious and
alert than usual, and you could be quite busy with work. Much
energy is expended in understanding and adapting to you
immediate environment. Siblings, neighbours, close rela
tives, friends, and co-workers may play a more important role
than usual in your life, You are eager to investigate new things|
whether scientific or technical.

(December 22 - January 20)
The planetary configuration promotes your luck in work relate
areas. You would be especially fond of home and family life
You are more receptive and gentle on a romantic level, and
tend to be sentimental now. Loyalty and sensitivity in you

bright opportunity to_travel, leaming or the publishing of a
project. Getting your finances on track will be necessary at thi
time. Do your best to avoid letting emotions rule over good
judgment when it comes. to expenses’ and other financial
matters. Share your thoughts and feelings with others and yo
may be surprised at the suppart you receive from close friend
and loved ones.

(January 21 - February 18)

Pay close attention to performance, it will be rewarded and
continuity to perform work would be visible to senior col
leagues and peaple in authority. You will have the ability to build
up financial and monetary pursuits and can expect good
returns from overseas business. Your idealistic nature i
stimulated, and you are likely to yearn for a connection to more:
spiritual or idealistic pursuits. A sense of belonging throug
connection to something larger than yourself is something thal
is entering your life now.There may be a development of
romance at your work place. You turn your attention on fitness
and diet programs.

There would be happiness and fulfillment through the expan
sion of your mind, widening of your social circle, travel, and
connections to people of a different cultural background. You
dreams and ideas about intimacy come info focus, but could
also bring the flaws in this area of your life to light. An income
boost is likely in this pericd. This is a phase when you have
an increased awareness of the physical world of the senses,
and this is a time to start fresh in terms of how you arrange you
life in order to feel a sense of value and worthiness. it is aiso
a wonderful time for taking moments to please yourself througl

Cloud Computing:
Storing for future

By Ranjan K Baruah -

t the time of present pandemic
situations, we are bound to -

think of new career options
which might be useful and help us
in getting placement easily. We have
seen the importance of technology

| during the crisis time especially when

it comes to imparting education. Dur-
ing these days technology has be-
come crucial and most important to
continue our learning and attending
classes. This ‘situation has enabled
us to-plan our career related to tech-
nology and how best it can be used
by us. ‘

Today, we are talking about an op-
tion which is known to us but we
need to know more about it and learn

more about it for sustainable place-.

ment and jobs or self employed in
the field of computer technology.
We-are talking about cloud comput-
ing and how it can be a career op-
tion for us. Cloud computing is the
on-demand availability of computer
system resources, especially data
storage (cloud storage) and comput-
ing power, without direct active man-
agement by the user.

We might be thinking that all of
us do not have any connection with
it and it is only connected with a few
individuals associated with technol-
ogy. But the fact is we are probably
using cloud computing right now,
even if we don't realise it.

When we use an online service
to send email, edit documents, watch
movies or TV, listen to music, play
games or store pictures and other

) files, it is likely that cloud comput-

ing is making it all possible behind
the scenes. The first cloud comput-
ing services are barely a decade old,
but already a variety of organisa-
tions-from tiny start-ups to global
corporations, government agencies
to non-profits-are embracing the
technology for all sorts of reasons.

The term 'Cloud Computing' Is
generally used to describe data cen-
tres available to many users over the

-Internet. Large clouds, predominant

today, often have functions distrib-
uted over multiple locations from
central servers. If the connection to

| the user is relatively close, it may be
designated an edge server. In sim-

ple terms, cloud computing is the de-

livery of computing services-includ-
ing servers, storage, databases, net-
working, software, analytics, and in-
telligence-over the Internet ("the
cloud") to offer faster innovation,
flexible resources, and economies of
scale.

Cloud computing is popular and
widely used because there are ad-
vantages like cost, speed, global
scale, productivity, performance, re-
liability and security. It eliminates
the capital expense of buying hard-

‘ware and software and setting up

and running on-site datacenters-the
racks of servers, the round-the-clock
electricity for power and cooling, the
IT experts for managing the infra-
structure.

The benefits of cloud computing
services include the ability to scale
elastically. There are three different
ways to deploy cloud services: on a
public cloud, private cloud or hybrid
cloud.

Trained young people in India
will have more opportunity in cloud
computing as it is becoming more
prevalent in companies, both large
and small. The requirement is also
high and it is expected over a million

jobs in the sector will be created in

the country by 2022, aécording to a

‘report. Cloud architects and other

specialists with experience can earn
more.

benefits of Cloud Computing, Gov-
ernment of India has embarked upon
an ambitious initiative - "GI Cloud"
which  has been named as
*MeghRaj". The focus of this initia-
tive is to accelerate delivery of e-
services in the country while
optimizing ICT spending of the
Government. This will ensure opti-
mum utilization of the infrastructure
and speed up the development and

. deployment of eGov applications.

Aspirants who are interested to
learn more about it may join a few
basic online courses which provide -
certificate courses for the beginners.
Computer engineers or software ex-
perts may choose to master them-
selves in this field and become cloud
architects. There are certificate -pro-
grammes, post graduate diploma
which can be opted by aspirants to
make their career in the field of cloud
computing.

(The author is a career mentor
and can be reached at 8473943734
or bkranjan@gmail.com)
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“A talent for drama is not a talent for
writing, but is an ability to articulate
human relationships.”

--- Gore Vidal
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Between hope and hopelessness
AMID a scenario of utter hopelessness, some hope
emerges in a nation that is set to become the world’s
top Covid-19-infected landmass. Union Health
Minister Dr Harsh Vardhan stated on Sunday that
the government aimed to provide some 25 crore
people —one-fifth of the total population — the much-
needed preventive vaccine by the middle of next
year. This is how the vaccine scenario is shaping
up; and this also means there is no easy éscape
from the pandemic. Several vaccines are under trial
at various stages, and the final outcomes would be
out in another nine months’ time. Since India is an
active player in the development of a vaccine, the
nation can hope to have an added advantage, though
big entities like the US, Russia, China; Israel etc
are also hard at work. India by now reported over
65 lakh Covid cases, keeping it at the world’s
second worst-hit level next only to that of the US in
terms of infections. A comfort is that some 55 lakh

of those tested positive have responded to treatment

and recovered; and the deaths are of the order of
nearly a lakh. The recovery is of the order of 76,000
against the daily infection rate of 80,000; hence the
recovery rate is about 84 per cent.

The entire nation is hit, but the worst-hit as of -

now are some 10 states and UTs, the worst among
them being Maharashtra from the very start, as also
Karnataka now. Unlock-5 has eased restrictions
on the ongoing lockdown to a large extent.
However, what cannot be lost sight of is the fact
that the present Covid scenario is also a result of
the easing of the lockdown to facilitate economic
and public activities to a large extent. The movement
of migrant labour added to the nation’s plight. The
death of a Union minister, the infection to Vice
President Venakiah Naidu, and the scene from the
US where President Donald Trump and his family-
members too falling victim to the pandemic meant
that the virus is in no mood to spare even the high
_ and mighty, despite the security that envelopes their
lives. That was the meSsage that came from the UK
too, where PM Boris Johnson fell ill but recovered.
It is in these situations that the Bihar assembly
elections have been called for in November. It
remains to be seen how the polls would impact the
Covid scene in the state. The outpouring of the entire
populace to the voting booths could have serious
adverse effects. However, democracy too cannot

stand paralysed.

Chaotic exam

. pressure

Editor,

This letter is not just from
my side but this is what
thousands of final semester
under- graduate students
have been tormented with.
Our career is being tortured
in the most brutal way by
none other than the most
prestigious university of
North East India, the North-
Eastern Hill University
(NEHU) and I have no regret
in saying this.

Firstly, we were taught
nothing in the name of the
so-called online classes all
these months and only in
the last moment, just a few
days prior to our exams, most
teachers got charged up and
rushed to complete their
syllabus ignoring the fact
that most students could not
even cope up with the online
classes and "concept and
understanding” was
brutally murdered by most
teachers. Secondly, NEHU
decided to conduct online as
well as offline exams for the
UG students and on
September 23 2020 we got
our exam routine and
therefore some students
chose online mode while
some chose offline mode.
But just days later we ali
were suggested to opt for
online mode by our HODs
and if in case we still want
to write offline then we must
write an application letter to
our respective principals
and seek their permission.
Till here things looked fine

and normal. But the real
chaos begins from here. -
On September 28, 2020,
just 9 days prior to our exams
we all received a letter from
NEHU about the Standard
Operating Procedure (SOP)
of the UG exams and
through this letter we all
were informed that our
online exam will be held on
a website named, "My
Placement Perfectice”. We

were also suggested to -

download the app of the
same website from the
Google Play Store. The
rating of the app was around
1.4 stars on Playstore and
this was when most
students started panicking.
But we still downloaded the
app as per the instructions
of NEHU.

Again on October 1, 2020
we received another
notification from NEHU
informing us about a mock
test that all students must
attempt on the website or on
the app on October 3-5 2020.
This mock test was actually
a mockery for every UG
student because the
majority of us could not
even log on to the app or
the website using the
credentials that were given
to us by our respective
colleges. The app continued
crashing and the browser
was unresponsive. Every
time we entered our log in
details it showed that our
details are incorrect. When
we spoke to our respective
teachers they also seemed

confused about this and.

told us that perhaps the

Traditional concept
of the after-life

The general Hynnie-
wirep belief about the after-
life is that when one dies the
person will go to eat betel
nut in the corridors of the
house of God(‘bam kwai ha
duar U Blei’). The commonly
accepted concept is that the
corridors of the house of
God is the ultimate dwelling
place of the soul after it is
separated from the body.
The idea of eating betel nut
perhaps has some
connection with it being the
most popular food item in
the culture which also has
some connection with what
people consider to be their
definitive leisure.

Perhaps it also has to do

with the saying in Pnar
‘sadu u chong tae rifi khri-
pathi hi eh’, which literally
means one has all the time
of her/his life to just sit in
leisure and do nothing but
pull and push the areca nut
basket or the ‘shang kwai’.
The saying is often referred
to families who are well-off
and do not have to go to
work or do anything at all in
their entire life. Hence the
concept of a happy and
peaceful life is when one
has to do nothing at.all but
spend the rest. of one’s life
eating betel-nut.

The idea is that the
afterlife is a place of eternal
rest that man’s spirit
proceeds to after spending
his earthly life by
respecting family on both
sides (mother and father’s
clan  side), earning
righteousness, 'respecting
fellow humans and living life
in reverence towards God
and the deities.. The other
question of whether the
Hynfiiew Trep believes in
universal salvation or that
a benevolent God saves all
the souls. This is.a subject

that needs more study. It is

also not clear if they even
have a concept of a
judgemental God who
adjudicates on how humans
live their lives. Considering
the fact that ours is a tribal
community, the world view
of the people will be within
the community only and
hence there does not seer
to be a concept of the saved
and the damned amongst
the people. )

The religion of the Khasi

Pnar is not a religion of the’
-scriptures

like
Abrahamic religion or some
eastern or oriental religions
which rely on their sacred
books. On the other hand
traditional religion is rather

By HH Mohrmen

the .

a practicing religion that one
can understand only when
one studies the traditions
that are being practiced by
the people. The traditions
and stories are not only their
covenant with the creator or
the divine, but they are also
believed to be God’s
revelations to creation. The
tradition of ‘choh syiar’
which  is part of the
cremation ceremonies for
the deceased person in
some area, gives us the idea
that the rooster. plays the
role of a mediator between
the living and the creator.
The rooster takes the role of
a mediator between humans
and the creator.
Obviously there is a

great difference between the.

be on the perpetrator, but
misfortune can also befall on
one’s relatives or even one’s
descendants.. It largely
depends on the nature of the
sin committed. There are
certain sins which one can
be forgiven for simply by

offering  sacrifices to
appease the offended
deities.

Amongst the Pnar there

is also the concept of ‘ki
Sangia ki Saret’ or the spirit
of the dead ancestors who
visit the family every now
and then. The tradition of
‘ka Siang ka Pha/ka phor’ or
the offering of food which is
part of the last rites of the
deceased - person is
connected with the spirit of
the dead. Ka siang ka pha is

concept of paradise in the
Abrahamic religion and the
concept of afterlife in Khasi
Pnar context, but one
distinct feature between the
two is in the idea of hell. In
fact it is not clear if there is
even a concept of hell in the
traditional beliefs system.
Although there is a
saying like ‘ka Nurok ka
ksew’ or ‘ki khyndai pateng
fiiamra’ which perhaps is the
influence of other cultures,
but these sayings are not
found among the other sub-
tribes of the Hyniiiew Trep.
The reason is because there
is no corresponding idea of
these concepts amongst the
War and the Pnar of Jaifitia
hills. In fact there is no War
or Pnar translation of these

two ideas which is only

available in Khasi. Because
hell is also connected with
sin, it is perhaps only right
to try and look at how the
two communities unde-
rstand sin. To begin with
even the word ‘pap or pop’
is perhaps the influence from
the outside ‘culture but in

‘the War and the Pnar

context if & person commits
a ‘pap’ or sin, retribution will

1 cha ki

‘swa’ meaning self or own
and ‘rupa’ which means
form or nature and ‘swarup’
is one’s own form or nature;’
hence the word ‘sarup’.

And there is also a
saying ‘ksan nia ksan
chang’ wherein relatives
pray to the gods or God for
the welfare and the well-
being of the family and
relatives. In fact this and ‘lai
suk cha duar U Blai’ is how
people bid goodbye to the
departed members of the
family.

Among the War and Pnar
the concept of afterlife is
that when a person dies, the
spirit lives on. In fact the
hills are not only the earthly
dwelling place of the living,

‘but it is also a place where

the spirit lingers after it has
left the body. There is also
the tradition that if a person
dies in a far off place or ¢
ryngkaw para/
nongwei’ or the domain of
the other regional deities, at
least the charred bones

¢ have to be taken back to

one’s place of birth where
the bones are interred in the
‘Mootylleifi Mootymmoh’
or the clan’s ossuary. The

| point is the person will find

also being offered during
Behdiefikhlam festival and
cremation by both the War

and Pnar. This also explains

why the Khasi, the Pnar and
the War have the tradition of
not washing their cooking
pots in the evening: After
every dinner or evening meal
people always keep some
portion ' of food in the
utensils. The reason i$ to
leave some food for the
spirits to partake from if they
come to visit the family

" during the night.

People also believe that
when they their deceased
relatives in their dreams it is
because the spirits of the
dead relatives came to visit
them (‘wan 4 jngieh’). There
are many stories of the
spirits of deceased persons
visiting the family and it is
believed . that the family
members see their dead
relatives . in person (‘hei
Sarup’) albeit not in a living
form. If ‘sarup’ is another
influence from the plains
which is connected to the
Sanskrit word ‘swaroop’ is
also another question. In
Sanskrit ‘Swaroop’ is a
combination of two words

eternal solace only when the
ceremony is complete and
at least the charred bones
are kept in the clan’s
ossuary. A similar ceremony
is called ‘lum shyiang’
among the War Jaifitia. If a
person disappears for a
long period of time and is
presumed dead, or if a
person dies without his/her
last rites being completed,
the tradition of ‘kaweh
sniii’'is performed by the
relatives. ‘Kaweh snifi’ is a
ceremony performed in
place of the last rites of the
person so that not only the
body is presumed to have
been disposed but more

‘importantly it is a tradition

by which the spirit is set
free. _

According to D. Lamar
(An insight to Behdieii-
khlam 2015) in the Pnar
context the Universe is
made up of three layers. The
invisible realm (‘Ki soo
rkep,)’ the abode -of the
Almighty/heaven (‘i bneiii’)
and the physical world
where creation lives (‘i
pyrthai’) Therefore the idea
of hell where the sinners will
be punished is a foreign
idea as it does not find
mention in the tradition.

(Email: hhmorhmen67
@gmail.com) ‘

server has crashed-due to

huge traffic. If this website/
app couldn't let us attempt
a simple mock test then
what assurance can NEHU.
give us that this app won't
crash or hang on the day of

" our actual exams. If this app

couldn't control the traffic
of a few hundred students
then on the day of our
exams, how can we expect
this website/app to control
a traffic of over 22 thousand
final year students?

Also, the SOP mentions

‘that we need to write our

answers in A4 sheet paper

‘and after completing the

paper we must scan our

-answer sheets, merge it into

a single PDF file and upload
the same on the website/
app -and also send the
papers to our respective
colleges. How does NEHU
expect every student to be
so technologically adva-
nced when they themselves
are dependent on an app
with a rating of 1.4 stars on
the Play Store?

We hope things get

‘ resolved soon because if it

doesn't then our sinking

career will haunt us for the
rest of our lives

Yours etc.,

Name withheld on

request

New faces, new

expectations

Editor,

On October 1,2020, anew
Chairperson was appointed
for the Meghalaya Public
Service Commission. Mr

Paul R. Marweiii, a former
Chief Engineer of the state’s
Public Works Department,
will have. th€ honorary
distinction of being the first
technoctat to occupy the
constitutional post. Besides
Mr Marweifi, Ms BT
Sangma, another techn-
ocrat, has also been
appointed as one of MPSC
members. Looking at the
current setup, with the
exception of one member
who is due to retire later this
month, all the other
members have secure
tenures for the next few
years. 1 would take this
opportunity through this
newspaper to urge the
MPSC "under the new
leadership of Mr Marweiii
to deeply introspect on the
many  problems and
negative criticisms that
plague the Commission, and
to take all steps necessary
to revamp the organisation
and raise it to a standard
that meets with approval in
the public eye.

It is the duty of the new
Commission to imbibe the
principles of integrity,
transparency. and acco-
untability in their
functioning. This is an
opportune moment for the
Commission to adopt new
measures which are in line
with the current times, and

“to up the ante by trying to

emulate the standards set
forth by the Union Public
Service Commission.
Another point 1 wish to
mention is on the delay in
releasing the Meghalaya
Civil Services (Maips)

results, which has been
pending for over 7-8 months,
despite being allowed to go
ahead with the examination
by a Division Bench of the
High Court last year, subject
to the outcome of a Single

- Bench in a particular pending

matter. Even the Supreme
Court has refused to interfere
as of now.

Furthermore, even the
Meghalaya Police Service
(Prelims) exam has not been
conducted, even after a span
of many -years since the last
recruitment  -——drive.
Recruitment to government
service is the principal task
of the MPSC, and as
informed citizens we look
forward to certain constru-
ctive changes such as
scrapping of interviews for
certain grades of employ-
ment as praposed by PM
Modi, videotaped interv-
iews, etc., to be implemented
immediately to instill
confidence in the masses. .

MPSC, as a matter of
record, has not always been
portrayed in a good light in
the past. Hence they should
take this opportunity to bring
good vibes and changes into
an already stagnant public
system, MPSC is an
autonomous  institution
under the Constitution of
India, and it must remember

its mandate. The Comm-
- ission should insulate itself

from any form of political
interference, and must strive
for the greater good of
society. Until MPSC learns
to distance itself from any
political affiliation, positive
change is going to be very

TOTHEEDITOR ‘

hard to come by.
’ Yours etc.,
Jeremiah Syngkli,
Viaemail

Havoc caused by
incessant rains
Editor, .
Last week incessant rains
have created havoc in the
entire state. Roads were
either washed away or
blocked with piles of soil and
boulders. Culvert and
bridges were damaged or
destroyed. Pipelines which
supply drinking water to
households were either
damaged or snapped. All
these have created problems
not only to villagers but also
to city dwellers. The natural

-calamity has also cost the

Government Departments
especially PWD and PHE
dearly. The PWD must be
very busy in restoring road
connectivity and the PHE in
restoration of water supply.
I take this opportunity to
thank the PHE for restoring
the water supply from
Umkhen in little more than a
week’s time. My request to
the Shillong Municipality is
to deploy their water tankers
so as to minimise the water
problems in such times of
crisis. I also express my grief
and condolences to the
families that have lost their
dear ones in last week's
incident.
Youts etc.,
Elisha Sweety
Syiemiong,
Viaemail

Relevance of

Gandhi, today

By KK Muktan

This year we observe
Mahatma Gandhi’s 151st
birth anniversary. On this
occasion India is celebrating
his birthday with befitting
solemnity and paying
respectful homage to the
Father of the Nation. Prayer
meetings are being held at
Sabarmati Ashram, religious
discourses are organized and
Gandhiji’s philosophy is
being propagated across
India. It is, however,
lamentable that of late, Indian
people have been losing
their faith and reverence for
Bapuji and practically
departed from his ideals. His
birthdays are observed
merely for the sake of
formality and his great
philosophy is discussed in
academic institutions only.
Many of us tend to hold the
view  that  Gandhian
philosophy has become old
and obsolete and has no
relevance with the present
day order of things. While
the Gandhian ideology is
being revered across the
world, it is unfortunate that
in his. own home country
many of his great ideals are
gradually fading away.

In 2015 a huge statue of
Mahatma Gandhi was
erected at the Palace of
Westminster, London within
the premises of Parliament
Square. Gandhian
philosophy is gradually
gaining ground among
people across the world
today. Gandhiji’s beloved
prayer song - Vaishnava
janato ene kahiye, pir parai
janere, is sung with reverence
in countries like South Africa,
South Korea, Denmark,
Germany etc. every day, but
rarely in our own country.
Universal truth and ideals
propounded by great men
never fade away ; they remain
forever, as a great leading
force and inspire humanity
for peace,” love and
happiness.

Gandhiji’s teachings are
universal and more relevant
today than ever before.

However, one has to go deep

into the root of the matter to
really comprehend his
philosophy. For example,
Ahimsa  (non-violence)
literally means non-killing.
But the doctrine of Ahimsa
propounded by Gandhiji has
a world of meaning and takes
one into much higher realms

that are infinitely deeper than .

what it appears to be in the

literal sense. Ahimsa really

‘means that one must not
offend anyone nor harbour
uncharitable thoughts even
against one’s enemy. For
Gandhiji there is no room for
enemy, he denied the very
existence  of
Gandhiji’s ahimsa admits no
retaliation or a grudge in
one’s mind. If one returns a
blow for blow, he departs

from the doctrine of ahimsa.,

For Gandhiji non-violence
was a weapon which he used
during freedom movement of
India against the British and
he actually succeeded in his
mission, finally. -

Gandhiji propounded
Satyagraha or adherence to
truth. Truth, for Gandhiji
means what the inner -voice
tells us. Truth is within
ourselves. Gandhiji says,
there is an innermost center
within all of us where truth
abides in fullness. Every
wrongdoer knows within
himself that he is doing
wrong, but only a few refrain
from repeating that wrong.
The law of truth is merely
understood to mean that we
must speak the truth. Truth

is the source of our character. -

Love and truth are two faces
of the same coin. A person
cannot be true if he does not
love God’s creation. Truth
and love are, therefore the
complete sacrifice. Gandhiji
said, true love is boundless
like the ocean and, swelling
within one, spreads itself out
and, crosses all boundaries
and frontiers, envelops the
whole world. Love unites
while hatred divides.

From the above
expositions it is clear that the
ideologies of Mahatma

Gandhi are extremely relevant
to the prevailing situations
in the world, especially in
India today. The growing
hatred and intolerance
between man and man,
between community and
community, class and class
prevalent in our country can
be assuaged only through

. against

enemy. '

the -path shown by Gandhiji.
Ahimsa, truth and love are
the only antidote to the
disease that our country
suffers today. India has
plunged into a deep orgy of
hatred and intolerance
leading to violence and
mindless killing. Every day
the front pages of
newspapers are hit by news
of ghastly acts of lynching
and killing innocent people
simply on the grounds of
differences in faith, belief
and culture. People who
belong to the minority
communities are
systematically discriminated
against, assaulted and even

- killed. This state of affairs is

sickening the conScience of
every sensible Indian.

Sexual violence against
-women has become one of
the biggest social menace in
India. According to National
Crime Records Bureau, one
woman is raped every
twenty minutes in India.
Statistics reveal that the
incidence of rape and murder
is on the rise. Within the
period of one year from 2011
‘to 2012, sexual violence
women has
increased by 3 percent. This
is based on the cases
reported while many such
cases of violence go
unreported - because of
various reasons.

Violence against children
has become widespread and
pervasive in India. It has
many forms, such as -.
physical, sexual abuse,
negligence, and child labour.
Today millions of children
across India are victims of all
kinds of violence.

Acts of intolerance and
hatred against low caste
people by higher class
Hindus in' India is another
social menace that has
remained a harsh reality for
millions of Hindu Dalits. The
Dalits are socially humiliated,
economically oppressed and
physically ' assaulted.
Mahatma  Gandhi - was
against the caste system. He
called the low caste people
“Harijana” (children of God)
and gave equal respect to
them. In short the tragedy of
India-today 1is the religious
and class conflicts that have
plagued it since long past. It
1s against this menace that
Mahatma Gandhi fought
consistently until he finally
lost his life, for this cause.
He undertook hunger strike
unto death in order to end’
the human holocaust that
was perpetrated by Hindus
and Muslims against each
other. He looked upon all
religions with equal respect
and advised others to
honour each others’ religion.
He sang the famous prayer
song “Hindu Muslim, Sikh,
Ishai, hum sab hai bhai bhai”
and often held that honesty
and ahimsa should be the
‘principle of all religion and
social classes.

Mahatma Gandhi was the
one person who seemed to
comprehend the grave
consequences of India’s
partition. Unfortunately, a
wrong message was Spread
about his having agreed to
the partition of India along
communal lines. Gandhiji
neither agreed to the
proposal of partition nor was
a party to it in any way.
Because Gandhiji made his
position clear by saying - ‘let
it not be presumed that
Gandhi was party to India’s -
vivisection’. )

If only Mahatma Gandhi
were alive today, the situation
of our country would have
been different. Let us hope
that the India of tomorrow
will fulfill the dream of the
Mahatma which is reflected
in this prayer written by him -
on January 18, 1948 as he
broke his final fast, which he -
had undertaken to bring an
end to the waves of violence
between Hindus, Muslims
and other religious groups
throughout India.

Let me conclude this
article with his famous
prayer which he wrote in
January, 1948, just seven
days before he was
assassinated by a Hindu
fundamentalist, as he was
about to begin a public
prayer meeting.“From
untruth lead me unto truth/
From darkness lead me unto
light/From death lead me
unto life everlasting....... ?

(Email: muktankk
@yahoo.co.in)
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“There really can be no peace without
Justice. There can be no justice without
truth. And there can be no truth, unless
someone rises up to tell you the truth. ”

— Louis Farrakhan
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Bihar: Risky ride for Nitish
THE battle lines in Bihar are being drawn by rival
political formations, with the ruling JDU and the BJP
arriving at a seat-sharing formula, which has seri-
ous political implications for the future. The post-
poll scene is bound to be more challenging than it is
today due to a variety of newly emerging factors.
For one, while the JDU will contest 122 seats, the

BJP will field candidates in 121 seats. They are rather

on an equal footing as of now in terms of constitu-

ency-sharing.

There is curiosity as to what the final outcome

will be, especially as to whether the JDU leader
Nitish Kumar will be able to retain the CM’s post
even if this alliance manages to win the polls witha

majority in the state assembly. If the BJP wins more

seats than the JDU, it will spell the end of the Nitish

Kumar rule in the state. Nitish started his innings as
CM since 2005, and except for brief disruptions,
remained in the saddle all along,

The BJP is bent on grabbing power in more states,

and neutralizing its allies. Its come-what-may stand

in Punjab, for instance, where no attempt was made

to soothe the hurt feelings of the Shiromani Akali

Dal on the farmers’ bill issue, and allowing SAD to

go its way with no olive branch being extended to it

was noteworthy. This, despite the fact that SAD
has been an ally of the BJP for long.
The scene in Bihar is far from clear though. In the

absence of jailed Lalu Prasad from the campaign
this time, his family will run the show and provide a

youthful face to the contest. By contrast, Nitish has

atired face due to his long innings in governance. If
the BJP steals the wind out of the sails of Nitish

Kumar, the prospects of some Union ministers be-
ing airlifted to become the CM in the state are high.

There is every possibility that the people could
* vote for change this time. The positive factor that

could still help Nitish is the infrastructure develop-
ment work he has undertaken in the state, changing

the face of Bihar from its past hopeless levels, in

terms of road access, drinking water facility to vil-
lages etc. His unassuming nature is to his advantage

even after his long innings as chief minister. What'

would be of interest this time is whether the Con-

gress party can revive its fortunes in association with
the RJD, and where the LJP of Ramvilas Pawan —

in a lone fight would finally end up with.

Justice eludes Babri
Masjid demolition

It was around 6 pm on
December 6, 1992 during the
evening recess in a residen-
tial facility that this writer and
his fellow inmates heard of
the demolition of Babri
Masjid on All India Radio.
As we listened with rapt at-
tention we could sense a
heavy pall of gloom descend-
ing, matched only by the as-
sassination of Indira Gandhi
on October 31, 1984. Later
that evening in the 8 o’clock
news, images of the destruc-
tion of the 470 year old
mosque was shown by
Doordarshan Kendra. It was
a horrific act of hooliganism
and the most shameful des-
ecration of a religious place.

My innocent mind
thought that those who
scaled atop the sacred struc-
ture and razed it to the ground
would be immediately.ar-
rested to face the full force
of the law. Alas, this expec-
tation came to naught even
after almost 28 years. On
October 30 the Special CBI
Court’s verdict acquitted all
the surviving 32 accused in
the Babri Masjid demolition
case. It was an absolute
shocker. To know that all the
accused went scot free after
a clean chit by the desig-
nated court is hard to come
to terms with. Naturally a
sense of disbelief enveloped
the whole nation as soon as
the judgement was pro-
nounced which merely
stated that the sixteenth cen-
tury mosque was razed to the
ground by thousands of
armed “hooligan Kkar
sevaks”.

Reactions on Twitter,
Facebook and other social
media platforms ranged from,
‘What! So no one brought
down the mosque?’, ‘How
did the masjid come down?’
‘Did the structure crumble on
its own?’ ‘Was it magic that
the mosque disappeared irto
thin air?’ “No one is respon-
sible for the
demolition?’“Was the
mosque demolished legally?’
Responses in the electronic
and print media were also
similar, Stunned by the ver-
dict many called the ‘judge-
ment day’ a ‘sad and black
day’ and termed it a travesty
of justice. A political party
saw the CBI court’s ruling
contrary to the Supreme
Court’s verdict which had
declared that the demolition
of the mosque in the dis-
puted site was illegal. Opin-
ion makers viewed the judg-
ment as yet another example
of the judiciary losing its
credibility while indicting the
CBI for its shoddy work.
They called for an immediate.
appeal against the disap-
pointing order.

Those celebrating were
the BJP, RSS, VHP, Bajrang
Dal and of course the acquit-
ted accused who belong

By Albert Thyrniang

mainly to the Sangh Parivar.
Prominent among them are
the architects of the Ram
Janmabhoomi movement, LK
Advani, ideologue Murli
Manhohar Joshi, former
Uttar Pradesh CM, Kalyan
Singh and firebrand leader
Uma Bharti. The 92-year-old
Advani and Joshi chanted
‘Jai Shri Ram’ in celebration
on hearing the favourable
judgement.

Not just the common man
but lawyers consider the
demolition of Babri Masjid an
open and shut case. The
nearly half a million kar
sevaks who had already as-
sembled in Ayodhya in the
first days of December 1992,
were armed with pickaxes,
spades, shovels, and other
tools. Leading to the night-
marish spectacle was the in-
flammatory build-up for sev-
eral months in full public
view. True to the anticipation
and fear of many, the com-
mitment made in Parliament
and before the Supreme
Court was violated and the
unthinkable happened.

The demolition dealt a le-
thal blow to the image of a
secular India. But not for the
demolishers! All the while
BJP, VHP and Bajrang Dal
leaders were present in large
numbers amid unprec-
edented security measures
and the presence of national
and international media. Re-
portedly, after the ‘accom-
plishment’ photographs and
videos captured the smiles
of the leaders on the spot,
the hugs, the distribution of
sweets and the raising of slo-
gans before and after the
criminal act that the Supreme
Court called a ‘national
shame’. In spite of these
‘evidences’not one of the
accused is brought to justice
for conspiracy to bring down
Babur-built mosque.

The Justice Liberhan -

Commission, set up to probe
the sequence of events that
led to the demolition, in its
report submitted on June 30,
2009, found that the demoli-
tion was pre-planned. The
longest running inquiry
commissions in the country
that saw 399 sittings and 48
extensions concluded that
the purpose of conducting
the ‘temple movement’ was
to demolish the mosque.
According to the com-
mission the Sangh Parivar
organisations like the RSS,
VHP and the BJP raised sev-
eral crores of rupees which
were utilised for effecting the
events of December 6, 1992,
The mobilisation of kar
sevaks that converged at
Ayodhya was neither spon-
taneous nor voluntary. ‘It
was well orchestrated and
planned’. The Commission

. video

said that the actual demoli-
tion was not carried out spon-
taneously out of sheer anger
or emotions. The removal of
the idols and the cash box
from under the dome; the sub-
sequent reinstallation in the
make-shift temple; the con-
struction of the makeshift
temple, were painstakingly
prepared and pre-planned.
Needless to say the Commis-
sion heavily indicted the
aforementioned BJP, RSS,
VHP leaders. The findings of
the commission have been
reduced to naught.

It is questionable how the
special court could not find
sufficient evidence or that the
prosecutors could not
present adequate proof to
convict the accused. “All evi-
dence in the charge sheet was
examined. The crime alleged
against the accused could
not be proven,” summarised
the court in its 2,300-page
judgement. It is astonishing
that newspaper clippings,
cassettes, tapes,
printed material, speeches,
and witness testimonies
could not convince the court
to nail the accused. Accord-
ing to law, photographs,
video recording, newspapers
reports, etc, are compelling
evidences in court, but not
for the judge of the special
court who asserted that the

video chips and images were

edited and tampered with ren-
dering them all not credible.
The judge also rejected the
testimony of witnesses who
saw the accused exhorting
kar sevaks to demolish the
mosque because there was a
lot of dust inside the complex
packed with lakhs of kar
sevaks. It bewilders how
those responsible for barbaric
savagery have managed to
evade justice.

Our faith in the judiciary
has taken a beating yet again.
The incident took place in
broad day light. The whole
world witnessed it. Those
who ascended the dome of
the mosque with pickaxe,
spades, shovels can be eas-
ily identified. The right wing
leaders of a political party and
militant organisations who
mobilised the crowd and de-
liberately took the mob to the
level of religious frenzy, not
only on that fateful day but
overa period of time, are well
known. Nothing is left to the
imagination.. If such an obvi-
ous crime is without crimi-
nals, then what about other
lesser crimes? If no one is
punished for this beastly act
then there is little hope for
justice in this country to tri-
umph. The judiciary has once
again failed the nation miser-
ably. Equally responsible is
the CBI and the prosecuting
team for this utter failure to

convince the court to pun-
ish the guilty.

Once again the nation
has let down a section of it
citizens - the Muslims. A
hostile political and social
atmosphere towards the
community is compounded
by the judiciary which is
perceived to have repeat-
edly pronounced unfavour-
able judgements. This is a
cause of worry for this multi-
religious nation. The
present judgement came
less than a year after the
‘landmark’ verdict of the
Supreme Court in Novem-
ber last ordering the con-
struction of Ram Mandir at
the very spot of the demol-
ished Babri Masjid without
proving that the demolished
mosque was in fact built
atop a razed Hindu temple
by the Muslim rulers.

After Babri Masjid fell
victim to religious fanatics
this was one of the leading
editorials, “A first step
would be to rebuild the de-
stroyed Babri Masjid as a
gesture towards the minor-
ity community and as a re-
affirmation of an unwaver-
ing commitment to the vi-
sion of a democratic India,
free of any kind of bigotry”.

Our only hope of rebuilding,

the mosque is gone forever;
its destroyers have evaded
Jjustice.

All right thinking citi-
zens are hurt but more so
the minority community.
Grave injustice is done. All
citizens who believe in secu-
larism and pluralism and
want to preserve the inclu-
sive character of this coun-
try are disillusioned. Hope
the wrong will be corrected
via an appeal against the
verdict and a fresh verdict
delivers justice to this na-
tion. The 15% of our popu-
lation has every reason to
be aggrieved amidst a
majoritarian atmosphere.

Speaking of justice the
nation is aghast by the hor-
ror in Hathras, Uttar
Pradesh. For the last four
years UP has been in the
news for shameful reasons.
But the gang-rape of the
Dalit girl, her murder and the

hurried disposal of her .

body tops all crimes. The
case has seen political dra-
mas. Though protests have
picked up at least initially,
they are nowhere close to
the outrage triggered. by the

' Nirbhaya rape case though

the cruelty of the acts were
similar. Even ininflicted mis-
fortunes, caste matters in
India. At the moment the

incident is still a developing |

story. Will there be justice
for the 19 year old and her

family?
E m a i 1 .
thalbert@rediffmail.com
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High expectations
- fromrevamped
MPSC

Editor,

Apropos the letter "New
faces, new expectations” by
Jeremiah Syngkli (ST Oct
5), is timely. The change of
guard rekindles hopes of
better performance be it in
MPSC or the state cabinet.
I think the letter's first part
talks about the general ex-
pectations of the public at
large. But can we really ex-
pect the Commission to
suddenly pull a rabbit out
of the hat? No magic wand

can do the trick. Yes, the"

newly appointed Chairper-
son and the members will be
morally obligated to deliver
what the author suggests:
"raise it to the standard that
meets with approval in the
public eye."

While 1 cannot prejudge
how effective the reconsti-
tuted MPSC will prove to be,
I can certainly point out
some of the challenges that
would come their way---
both internally and exter-
nally. Let me point at what
might be encountered by
the new team internally. First
and foremost is the lack of
integrity of the underlings
and subordinate staff.
There is a lackadaisical atti-

tude in the office establish-

ment. They must rise above

their.comfort zones and ex-
tend a helping hand. I know
for a fact, that the attitude
of the staff sometimes is a
cause of concern. The way
questions are leaked from
inside is a case in point.
There has to be strict vigil
in the office and if need be
an officer be deputed for
reporting suspicious activi-
ties in the confidential sec-
tion. ;

There are black sheep
who would fail for a few
bucks or out of affection
simply try to help some-
body dear. Everybody
should know that by one
such irresponsible act they
are going to do incalcula-
ble harm to the future of so
many others who have merit
and deserve the post they
may be vying for, but do not
know how to manipulate
their way through.

Among the external chal-
lenges, I know for a fact that
candidates in their fierce
desire to grab a post would
go any lengths. They be-
friend the staff of the MPSC
and solicit their help in all
possible manner. Besides,
there are candidates who
are capable of influencing
the Board members. And
then, there is the suspicion
of members themselves
playing hanky- panky.
There are unbelievable sto-
ries about the questions
being asked at the viva

voce. When a Member at the
interview Board has made
up his/her mind for helping
a particular candidate, una-
shamedly there would be a
simple and easy question.
Otherwise, the interview
would be replete with silly
and irrelevant questions
because the interview is a
formality since the chosen
ones have aiready made it
to the approved list before-
hand.

The letter writer has ai-
ready mentioned the other
scourge---string pulling by
the influential and the pow-
erful, mostly ministers and
legislators. This has been
the biggest drawback of
MPSC. How they will go
about their job in the next
few years will be watched
with great interest. After all,
in having a fair MPSC we
have big stakes in ensuring
that our children do not fall
victim to internal machina-
tions. We wish the new team
luck! ’

Yours etc.,
Alasdair Ryntathiang,
Shillong — 3

On evolution of
Dorbar Shnong

Editor,

The article, “Evolution of
Dorbar Shnong in Shillong
Region,” by Aristotle
Lyngdoh (ST Oct 6, 2020)
makes for very interesting

reading. This is the first
time that someone has con-
tested the claims of ‘tradi-
tionalism’ and pointed out
that the Dorbar Shnong is
not more than 200 years old
and is a replica of the
Dorbar Hima which has
more claims to being tradi-
tional. Such write-ups are
important for a society to
come off its shell and to
move ahead with the times.
Today most Dorbar Shnong
follow a constitution which
they have put together as a
code of conduct. Aristotle
Lyngdoh has pointed to the
need for the Dorbar Shnong
to be accountable so that it
earns credibility.

Most importantly,
Lyngdoh questions if the
Dorbar Shnong should
continue to function in an
ad-hoc manner and be sub-
ject to criticisms and to
court rulings simply be-
cause it is outside the am-
bit of the Indian Constitu-
tion. Perhaps it is high time
for those heading different
Dorbar Shnong to also sit
together and discuss these
emerging realities. They
should themselves decide
whether they want to be un-
der the District Councils or
under the State Govern-
ment.

In this Pandemic the
Dorbar Shnong have been
working in a coordinated
manner with the various

- district administrations. The

Dorbars have been able to
deliver services to the peo-
ple in their respective juris-

dictions. This arrangement .

made life so much easier for
people in every locality.
What is making it difficult for
Dorbar Shnong to function
effectively is the lack of
funds. Most Dorbar rely on
the annual collection from
the residents to carry out mi-
nor repair and maintenance
works. If they become part
of the government they will
be funded for carrying out
various developmental ac-
tivities such as starting a
garbage composting unit in
every Dorbar, wherever
space is available. This can
become a livelihood for
many young people. Right
now all the solid organic and
inorganic waste is dumped
into out only landfil} at Mar-
ten. Now Marten has
reached breaking point. Its
important to democratize
garbage collection and treat-
ment. This is just one of the
many things that the Dorbar
Shnong can do to add to
good governance.

One other important
point that has not been men-
tioned by Lyngdoh is that
the different officer bearers
cannot continue to work
pro-bono. They have to be
remunerated for their effort
in running the affairs of the
shnong. As of today they

have no funds and the

Rangbah Shnong and his |

team have also never felt
the need to be compen-
sated. But this is a modern
system and we cannot have
people working only part
time. A full time worker must
be paid for the service ren-
dered. The Dorbar Shnong
needs to mull over this
point too. A time will come
when a Dorbar Shnong
cannot function only on
certain days but has to be
available to its people
every day. Also a time will
come when retired people
may not be around to run
the show as Rangbah

“Shnong and only a full time

worker is available. What
then? Every institution
must brainstorm on how to
evolve and meet the chal-
lenges of the future other-
wise it will not be able to
survive . I am glad that
Lyngdoh also brought in
the gender factor. For a very
long time ‘tradition’ was the
excuse for not allowing
women to hold office of
Rangbah Shnong, even
when there are capable
women to do so. This is no
longer tenable in a world
where gender equity has
become the new norm. And
don’t forget this is a matri-
lineal society!
’ Yours etc.,
NS Warjri,
Via email

- Atributeto
Late Archbishop
Dominic Jala

’

By Barnes Mawrie

A year has gone by since
the sudden demise of His
Grace Archbishop Dominic
Jala in a road accident in the
US. The news came to us
like a bolt from the blue leav-
ing everyone aghast and
shock stricken. Most peo-
ple especially his family
members and close friends,
found it wunacceptable.
When the news first arrived,
none wanted to believe it
considering-it as a bad ru-
mour or a misinformation.
Unfortunately, it all turned
out to be true. The 10th of
October 2019 marked as the
saddest day for the faithful
of the Shillong Archdiocese
and for all people in the
country who knew the Arch-
bishop. Today is the first
death anniversary and it is
fitting that we should re-

member him and his legacy.
The mammoth gathering on
the day of his funeral and
the unbelievable reception
of his mortal remains all
along the GS road, still re-
main as unparalleled events
in the history of the Church
in Northeast India. The air
of sadness and gloom which
hung over the whole city of
Shillong demonstrated the
loss of a great person who
was much loved and re-
spected by all and sundry.
Archbishop Dominic Jala
could simply be described
as “a pastor who had the
smell of his sheep and felt

" He was a great intellectual
in his own right. He had a
PhD in Sacred Liturgy from
San Anselmo University
(Rome) and he proved to be
a great authority in his field.
It was precisely because of
his expertise in Liturgy that
he was elected as the Presi-
dent of the Liturgical Com-
mission of the CCBI for a
number of years. He was
also elected as the Secretary
of the International Commis-
sion for English Liturgy
(ICEL) which is based in the
US, an office which he held
till his death. A few years ago
before his death, Pope
Francis also nominated him
as a member of the Congre-
gation for Divine Worship.
His contribution to the
preparation of the revised
English Missal is well

known. He was also commit-
ted to liturgical discipline in
_the Archdiocese and was
able to inculcate a high de-
gree of liturgical sense in the
local church. He was an ar-

dent promoter of
interreligious dialogue and
ecumenism. In fact he was
still holding office as the
president of the Shillong
Khasi-Jaifitia Church Lead-
ers’ Forum (SKJCLF) when
he died. He was well re-
spected and looked up to for
advice in these matters. His
passion for reading was well
known and his collection of
books was admirable. Dur-

the pulses of his flock.” He
never did great and spec-
tacular things in his life to
earn vain glory for himself,
but his greatness and dis-
tinction lay in his simplicity,
his down-to-earth approach
and his ability to connect
with ordinary people. He
was the first bishop in the
country to have abandoned
the paraphernalia of episco-
pacy. He gave up using the
traditional episcopal cas-
sock, the skull cup or even
the episcopal ring and he
seldom put on the mitre. He
loved to appear as an ordi-
nary pastor among his peo-
ple. This gesture of humil-
ity and detachment from the
glory and pomp associated
with the office, has been
emulated by other bishops
of the region. Unlike other
dignitaries who are so inac-
cessible to people, Arch-
bishop Dominic was always
accessible to people when-
ever he was in station. Of-
ten people would see him
walking on foot from the
Archbishop’s House to
Nazareth Hospital to and fro.
On the way he would con-
verse with people. He had
absolutely no air about him-
self. In fact, people who did
not know him would mistake
him for any ordinary priest
and they would be pleas-
antly shocked to know that
he was the Archbishop of
Shillong.

ing his long journeys for
meetings in India and abroad
he would always have books
as his companions. The im-~
pact of such extensive read-
ing would be revealed in his
broadminded attitude and
his vast knowledge on vari-
ous disciplines and topics.
It was always enlightening
to converse with him.

Archbishop Dominic was'
an ardent lover of the sick
and suffering. He would al-
ways make a visit on foot to
Nazareth Hospital in order to
visit sick people and to pray
and bless them. Whenever
possible he would even visit
sick relatives of his priests
and religious in far away vil-
lages. He had a tremendous
stamina for travelling and
would never make any fuss
about inconveniences.

In the untimely death of
Archbishop Dominic Jala,
the Church of Northeast In-
dia has lost a dynamic and
visionary leader and a lov-
ing and caring shepherd. His
greatness lay not in “doing”
but more in “being:” He
commanded respect not by
his position and authority,
but more by his simplicity of
life. He really lived the Gos-
pel criterion of greatness
“the greatest among you
must be the servant of all”
(Mk 10:43). May God rest his
soul in peace.

E m a i1 1
barnesmawrie@gmail.com
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Channels and their TRPs

THE facts are now clear on how television news
channels eamn their television rating points (TRPs).
The modus-operandi include creating fake social
media handles. The Mumbai Police stated on Thurs-
day that it is zeroing in on three television channels
for adopting foul means to gain more advertisement
revenue for themselves. One of them is Republic
TV which had recently gone hammer and tongs on
the hashtag campaign #JusticeForSushant#. Alle-
gations are that these channels resorted to “false
narratives” and also bribed households to keep their
channels on for the days together so that the TRP

ratings would soar.

The Mumbai Police is already having a running
battle with some media channels in relation to the
Sushant Singh Rajput death case as also in other
aspects and Maharashtra’s Shiv Sena-led govern-
ment has been targeting Republic TV in particular
in recent months, which in truen has been targeting
Bollywood stars. Its been a virtual tug-of-war. Be
that as may, the games that visual media channels
play to be one-up on others are getting exposed;
and this is bound to affect the credibility of the visual

media as a whole.

Notably, the Supreme Court had recently taken
aserious note of the manner in which TV channels
resort to sensationalism to increase their TRP rat-
ings and ad revenues, and asked the Union Gov-
ernment recently to come up with proposals to set
matters right. The Centre’s response was that a big-
ger problem of sensationalism and objectionable
circulation of news and visuals arose from social
media, and these needed to be tackled first. This
was argued also on the ground that established
media are already guided by sets of rules and regu-

lations.

Notably, the apéx court has taken up the issue of

irresponsible TV journalism again, when it spoke
out against some TV channels that had allegedly
sensationalized the Tablighi Jamaat congregation in
Delhi earlier this year and “communalized” the
Markaz to the extent that the organisers were
blamed for spreading the pandemic in Delhi and
beyond. By contrast, the print media are conduct-
ing themselves in a mature manner, for the most part.
There are also occasions when the establishment
goes out of its way to effect control on the media
but this too is not a healthy trend. '
The visual media in India, mainly the news TV
channels, have progressively been acquiring a bad
name also for the kind of poor content that they air.
At the same time, it must be appreciated that TV
channels have been doing a good job in exposing
social evils like the Hathras gang-rape and killing
incident as also the police high-handedness there.

Public institutions are
accountable to public

Ther¢ are several institu-
tions created by govern-
ments from time to time and
all paid for from the public
exchequer. These institu-
tions are erroneously per-
ceived to “belong” to gov-
ernment and those working
in such institutions believe
they are accountable to poli-
ticians and bureaucrats run-
ning the day to day admin-
istration. This is a fallacious
understanding of what a
public institution is. Gov-
ermnments create institutions
to enable the public to have
better access to facilities.
The reason why the North
East Indira Gandhi Research
Institute for Health and
Medical Sciences
(NEIGRIHMS), modeled
along the lines of AIIMs,
New Delhi was created was
to enable better access to

‘health facilities for the peo-

ple of the region.

However, as the name
implies, NEIGRIHMS is also
a medical research institu-
tion. This means that apart
from treating patients, spe-
cialist doctors also owe it to
the public to share their con-
sidered views on health is-
sues with the public
through the media from time
to time. But it is the experi-
ence of many that doctors
and specialists working in
these institutions almost
believe they owe their loy-
alty to the Government and
weigh their words so that
they do not somehow get on
the wrong side of their
bosses. We don’t see much
scholarly work or even arti-
cles for imparting better
health education to the
public, emanating from this
Institute. True, the special-
ist doctors there take part in
several seminars and flaunt
those on their social media
platforms but when it comes
to sharing wisdom with the
public in a language devoid
of jargon and easily under-
stood by the average reader
we find that only a drought
of ideas. It’s also true that
doctors may be contributing
to medical journals to build
their career graphs but
these are mostly read by
other doctors. The common
public hardly has access to
these journals, especially as
most of them are accessible
only on payment.

The normal practice is for
doctors to give a one-off
write-up on a particular
theme because there is a
designated day for a particu-
lar disease. On other days it
is as if the disease does not
exist or take a rough turn.
Recently Dr Amit Malviya
gave a write-up “Non-Covid

By Patricia Mukhim

patients amidst the Corona
pandemic.” (Oct 1, 2020).
This article is quite an eye
opener on how non-Covid
patients suffer because
every other ailment has
been subsumed by Covid.
While Covid infected pa-
tients receive attention, oth-
ers are neglected. Dr
Malviya suggested how the
health system should re-
spond better.

For most other practition-
ers though, NEIGRIHMS is
like an impregnable fortress
— an ivory tower of ideas
where nothing gets out un-
less mandated by the Direc-
tor of the Institute. In Insti-
tutions like AIIMS and
NEIGRIHMS, the Director is
only the first among equals.

writing about a disease or
an issue such as the pan-
demic should not necessar-
ily have to get it vetted by
him. After all, doctors serv-
ing in such public funded
institutions owe their alle-
giance to the public — not to
a director or the health bu-
reaucracy. Alas! Most doc-
tors in NEIGRIHMS go
about their work only within

the Institution attending to-

patients but don’t believe it
is their duty to share nug-
gets of wisdom with the
general public especially
during this pandemic when
both physical and mental
health issues have come to
the fore. A good example of
a doctor with a social re-
sponsibility is Dr Randeep
Gulleria, Director, AIIMS.
He comes on national televi-
sion frequently and answers
questions on different as-
pects of the pandemic;
clears doubts of callers and
generally reassures the
public and calms their fears.
He also informs about the
latest developments on
combating the virus and
what challenges are being
encountered in the battle
against the pandemic. We
don’t get this type of clear
messaging; this reassurance

Other specialist doctors

from our doctors here. Sure
we get daily briefs from the
Director of Health Services
or the Deputy CM, and we
are not in any way undermin-
ing all that information. But
what is wrong if other medi-
cal specialists that include
pulmonologists, heart spe-
cialists, epidemiologists,
psychiatrists (considering
that the pandemic is taking a
huge mental toll on people)
and even neurologists (be-
cause the after effects of
Covidl9 are quite devastat-
ing), speak to the media?
Those that have recovered
from Covid report insomnia,
loss of appetite, fatigue,
headaches, muscle and joint
pain etc. In Chennai, doctors
who had recovered from

COVID-19 to return to work

complained of chronic fa-

tigue myalgia (pain in a mus- -

cle or group of muscles) and
feeling disoriented. Still oth-
ers who have survived
Covid say they are affected
by post-traumatic stress syn-
drome, depression and anxi-
ety.

In Meghalaya we have
gone silent on the mental
health impacts of Covid19.
No one asks questions and
none seek to answer them;
not even the leading psy-
chiatrists of the city here.
Everyone seems to have
gone into a shell as if mental
health problems don’t exist.
Either that or they are treat-
ing people who come to them
but. will not speak publicly
about mental health prob-
lems caused by the pan-
demic. This is nothing short
of an institutional failure to-
wards the public.

October 10, being World
Mental Health Day, we can
expect an article or two from
some  psychiatrists/psy-
chologists and that’s all there

is to it. The well-heeled know

where to get their treatment
privately but what about
those whose very existence
hangs by a thread? Which
is the institution they can
access for mental health care

and counseling? Many
don’t even know how to get
help -and where to go for
help. Mental health illness
is still a taboo here and
most people don’t yet un-
derstand that they need to
seek help when depressed
and not seek refuge in
gadgets or drinks or drugs
or in self harm.

If we are seeking trans-
parency in the functioning
of governments then we
should put all public insti-
tutions through the same
scrutiny. As media persons
we get to hear of all kinds
of experiences that Covid
patients in our state are
going through. Some are
released from hospitals be-
fore being tested negative.
When they go home and
their symptoms return they
are again asked to report to
the hospital and make their
own arrangements to come
there. This has happened
primarily because there are
not enough beds now and
the more serious patients
have to be provided care
while those who are
thought to have recovered
are sent home without a
negative test and they
wonder why. They are con-

" fused and distressed and

this adds to their depres-
sive state.

What governments and
government-funded insti-
tutions need to take note
of is that the media is do-
ing a duty when it asks
questions. We are asking
questions on behalf of the
public. That’s our primary
duty. We don’t ask ques-
tions out of pique or per-
sonal curiousity and we
don’t wish to embarrass
anyone or needle anyone
in particular so it’s ridicu-
lous for people who are
paid from public funds to
imagine they don’t owe
answers to the public. Of
course we can do an RTI
but not on every issues
where an answer from
those public authorities are
enough to clear doubts.
We are asking questions
from public officials, includ-
ing those heading public
institutions because if we
don’t do that we are not
discharging our duties.

The duties of those in
medical research institu-
tions do not end only with
research that fulfils the cri-
teria of funding agencies.
Every research must be in
the larger public good
hence it also involves pub-
lic engagement. Any insti-
tution that becomes an
ivory tower must be shaken
from its isolation.

O THEEDITOR

Govtin
disarray -

Editor,

As the health risks rise
in our country and the
world, the scenario in our
state is none the worse,
fueled as it is by the mis-
management of funds and
resources by the Govern-
ment. One can't help but
wonder as to whether hu-
man lives really matter or
have we all become just
pawns in the games which
those in power play
around with.

We can all agree that the
pandemic has brought ‘un-
precedented levels of
chaos into our lives but as
the human spirit is indomi-
table, we have fought back
and have risen albeit
slowly, to come to terms
with the new normal. It's
therefore sad to see that
those at the helm of affairs
have failed our citizens.
The blatant misuse of
Government funds and
also the citizen's monetary
contributions have all
dried up without proper
accounting. As reported,
the vehicles which ferried
people to and fro and the
hotels which were used as
quarantine places have not
been paid their remunera-
tion. These are some of the
points that the Govern-
ment is answerable for.

The press briefing
given by those in power
aimed at clarifying matters
has created more confu-
sion, with one contradict-
ing the other by a matter
of a few crores of rupees.
The recent announcement
that citizens have to pay

for tests at an exorbitant

rate and the self pat on the
back by our Deputy CM
that Meghalaya is one of
the states that has han-
dled the Covid situation in
the best manner, are con-
tradictory and insult the
intelligence of the people,
who are witness to the
dismal ground realities.
However, despite all
the gloom and doom
those working round the
clock like the health work-
ers and other frontline
workers must be lauded
for their exemplary serv-
ices. We hope that the
Government rewards their
hard work. At a time when
the Government and the
citizenry need to work to-
gether to tide over this
tumultuous situation, it
should behoves those in
power to rise above their
personal- gratification and
work towards the common
good so that we can all
come out of this despond-
ency towards some sense
of normalcy.
Yours etc.,
Angela Lyngdoh,
Shillong -14

Why the sudden
anti-Christian
stance?

Editor,

I am appalled, perturbed,
and ashamed by the con-
tents of the letter "Time to
return home" (ST Oct
5,2020) by Pascal Lyngdoh.
This is the second letter of
a similar kind announcing
"ghar wapsi" by Christian
Khasis to their indigenous
belief system. My worry is
not because there are two
Christians less in the State
today. My concern is not
about their change of
"heart". They are completely
entitled to their own deci-
sion about which belief sys-
tem they feel close to. The
letter writer claims that his
father is a preacher in
church and calls the likes of
his father "fabler". And
that's where my sense of
shame comes from. How
shameless people can be to
disown and publicly defame
their own parents. This is
unbecoming of anybody
who tries to pass nasty
comments about another
religion. To me it's like giv-
ing the proverbial dog a bad
name before hanging it.

But the deeper issue to
me is: Why all of a sudden
has this trend begun?
Where is it coming from?
Christianity has been here
with us for 150 years or more.

Nobody ever raised a little
finger all these years. How
can we explain this danger-
ous development now?
Some of my friends tell me
that Hindu tight wing fron-
tal organisations have
fanned out in the tribal mi-
lieu and have begun to poi-
son people's minds. I don't
know this for a fact. If it is
true, it is a dangerous game
they are playing. I don't
know, how our church
elders are viewing these dis-
turbing- developments that

have the potential to create

chasm in the community on
religious lines. It would
perhaps be a good idea to
come up with a proper ac-
tion plan to nip this silly
business in the bud.
Yours etc.,
Pynsngain Jyrwa,
Shillong-2

OfMPSC
affairs

Editor,

Having read the recent
reports in your esteemed
daily regarding appoint-
ment of a technocrat as
MPSC chairman and subse-
quent letters published in
these columns, I am pro-
voked to unburden myself.
For the first time we have a
technocrat as Chairperson
who had to relinquish his
office responsibility prema-
turely and assume the new
assignment. Can't really

pass judgment on what's in
store under this new Chair-
person. Certainly, being a
technocrat is not a disquali-
fication. He might perhaps
do an excellent job, if he can
withstand pressure and re-
main loyal to the trust re-
posed on him. My worry is
not about the new incum-
bent; it's about the long wait
to find a replacement for an-
other retired bureaucrat who
held the same office before
completing his term. My
concern is the non-availabil-
ity of persons who can be
trusted with this responsibil-
ity of running the MPSC im-
partially and efficiently.

It seems obvious there-
fore, that in Meghalaya there
is a paucity of men and
women worthy of such trust.
My agony is that if
Meghalaya could produce
two personalities fit to hold
the office of Chairperson of
UPSC (Kong Rose Millian
Bathew and Prof David
Syiemlieh), why is it that we
can't find able people to run
the MPSC to everybody's
satisfaction? Come to think
of it, if Meghalaya could find
two able politicians to be-
come Lok Sabha Speaker
(Purno Sangma) and Deputy
Speaker (G.G.Swell), why
should there be such dearth
of rich talents to run the state
today? Remember, both
Sangma and Swell were also
considered worthy of be-
coming President of India?

The truth, if I may be can-

did, is that the political mas-
ters have always -hunted
for pliable men/women who
would act at their (politi-
cians') whims and fancies.
I know for a fact that there
are enough people who
have strength in their own
character and personality
to say 'no' to the peolitical
masters. But who would
select them? They simply
don't fit in from the politi-
cal perspective. Small won-
der then, MPSC is strug-
gling to deliver.

In the end, I squarely
blame our short sighted
politicians for doing every-
thing possible to ruin our
public institutions. Be it
MPSC, MeSEB, MCCL or
any other PSU which we
inherited from Assam in
good working conditions,
are today sick. In their ob-
session for putting their
own chosen ones at the
helm, the political masters
have made all our public
bodies look down the bar-
rel today. It is a disgusting
situation. And the downbhill
slide of Meghalaya is una-

bated. God help
Meghalaya!

Yours etc.,

Tamlin Lyngdoh

Via email

Articles and letters
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are the views of the
writers/authors and not.
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Empire of high technology

thrives on monopoly

- Amazon, Apple,
Google, Facebook
abuse power

By C.J. Atkins

In the middle of the last
century, Marxist economist
Victor Perlo described the
U.S. economy as an “empire
of high finance.” If he were
writing today, he’d probably
update his assessment to
say U.S. capitalism has also
become an “empire of high
technology.”

The U.S. House Judici-
ary subcommittee on anti-
trust essentially dances
around that conclusion in a
new 450-page report re-
leased on Oct. 6, which de-
clares that the digital giants
Amazon, Facebook, Apple,
and Alphabet (Google) have
achieved “monopoly
power” in a variety of sec-
tors. The report recom-
mends a range of reforms,
including breaking up the
tech conglomerates.

~ The indictment of Big
Tech is the product of a 16-
month-long investigation
that surveyed over a million
documents, conducted doz-
ens of interviews, and held
seven hearings. The report

presents extensive evidence'

concerning the extent to
which the companies “have

exploited, entrenched, and

expanded their power over

digital markets  in
anticompetitive and abusive
ways.”

Testimony from CEOs
Jeff Bezos (Amazon), Mark
Zuckerberg (Facebook), Tim
Cook (Apple), and Sundar
Pichai (Alphabet/Google)
was characterized as “eva-
sive and non-responsive,”
which the subcommittee
said raised fresh questions
about whether the tech ti-
tans “believe they are be-
yond the reach of democratic
oversight.”

Taken together, the four
online platforms had a com-
bined - valuation of more
than $5 trillion as of Septem-
ber this year. A stunning
30% of the entire world’s
gross economic output
flows through or is control-
led by just these four firms
and a small handful of oth-
ers. They account for more
than a third of the S&P 100
stock index. )

- Each of the four compa-
nies was analyzed in detail
separately, but there were a
number of common mo-
nopolistic behaviours high-
lighted in the report. Hav-

‘ing consolidated control

over market access by
achieving “gatekeeper” sta-
tus in their individual areas,
the platforms were said to
now possess the ability to
“pick winners and losers
throughout our economy.”
This gives the companies
power that even banks,
which control lending,
would be jealous to have.

This gatekeeper power is
used not only to crush com-
peting businesses, but also
to abuse consumers (busi-
nesses and individuals) as
well as workers through the
charging of exorbitant fees
for services, “oppressive”
contract terms, piece-rate
warehouse and delivery
work, and the extraction of
data from users which is
then monetized for further
profit.The digital economy
is no longer defined by the
Wild West atmosphere that
characterized the dot.com
boom of the late 1990s and
early 2000s when literally
thousands of platforms and
companies meteorically
rose and disastrously fell.
Concentration and centrali-
zation of capital have been
the rule in recent years, with
competition between capi-
talist tech firms rapidly nar-
rowing. The big four mas-
ters have bought out or oth-
erwise absorbed hundreds
of other firms, then shut
down or discontinued their
business in so-called “killer
acquisitions.”

Facebook was singled
out for monopoly control
over social networking and:
online communications. In
documents, the company
admitted its various divi-
sions—Facebook,
Instagram, WhatsApp, and
Messenger—compete more

with each other internally
than with any outside plat-
form.

When it comes to general

.online search and search

advertising, Google was
criticized for abusing both
advertisers and the public.
It often “misappropriates
third party content” to
boost its own business, fills
users’ search results with
ads that generate profit for
the company while pushing
more relevant results further
down the queue, and “ex-
torts users for access to its
critical distribution chan-
nel.” Essentially, if anyone
wants to reach people
through search results, they
have to pay up, but even
then they are shuffled fur-
ther down the search page
in favor of higher-paying cli-
ents or Google’s own -con
tent and services. :
Amazon is king of e-com-
merce in the U.S., controlling
an estimated 50% or more of -
the market. But this very
public aspect of the compa-
ny’s business has. actually
been a money-loser, gener-
ally. The free shipping and
discounted pricing that puts
its competitors out of busi-
ness are possible only be-
cause of the company’s ex-
pansive Amazon Web Serv-
ices division and cloud com-
puting. ‘
These lucrative busi-
nesses provide the cash to
prop up the hemorrhaging
retail wing of the firm—a
source of money that brick-
and-mortar retailers like de-
partment stores can’t. possi-
bly compete with. In es-
sence, the profits of Ama-
zon’s computing business
acts as a bottomless bank for
the monopolization of retail
by its e-commerce portal.
Among the four, Apple is
the only one whose primary
business is still the produc-
tion of actual material
goods—iPhones,
Macbooks, iPads, Apple
Watches, and more. Its prod-
ucts overshadow all others
in the hardware segment of
the market. But the compa-
ny’s power also comes from
the edge it has in the mobile
operating system sector.
The Congressional report
highlighted the fact that the
tech monopolies were collec-
tively killing innovation and
entrepreneurship in the U.S.
economy, contrary to the
image they paint of them-
selves being constantly on
the cutting edge. With
nearly total market domina-
tion, the four monopolies
now control what Congres-
sional staffers called “the
infrastructure of the digital
age,” which they use to
squeeze out competitors
and become even more domi-
nant. Antitrust regulators,
meanwhile, were criticized for
failing to properly vet merg-
ers and acquisitions as re-
quired under U.S. anti-mo-
nopoly law, according to the
report.The reforms recom-
mended by the committee
included structurally sepa-
rating (i.e. breaking up) the
companies and prohibiting
them from operating in adja-
cent lines of business—such
as Amazon being both the
host of the primary e-com-
merce portal for third-party
sellers as well a seller itself,
or Apple being both a hard-

ware and software
monopolist. If implemented,
these kinds of

rearrangements could mean
also that Google has to di-
vest from its video platform
YouTube, or Facebook
could be forced to spin off
Instagram and WhatsApp
into separate companies.
To protect consumers’
data from being monopo-
lized, the report suggests
that companies be required
to make their services com-
patible with one another, al-
lowing users to take their
data with them when they
leave a platform. It also calls
for the budgets of the Fed-
eral Trade Commission and
the Antitrust Division at the
Department of Justice to be
beefed up. (IPA Service)
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“Some girls cannot go to school because
of the child labor and child trafficking.”
— Malala Yousafzai
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Paying for Covid tests
THERE is much hue and cry over the Government’s
recent decision to make Covid tests payable. But
the Health Department has now clarified that all high
risk and primary contacts would be tested free of
cost as this is the responsibility of the state, as laid
out by the Supreme Court in April this year. What
the Government is trying to do is fo stop making
testing at the entry points free since people who
enter Meghalaya for purposes of business or are
central government employees are capable of pay-
ing for their tests. At4,500 rupees for an RT-PCR
test it is quite a steep ask. The Supreme Courtina
new order dated April 13, said that government
would reimburse private labs for testing the 500
million people covered by a flagship public health
insurance scheme while the rest would have to pay.
But the bigger question is whether India can scale

up testing for Covid-19 if it’s not free, especially

now that the numbers are going up?

But scaling up is a challenge. The sheer size of
India’s population, and the resources needed to
reach every corner of the country, is daunting. All
of this has made testing expensive. It’s free at gov-
ernment hospitals and labs - and for months they
were the only ones permitted to even test for
coronavirus. But soon private players were roped
in to support India’s underfunded and struggling
public health system. :

In the case of Meghalaya and of other states too
if testing were to be made payable then the number
of people who would come for voluntary testing
after having been in contact with a primary or sec-
ondary sources would drop down and such people
could become silent carriers. This should be the big-
gest worry for the government. As of now those
being asked to be tested because they are high risk
contacts don’t have to pay for the tests.

Economist Jayati Ghosh says if a country needs
to contain a pandemic the testing cannot be deter-
mined by cost. Other economists are of the view
that making the test free only for the poorest Indi-
ans doesn’t help either because there’s a big chunk
of people just above the poverty line that are also
struggling and there are middle-class workers who
have been laid off and can’t afford to pay for their
families to get tested. More importantly, the asymp-
tomatic nature of the virus in many people means
that India may soon have no choice but to begin
mass testing. And if India needs to push up testing
rates it cannot expect everyone to pay from their
pockets, especially if they are asymptomatic.

It is on these lines that the Government of
Meghalaya needs to proceed. |

‘ TOTHE EDITOR

3 need to delve into the past.
Whlther When Meghalaya was
1 i born, we had 80 per cent
IHCIuSIve tribals and 20 per cent non-
governance tribal Meghalayans. The
governments in the forma-
Editor tive years would pronounce

’ _ in their official policies a
I refer to the thought pro documents that there

voking letter "On good gov-
ernance and Meghalaya"
by DS Singh (ST Sept
30,2020). Personally I am in-
debted to the writer for
bringing home what it
means to have "good gov-
ernance"”. 1 endorse all of
what he said and would like
to dwell on the term "inclu-
sive". The word "inclusive"
is the adjective of
"inclusion"(noun). The dic-
tionary meaning of the word
"inclusion" is, "the action
of including or the state of
being included." The anto-
nym of "inclusion” is "ex-
clusion." I Google-checked
to find this explanation and
it says, "the practice or
policy of including people
who might otherwise be ex-
cluded or marginalised such
as those that have physical
and mental disabilities and
members of minority
groups." Now, in the con-
text of good governance in
Meghalaya the moot ques-
tion is: Does the government
follow an inclusive policy?
Or is it becoming increas-
ingly exclusive? To answer
this question honestly, we

would be inclusiveness in
all respects. In the Gover-
nor's Address (which is a
policy statement of the
government of the day)
placed in the Assembly
year after year, the govern-
ment would categorically
state that "the legitimate
interest of all sections
(meaning  non-tribals)
would be safeguarded".
This was the practice until
the late nineties when this
policy statement was sud-
denly dropped. Not that it
mattered practicaily to the
non-tribals. In any case,
they were being denied
their basic rights. It is also
an undeniable fact that
non-tribal population today
has fallen to below 10 per
cent because Meghalaya
Government had long back
decided to jettison the in-
clusive policies signalling
that it was not prepared to
treat the non-tribals fairly
and equally. When you
have so much of policy dis-
crimination against ethnic
groups and make them feel
like pariahs, it would lead

Pope calls for replacement
of neo-liberal capitalism

Pope Francis, the head of
the Vatican based Roman

" Catholic Church made his-

tory on October 4, when in
his sermon he passionately
called for the replacement of
neo liberal capitalism with a
more just and human system.
Earlier also, Pope Francis
showed his free thinking and
innovative approach by tak-
ing bold positions on some
urgent issues of the day in-
cluding the gender gap. He

.also recently refused to meet

the US secretary of state
Pompeo since the Vatican

head is opposed to the mili-’

tary- industrial empire. But
his encyclical issued two
days ago was something
unprecedented in the history
of the Vatican.

Encyclicals are the rare
but important documents is-
sued by popes when they
want to confirm, revise, or
initiate new Church policy.
That way this was a major
revision and if this is the col-
lective policy of the religious
leaders of the Roman Catho-
lic Church, then that is go-
ing to have big impact on the
crisis ridden capitalist west
which comprises mostly
catholic population among
the Christians and right now,
this may impact the election

‘campaign in USA just less

than a month before the polls
on November 3. Francis de-
clared in his encyclical that
the current coronavirus pan-
demic underlines the stark
reality that capitalism is un-
able to meet the most basic
needs of the vast majority of
the world’s people and that
is in fact responsible for mas-
sive suffering of the people
and also war. '

In fact, the left including
the left wing Democrats like
Bernie Sanders have been
saying the same thing in the
current election campaign in
US while President Trump is
defending the extreme neo
liberal position and passing
on the burden of Corona
sufferings to the poor, espe-
cially the blacks and the His-
panic population of the US.
The observation of pope-is a
direct attack on the policies
of trump and his Republican
Party and this is sure-to be
capitalized by the Democrats
in the present election cam-
paign.

Pope Francis wrote that
the coronavirus pandemic
has proven that the “magic
theories” of market capital-
ism have failed and that the
world needs a new type of
politics that “promotes dia-
logue and solidarity and re-
jects war at all costs.”In the
encyclical, titled Fratelli Tuti
which means Brothers ALL,
Pope warns that the
neoliberal capitalist global
economy has caused a dark
cloud of injustices to cover

to disharmony and even ra-
cial hatred. These words
may sound harsh but then
is there any other way, I can
tell the Meghalaya Govern-
ment that your governance
is so abysmal that you will
find "India Today" magazine
place you at the bottom of
the table.
Yours etc.,
Suraj Sarma
Via email

A subdued Puja
this time

Editor,

Durga Puja festival is a
fortnight away. This is one
of the biggest annual pub-
lic events of the town. Since
1872, this is the first time the
festival will be held amid the
scourge of COVID-19 pan-
demic. Since April last, there
are already a whole lot of
official restrictions in place.
Going by the number of in-
cidents of virus infection in
the state, it doesn't look like
it is going to be a normal,
crowed, if also somewhat
noisy Durga Puja. ‘

From what I can see, this
Puja will be sans all the glitz
and fanfare. Obviously,
economy is in a shambles.
Raising large donations will
be near impossible. And on
top of that there will be ad-
ditional health protocols in

By Nitya Chakraborty

the world that is destroying

the planet. This is a major
policy shift on behalf of the
Vatican head since this shift
goes fully against the Trump
line on climate change. The
Sanders supporters have al-
ways been making the point
that Trump’s policies will de-
stroy the planet and now the
same view is being aired by
Pope Francis.

Even the Catholic Church
itself was not out of bounds
for criticism from the Pope,
who said certain Church
doctrine was also part of the
problem the world faces and
that it should be overhauled.
In the encyclical, Francis also
rejected the centuries-old
Catholic Church’s own doc-
trine justifying war as a
means of legitimate defense,

warned politicians that they
must heed the mass “popu-
lar movements” around the
world that are fighting not
just the virus but for eco-
nomic and social justice. He
said it was particularly impor-
tant to listen to what those
movements have to say
about combatting the world-
wide joblessness that has re-
sulted from the pandemic. He
said support must be given
to solutions put forward by
these movements, by labor
unions, and by marginalized
groups. He said these groups
must be involved in the con-
struction of a more just soci-
ety. ‘

“The fragility of world
systems in the face of the
pandemic has demonstrated
that not everything can be

saying it had been too
broadly applied in history
and was no longer viable.
“It is very difficult nowa-
days to invoke the rational
criteria elaborated in earlier
centuries to speak of the
possibility of a ‘just war,””
Francis wrote in one of the
many controversial new ele-
ments of the encyclical. The
rejection of the doctrine of
just war is in line with a grow-
ing movement against nu-

‘clear weapons, particularly i

Europe. Anti-nuclear war
advocates. who have been
constantly demonstrating at
a U.S. nuclear missile base in
Ramstein, Germany, have
said for years that in this
modern era, war itself is the
main enemy.

Their movement has in-
creasingly forged ties with
the environmental move-
ment, decrying the spoiling
of the earth itself by capital-
ist profit-making fossil fuel
companies. The refusal by
the Pope to meet with

Pompeo is consistent with

his condemnation of the mili-

tary-industrial complex and -

the dangerous and militaris-
tic approach to world prob-
lems. Pompeo, who has been
a cheerleader for Trumpian
threats to countries around
the world, has attacked the
Pope too, calling him “soft”
on China.
The

encyclical also

place. Therefore, from all
accounts available, it is go-
ing to be a much truncated
Puja this year. Regardless
of what the administration
decides, I would appeal to
the Puja revelers to abstain
from any revelry this time.
Let there not be a large
movement of people on the
streets. Let the celebrations
be given a miss this time.
Let us only perform the
bare minimum rituals and
prayers without attracting
large presence of devotees.
I appeal to the Puja commit-
tees to keep in mind the
safety and security of the
people at large and not just
those observing Puja Let
everybody seek the bless-
ings of the Goddess to
bless all of us for a COVID-
free world.

- Yours etc.,

SK Das,

Via email

Problem of
stray dogs

Editor,

I would like to draw the
attention of all concerned
to the menace of stray
dogs. As one enters
Jhalupura area one finds
huge numbers of stray dogs
barking and attacking peo-
ple who are passing by.
These stray dogs openly

resolved by market freedom,”
he wrote. “It is imperative to
have a proactive economic
policy directed at ‘promoting
an economy that favors pro-
ductive diversity and busi-
ness creativity’ and makes it
possible for jobs to be cre-
ated, and not cut.”

In a barely veiled condem-
nation of Donald Trump and
other right-wing world lead-
ers, Francis denounced
“populist politics that seek to
demonize and isolate” and
called for a “culture of en-
counter” that promotes dia-
logue, solidarity, and a sin-

cere effort at working for the

common good. The encycli-
cal struck at the heart of a tra-
ditional ideological defense
of capitalism by tacking the
sacrosanct concept of “the
absolute right” of private
property. .

Francis rejected that con-
cept, stressing instead the
“social purpose” and com-
mon good that must come
from sharing the Earth’s re-
sources. He called neoliberal
capitalism a “perverse” glo-
bal economic system, which
he said consistently keeps
the poor on the margins while
enriching the one percent:
This was essentially a repeat
of what he said in his historic
environmental encyclical,
Laudato Sii, (Praised Be) in
2015.He also doubled down
on his opposition to other

theories used to justify the
capitalist system. He firmly
rejected, for example, the
theory of “trickle-down”
economics popularized in
the U.S. during the years
that Ronald Reagan was
president.

“It simply doesn’t work
that way,” the Pope wrote.
“Neo-liberalism simply re-
produces itself by resorting
to magic theories of ‘spill-
over’ or ‘trickle’—without
using the name—as the
only solution to societal
problems,” he wrote. “There
is little appreciation of the
fact that the alleged ‘spill-
over’ does not resolve the
inequality that gives rise to
new forms of violence
threatening the fabric of so-
ciety.” '

Another area where
Francis hit Trump adminis-
tration policy was in the area
of immigrant rights. He said
the welcoming of immi-
grants was necessary for a
society to remain healthy,
and he strongly con-
demned the nationalistic and
isolationist policies pursued
by Trump and other world
leaders. The encyclical em-
ploys biblical references to
justify the progressive po-
litical and economic views
it expresses: Francis made
use of the story of the Good
Samaritan, declaring that
kindness and looking out for
strangers are both things
we must do today and that
those things must be fea-
tures of the new world that
has to be created. In the en-
cyclical, Francis further
codified his opposition to
demonization of Muslims
and the Islamic faith.

A section on “human fra-
ternity” and world peace is
derived from his 2019 joint
appeal with the grand imam
of Egypt’s Al-Azhar, the re-

vered 1,000-year-old seat of -

Sunni Islam. Their “Human
Fraternity” document estab-
lished the relationship be-
tween Catholics and Mus-
lims as “brothers,” with a
common mission to promote
peace. .

This may turn out to be
as controversial as his con-
demnation of capitalism

-and his call for it to be re-

placed. The first Catholic-
Muslim joint document in
history is now part of a pa-
pal encyclical. Some con-
servative Catholics and
conservative Church lead-
ers have attacked the Pope

for signing that document

in the first place, calling it
“heretical.”The document

 says that a diversity of reli-

gions and beliefs is “the will
of God.” This directly con-
tradicts the centuries-old
doctrine that the Catholic
Church is the one and only
true Church. (IPA Service)

defecate in the lanes and
roads of Jhalupara and
Barapathar. Besides these
stray dogs are some rich dog
owners who while they por-
tray their passion to keep
dogs in their homes, ironi-
cally take their dogs-to def-
ecate in the public lanes,
probably because they want
to keep their homes litter
free. Where is the education
of these dog lovers?

These dog owners have.

raised their so-called stand-
ards to transform their
kutcha houses into more
sophisticated and cleaner
buildings but this cleaner
and hygienic lifestyle is lim-
ited to their premises. They
do not bother about the dirt
and filth outside their gates.

The people of the area are
already facing problems of
garbage and open drains
and this irresponsible atti-
tude of dog owners of the
area has aggravated the
problems. Dog defecation

" creates a foul stench all over

the place. The common sce-
nario of Jhalupara is that
street dogs are found eve-
rywhere but I have hardly
seen this happening in other
areas of Shillong which are
much cleaner and calmer
with a serene atmosphere. It
speaks volumes about the
sensitivity of the people of
those areas. It doesn't mean
that I am maligning the im-
age of the people of

. Jhalupara and Barapathar.

I belong to this place but
because of some highly in-
sensitive and irresponsible
so-called dog lovers we all
are suffering. It’s high time
for them to realize this nui-
sance and not repeat it in
the future. :
During this period many
people have suffered from
dog bites due to the prolif-

-eration of stray dogs in the

area. Moreover walking on
the road has become diffi-
cult in the early morning
and evening hours. There
is also the danger that peo-
ple might be prone to acci-
dents while they avoid the
stray dogs.

Through your esteemed
daily I would like to draw
the attention of the Ward
Members and Village
Heads of Jhalupara and
Barapathar to take stringent
action against these people
and I further request them
to approach the Shillong
Municipal Board asking
them to take some measures
to make the areas free of
stray dogs.

Yours etc.,

Zaki Siddiqui, .

Via email

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

Mental well-being and
online workplaces

Dr Samhita Barooah

On the occasion of World
Mental Health Day on Oc-
tober 10, 2020 mental well-
being at online workplaces
have become a huge con-
cern. With Covid 19,
workplaces have turned
online from physical plat-
forms. I have observed the
conditions of working pro-
fessionals whose lives have
suddenly turned topsy-
turvy with this tech savvy
lifestyle. During pre-covid
days work timings were fixed
and people could differenti-
ate between work timings,
off days, weekends, holi-
days and family time during
festivals, family functions
and other emergency situa-
tions. With covid 19 every-
thing has become different
for better or for worse.

But the most critical im-

pact has been the mental .

well-being of people whose
lives are entwined between

webinars, zoom and webex

calls, online marketing sites
and their children's
Whatsapp chats and PTA
meetings etc. Very recently
my 70 year old mother was
paranoid as her parent
teacher meeting went off
track. She is still learning
technology to conduct her
Whatsapp classes and at-
tend Google meets to dis-
cuss the progress of her set
of 20 odd 5 year old kids.
One parent wanted more of
her time online for his son
as he only listens to what
my mother has to teach.
While the earlier protocol
was to lessen the screen
time for children but now the

switched off is a distant
luxury for me these days. My
anxiety levels rise if I need
to attend or make phone
calls which don’t concern
my work. The other problem
I find is that mental wellbe-
ing has taken a toll on eve-
ryone who has to self quar-
antine or have gone through
the trauma of attending to a
death due to covid 19. Some
people ventilate their
thoughts on social media,
chat up with counselors
while others are seeking the
help of mental health profes-
sionals during this period. I
try to check on friends and

family everyday whether-

they like it or not either
through a message, ping or
Whatsapp forward just to
know if they are fine irre-
spective of whether they re-
spond or not.

We tend to worry more
about the consequences
and post trauma disorders of
mental health conditions but

we forget about our own.

mental well-being at the pre-
ventive stages. Mental well-
being, menta}l health and
hygiene and mental -illness
are all different aspects of
the mental conditioning of a
human heing. We are oblivi-
ous to the fact that all these
conditions can impact the
physical health, social
stigma and institutional
frictions which might occur
due to such concerns.
Workplaces are no longer
the same. There is hardly
any time for the occasional
leisure chats, office grape-
vines and the professional

parents demand more time'
for their children.

My mother spends
around 4 hours every day
in engaging with the teach-
ing learning activities di-
rectly with the children, their
parents and her colleagues
but the preparations and pre
class activities and commu-
nications take almost 12 to
15 hours of constant
onscreen engagement. She
doesn't like to talk to any of
her family and friends as she
gets worried that the data
pack and phone memory will
fall short of her school ac-
tivities. She wakes up in the
middle of the night to check

"the Whatsapp updates and

the online forwards which
keep on flowing in her work
groups. Her anxiety levels
increases when the network
gets slow and the messages
takes time to get delivered
or doesn’t reach her on time.
She has never been so regu-
lar on Whatsapp calls with
her immediate family mem-
bers or children. Her inter-
ests in anything other than
her school activities have
disappeared during this
lockdown period. She is
constantly engaged in mak-
ing online videos, action
songs, activities even dur-
ing the weekends and any
off days which she manages
to get once in a while. Her
mental wellbeing is better
when she is occupied with
the school activities but
with this non-stop online
engagement, | get worried
how as to how she can cope
with such hyper online ac-
tivity. She has become a rec-
luse, stopped all personal
communication and lost in-
terest in anything other than
her school related work.
While at work I too be-
ing an online educator
would remain glued to the
screen getting paranoid
about all online work. With
the current pressures of be-
ing an online startup
founder, my work is practi-
cally 24x7. Putting my phone
on charge or keeping it

parties for people to social-

ise and loosen up at work.

People -are constantly run-
ning after deadlines, which
remain constant while sala-
ries are shrinking everyday
and layoffs are rising with
overworked staff in every
work setting. Mental wellbe-
ing is seriously at stake in
this uncertain world where
people are finding futile rea-
sons to set themselves free
and stress free. Some are re-
sorting to lifestyle shifts
while others are ehding up
in confinement paranoia.
Overall mental health seems
to be the most adverse im-
pact of corona pandemic.
Post pandemic workplace

structures will involve some’

other forms of norms which
might affect the mental well
being of people in another
way. ‘Such concerns need a
lot of awareness, support
and sensitivity in dealing
with a post traumatic condi-
tion. Even within the house-
hold the quarantine norms,
isolation practices and
safety precautions can lead
to severe domestic discords
and affect the children and
elderly differently.

On this day 1 appeal to all
working people going
through minor or major
stresses of not being heard,
of not being able to share
your work load or those who
lost their work due to mental
wellbeing conditions as a
fall out of covidl9 please
reach out to your friends,
families and well wishers for
your own and their mental
well being. It is also clearly
mentioned in the Universal
Declaration of Human
Rights that the right to lei-
sure is also a human right.
Being online is no longer lei-
sure, it has become a neces-

sity in today's digital world. .

Let’s get offline too for men-
tal well-being and exercise

.our right to leisure whether

at home or at work.

(The writer is Founder,
QueerUp India. Email:
samhitaworld@gmail.com)
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By Vishal Gulati

T he serenity and tranquility
prevailing in Himachal
Pradesh's resort town of
Manali is haunting tourists ever
since the Covid-19 outbreak in
March, with the much-preferred tour-
ist destination turning virtually into
a ghost town, literally.

Estimates say no less than 1,500
hotels, lodges and home-stay ac-
commodations in and around Manali
are yet to pull up the shutters giv-
ing the town a tranquil, yet forlorn
look.

"There is an eerie emptiness eve-
rywhere in Manali, be it the streets,
the shops or the selfie points,” re-
marked Abhishek Dubey, a tourist
from New Delhi.

His wife Nikita added: "The local
transportation for sight-seeing is
mos_tly devoid of commuters and
tourists. You can see only mountain
goats roaming the quiet streets of
Manali.”

Members of the hospitality indus-
try say 20-25 per cent hotels, mainly
high-end and those who have taken
the units on high lease, have opened
their doors for the guests.

They say in their lifetimes they
have.never seen such a stillness of
public spaces with the footfall of
tourists almost abysmal and the
bookings almost nil, impacting their
livelihoods.

"The hotel industry is suffering
catastrophic losses," Manali Hotel-
ier Association President Anoop
Thakur told IANS.

He said from tour guides to ad-
venture tour and travel operators,
everyone who depends on visitor
spending is feeling the pain.

Thakur, whose association has
650 plus members, blamed the state
for adopting discriminatory stand-
ard operating procedures (SOPs)
framed by the Central government
mainly for the hotels located in cit-
ies and metros. '

Also lack of Covid-19 care facil-
ity in Manali is a major hindrance. -

*"In Manali, almost 90 per cent of
the hotels are operating on the pe-
riphery where the existing SOPs are
practically not possible to imple-
ment," he said. i

"These SOPs are basically for
high-end hotels and restaurants op-
erating in major cities. Since most of
the hospitality units are budget and
located in villages, there is a lot of
anxiety, fear and apprehensions
amongst the owners, who are largely
locals. So they prefer to keep their
units shut till a separate SOP keep-

ing in-mind the local requirements is
reframed," he said.

Also, there is no Covid-19 rapid
testing facility for the tourists. .

"One has to visit Kullu town to
get the Covid test and that is 40 km
away from here. Time and again we
are requesting the government to
provide the testing facility within
Manali itself to boost the confidence
of the locals, but nobody is paying
the heed,a he said.

According to him, the association
has also been demanding to set up a
rapid testing lab in Bajaura town, the
entry point to’'Manali, to cater to the
tourists only so that the hoteliers
could get confidence that their
guests are virus-free.

Himachal Pradesh is a major tour-
ism destination. The contribution of
the tourism sector to the state GDP
is about seven per cent, a signifi-
cant one.

The worst affected by the virus
is the home-stay units that is pro-
moted with an aim to drive tourists
to the interiors. '

Under this scheme any. house
owner in a village could let out a maxi-
mum of three rooms for guests.

Currently, some 800 home-stay

units have been registered in the,

state. Out of these, 250 are in the
Kullu-Manali region. Shimla district
has 211 units, followed by Kangra
111.
Officials of

the state-run

Himachal Pradesh Tourism Develop-
ment Corporation (HPTDC) say the
occupancy in most of their hotels in
all tourist destinations is almost neg-
ligible. .

Varun Malhotra, owner of Grace
Resort and Spa, said, "In the past

weekend, there was a noticeable ar-
rival of the tourists for the first time
since the March shutdown. We are
hopeful that their arrival will pick up
pace slowly and slowly and it might
take two-three months."

Lack of public connectivity is the

major bottleneck for the tourist ar-
rival, he said. ,

"The state has still kept its bor-
ders closed for the plying of inter-

state buses. A major chunk of tour--

ists prefer to. come to Manali via
Volvo buses from Delhi and

o

Chandigarh owing to long-distance

travel. Since the state has not al-

lowed them, the arrival of the guests
is low,a said Malhotra, also the
Manali Super Luxury Volvo Owners
Association President. .

On an average nearly 90 luxury
Volvo buses ply to and fro daily be-
tween this tourist resort and Delhi

- via Chandigarh.

As per estimates of the local hos-
pitality industry, the current occu-
pancy rate on normal days in five
per cent and on weekends it spikes
to 15-20 per cent. '

The winter tourist season in
Manali starts from Dussehra holi-
days and lasts till New Year's Eve.

Corporate executive Deepali Sood

from Chandigarh said she was ear-

lier planning to visit Manali during

the ‘week-long Kullu Dussehra fes-
tivity. ' -

"1 have postponed my visit with
friends as tourists are still facing re-

- strictions amid fears of coronavirus

spikes," she said. »
Contrary to state's trends, OYO's
consumer survey says with state

‘borders opening up and relaxation

of restrictions across the country,

travellers are back into action.

It says 57 per cent of respond-
ents said their next trip would be for
leisure, while 61 per cent have al-
ready decided the destination for
their coming vacation.

"OYO's booking trends for the
long weekend between October 2
and 4 clearly reflect India's travel as-
pirations and confidence to hit the

.roads once again. We saw a whop-

ping 72 per cent surge in bookings
for leisure destinations during this
period," Rohit Kapoor, CEQ, India
and South Asia, OYO, told IANS.

Himachal Pradesh’'s economy is
highly dependent on tourism, be-
sides hydroelectric power genera-
tion and horticulture.

The other hill destinations in the
state like Shimla, Kufri, Narkanda,
Kasauli, Chail, Dharamsala and
Palampur also reel under virus fears.

-State's tourist footfall in 2019 in-
creased to 172.12 lakh, which in-
cluded 3.83 lakh foreigners, from
164.50 lakh in 2018,

The highest arrival in 14 years
was at 196.02 lakh in 2017.

(Vishal Gulati can be contacted
at vishal g@ians.in)

Education in yellow rooms

Ata time when the pandemic has forced students to go for digital class, and many underprivileged children
do not have that option, Kshama Hastak’s Sarthak Foundation in Lucknow provides free-of-cost education
to children from economically disadvantaged sections of society, reports Paromita Pain

Young children from economically
weaker sections become vulnerable to
being recruited as child labour when
they are unable to access educational
opportunities. According to UNICEF,
“There are close to six million out-of-
school children in India. Out of 100
students, 29 percent of girls and boys

drop out of school before completing -

the full cycle of elementary education,
and often they are the most
marginalized children.” ,

Kshama Hastak decided to make a
difference. Her efforts resulted in the
formation of Sarthak Foundation in
Lucknow. Started in 2013 with six chil-
dren, it now serves about 1,000 chil-
dren in seven centers and a primary
rural school.

Dedicated to bringing education to
the doorstep of the poor and tradition-
ally marginalised, the seeds for Sarthak
Foundation were laid when Hastak’
used to travel to teach at Amity Uni-
versity, Lucknow. “I used to see these
children from nearby slums and would
often give them something to eat,” she
says. “One day, all I could offer was
sweetened fennel.” The children were
very excited and watching the joy on
their faces made Hastak ponder on
how these children were deprived of
basic opportunities because their fami-
lies were too poor to send them to
school. She started visiting these chil-
dren and teaching them. Hastak
thought she would work with them as
long as she stayed in Lucknow. “But
they shared their plans for the future
with me,” she says, “and I realised that
they were depending on me to fulfill
their dreams.”

Within the next four months, Hastak
created the Sarthak Foundation
project. “Initially, my students from
Amity University helped set up
classes and reach out to children,”
says Hastak. The foundation works
through “Yellow Rooms” located in
different areas where children are
taught, free of cost, school lessons as
well as life skills. Classes run for five
to six hours daily. “When we started,
we would teach in the basic rooms
available in the slums,” says Hastak.
“The children told us that their favour-
ite colour was yellow.” So, each room

was painted bright yellow, and
equipped with computers and televi-
sion sets.

The programme starts with a seven-
day orientation, after which the chil-
dren are divided into three sections
based on their learning levels. Those
who have had access to no learning
are called Tenderfeet, the second
group is called Leamners and the third
are the Advancers. “Our students are
mainly beggars, ragpickers or those
who work menial jobs in shops,” says

" Hastak.

The programme lays a great deal of
emphasis on gender equality and eth-
ics and runs programmes like Bachon
Ki Panchayat (children’s govern-
ment), which are predominantly led by
girls. “We ensure that girls, too, have
access to education because they bear
the brunt of poverty,” says Hastak.
When Sarthak educators reach out to
people, they say that without the girls,
they cannot start the classes. This
helps ensure that families send their
daughters too to these classes.

An essential element of the foun-
dation’s programme is school inclu-
sion, through which these children are
admitted to private and government
schools, where they have maintained

an almost negligible dropout rate.
Sarthak Foundation.sponsors their
high school education and plans to
enrol them in skill-building courses
after graduation, with the aim of mak-
ing them educated as well as employ-
able. The organization has a record of
95 percent enrolment into formal
schools within two years of setting
up a Yellow Room. They have also in-
creased regular school attendance of
children from 20 percent to-an aver-
age of 80 per cent.

Sarthak Foundation has also estab-
lished Gurukul, a low-fee primary
school in Sonari village in Uttar
Pradesh, catering to children in the
area. The aim is to ensure that these
children do not have to move out of
their villages to search for education
and employment. -

When the government’s COVID-19
prevention measures came into effect,
the foundation started organising ses-
sions on life skills for children from
economically disadvantaged and ru-
ral families through YouTube and
WhatsApp. It also collaborated with
community kitchens and local govern-
ment officials in Lucknow to provide
food items regularly to almost 300 fami-
lies.

Hastak quit her job in 2016 and has
since been working full time with the
foundation. In 2018, she participated
in the All-India Roadshow on Wom-
en’s Economic Empowerment through
Entrepreneurship (AIRSWEEE), a
Public Affairs New Delhi grants pro-
gram implemented by the U.S.-based
nonprofit organization The Indus En-
trepreneurs (TiE Inc.) and its India
partners.

Hastak says that Project
AIRSWEEE helped her enhance her
leadership skills. “I created a special
module of what I had learnt for our
teachers and volunteers,” she says.
“Project AIRSWEEE has been a tre-
mendous support for me in a lot of
ways.” While there’s been “tangible
benefits” like improved financial man-
agement, marketing plans and donor
engagement, the project has also had
“a lot of intangible benefits,” she con-
tinues. “I’ve been connected to won-
derful people, and the association has
continued after the workshop. A lot of
them have got involved with my foun-
dation, and they have been helping
me, connecting me to new people. I've
also learned lessons on leadership,
team management, ethics and integ-
rity.” (SPAN-TWF)

‘Working with
‘the elderly

By Ranjan K Baruah

hese days we could see many
B old age homes in different ar

eas where elders stay or are
kept by others. Like créche for kids,
old age homes are also becoming cru-
cial these days. The year 2020 marks
the 75th Anniversary of the United
Nations and the 30th Anniversary of
the International Day of Older Per-
sons which is observed around the
world on October 1. This year 2020
has seen an emergence of COVID-19
that has caused an upheaval across
the world. Considering the higher
risks confronted by older persons
during the outbreak of pandemics

such as COVID-19, policy and pro-

grammatic interventions must be tar-
geted towards raising awareness of
their special needs.

The importance of older people are
felt everywhere. On December 14,
1990, the United Nations General As-
sembly designated October 1 as the
International Day of Older Persons
(resolution 45/106). This was pre-
ceded by initiatives such as the Vi-

enna International Plan of Action on

Ageing, which was adopted by the
1982 World Assembly on Ageing and
endorsed later that year by the UN
General Assembly.

Gerontology is the study of the so-
cial, psychological, cognitive, and
biological aspects of aging. It is dis-
tinguished from geriatrics, which is
the branch of medicine that special-

“ises in the treatment of existing dis-

ease in older adults. Gerontologists
include researchers and practitioners
in the fields of biology, nursing, medi-
cine, criminology, dentistry, social
work, physical and occupational
therapy, psychology, psychiatry, so-
ciology, economics, political science,
architecture, geography, pharmacy,
public health, housing, and anthro-
pology.

It encompasses studying physi-
cal, mental, and social changes in
people as they age investigating the
biological aging process, effects and
mechanisms investigating the social
and psycho-social impacts of aging
investigating the psychological ef-
fects on aging, investigating the in-
terface of biological aging with ag-
ing-related diseases, investigating

the effects of an ageing population
on society applying this knowledge
to policies and programs, including
the macroscopic (for example, gov-
ernment planning) and microscopic

* (for example, running a nursing home)

perspectives. o

The multidisciplinary nature of
gerontology means that there are a
number of sub-fields, as well -as as-

'sociated fields such as physiology,

psychology and sociology that over-
lap with gerontology. Gerontologists
view aging in terms of four distinct
processes: chronological aging, bio- -
logical aging, psychological aging,
and social aging. Chronological ag-
ing is the definition of aging based
on a person's years lived from birth.
Biological aging refers to the physi-
cal changes that reduce the effi-
ciency of organ systems. Psychologi-
cal aging includes the changes that
occur in sensory and perceptual
processes, cognitive . abilities,
adaptive capacity, and personality.
Social aging refers to an individual's
changing roles and relationships with
family, friends, and other informal
supports, productive roles and within
organisations. ;
In simple it is multidisciplinary and
is concerned with physical, mental,
and social aspects and implications
of aging. Geriatrics is a medical
specialty focused on care and treat-
ment of older persons. Although ger-
ontology and geriatrics have differ-
ing emphases, they both have the
goal of understanding aging so that
people can maximise their function-
ing and achieve a high quality of life.
Considering the rising elderly
population in India, there is acute
need for individuals who can provide
quality care to the elderly. Now when
most of the families are going nuclear,
the elders are left alone to take care

-of themselves. This also brings op-

portunity for individuals to build their

careers. Careers related to this may

be purely medical or social and other

support. There are diploma courses
like Diploma in Geriatric Care which

will produce quality individuals who

will provide appropriate service to the

elderly population.

(The author can be reached at
84739453734 or bkranjan@gmail.com)
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The ballad
of struggle

e-Reading made easy

By Vishnu Makhijani

ith love for reading aug
mented during the Covid-
induced lockdown, heres

an "immersive fiction" platform that

marries the written word with multi-
media elements to give one a real-
life simulation on your smartphone
— an average 15-minute read that
has fast overtaken ebooks and has
clocked up over 500 writers, more
than 1,000 stories and one lakh us-
ers in the past six months.

The four main genres of ro-
mance, horror, thriller and drama on
the Plop Stories platform "bring
you immersive fiction that goes be-
yqnd written content and merges
with visual content, bypassing tra-
ditional book distributors. Writers
can publish their interactive stories
directly on Plop. Because Plop is
mobile-first it provides writers a
multitude of options to create
highly immersive content,”" its
cofounder Vineet Shetty, who has a
degree in software engineering and
is also an alumnus of the Indian
Schpol of Business, told J4ANS in
an interview. ’

"The stories marry the written
word with multimedia elements and
give readers a real-life simulation on
smartphones. Readers can take de-
cisions and interact with the char-
acters of the stories, making it an
extremely immersive experience,"”
Shetty added.

Thus, not only does Plop pro-
duce its own stories — Plop Origi-
nals — "but it also enables crea-
tors to dabble with interactive con-
tent gaming and create their own
masterpieces. We have a platform.
So people create the stories based
on the capabilities and once it gets
approved it's shown in the app.

"They come and freely produce
content of their choice. Based on
the number of stories unlocked the

writers get paid. As of now there -

are writers who are making 400 dol-
lars (Rs. 29,000) a month from Plop,"
Shetty explained.

Q: How does it work?
A: Plop has a tool where anybody
can log in and create their "own ad-
venture” kind of stories.

"Initially the first few writers we
had to speak to them to guide them.

Plop co-founders Vineet Shetty and Anushka Shetty.

Since we were just born and quality
is important. So it was important for
us to do the primary check. But now
we bave a tool named writers' panel.
So the first part tells them how to
use the feature. And the mandate is
the second part. The mandate gives
them the framework like how can

they make their stories stand out,"
Shetty said. :

With the lockdown, as has been
noticed with OTT players like
Netflix.

"We have seen over a 400 per
cent rise in user activity especially
from the United States and United
Kingdom. And almost 800 per cent
increase in in-app purchases. Simi-

larly, there has been a massive
growth in the number of writers/
creators' who have been on-boarded
to the platform", he said.

Over 60 per cent of the users are
from North America, and rest from
Europe and Asia including India.

While it takes an average of 15

minutes to read a story, "power us-
ers are active for almost 45 minutes
a day" Shetty noted, adding that
"over 20 million minutes of engage-
ment time" had been recorded till
date. -

Q: Can the publishing industry
benefit from this?
A: "We already have some publish-

ers who are interested in exploring
the Plop format. Just like the pan-
demic has made production houses
warm up to OTT platforms like
Netflix and Prime Video, publishing
houses are warming up to the idea
of alternate reading formats.

Publishers can explore Plop as
another way to adapt their existing
books. Publishers sell the film rights
of a book to a film production com-
pany, audio book rights to an audio
publisher like Audible or Storytel,
they could now sell the interactive
fiction adaptation rights to Plop,"
Shetty said.

The platform has also seen a
rather interesting fallout

"We have emerged as a platform
for Europeans, especially from Ger-
many, Netherlands, and France, as
also from countries like Russia and
the Philippines, to learn conversa-

tional English. This is something’

very interesting and unexpected. I
guess it's because of our focus on
the quality of our content — and be-
cause most of the stories are writ-
ten in a conversational style, which
makes it easier for readers to relate
to them," Shetty concluded.

(Vishnu Makhijani can be reached
at vishnu.makhijani@ians.in)

is laughter races in the dimly-

4 lit courtyard. There are chick

ens of different sizes strolling

all over. Two goats, staring into noth-

ingness are also tied on a tree. He had

later said that we could choose our
dinner. ' . : .

Bant Singh is lying on a hand-spun
cot at his home in Mansa in Punjab.
He is not moving. The small television
set is turned on but no one is watch-

ing it. He has been busy lately. "I have

been travelling all over Punjab to pro-
test against the farm bills, sitting on
dharnas and and singing revolution-
ary songs at gatherings in Ludhiana,
Mansa, Jalandhar and Amritsar," e
says.

Singh, a Dalit activist singer and a
cult figure in his region, who was at-
tacked on January 7, 2006 by upper-
caste Jats that cost him both of his
lower arms and left leg after he went
to court against the rape of minor
daughter by some powerful men in the
village, is smiling today.

After all, a Hindi film is beihg made
on his life by One Life Studios —
based on the book Ballad of Bant
Singh written. by author and critic
Nirupama Dutt. .

He may not be able to feed him him-
self, may need assistance in going to
the washroom, but Singh says that as
long as social inequalities exist, it is
important for him to raise his voice.

_ "Nothing has changed ever since I
was attacked. Look at the récent
Hathras rape case. I just hope the film
on my life inspires people to under-
stand that it is important to fight. That
giving up is never an option, espe-
cially for people like us. Yes, the times
are dark, but that should not mean we
should stop resisting. My daughter
roared against her culprits in front of
the judge. She looked straight into the

judge's eyes while answering every .

question asked by the defence coun-

| sel. They tried to embarrass her with

details. She shamed them with her

stare,” says Singh, who has performed

from his wheel-chair at venues like the
Jaipur Literature Festival, Tata Litera-
ture Festival and Prithvi Festival, said.

Meanwhile Nirupama Dutt, who
has ensured that Singh received a de-
cent amount for the film, recalls that

before the current offer, several stu-
dios had approached her, but nothing

materialised. "Most production
houses seem inclined to cast a Punjabi
in Bant's role. I am not sure if that is
really important, all you need is a sen-
sitive actor," she says. ‘

Remembering that post the attack
on him in 2006, he had become a cult
figure in the region, with journalists
from across the world visiting Mansa
to.cover his story, a publishing house
called her, requesting her to write a
book on him. "I was already writing
one on poet Lal Singh Dil, so I was
not really sure. But the moment I called
him asking how he was recovering, he
said — 'I am smiling like a mustard field
in full bloom.' That moment I knew I
would do it."

Adding that her encounter with
Singh's daughter who was raped
helped her shape the narrative of the
book, Dutt says, "I was scared to talk
to her, there was a'strange apprehen-
sion, but her bravado stunned me. I
was to realise later that my hesitation
arose from the comfort of my own rela-
tively privileged existence. Those who
are pushed to the wall find the cour-
age to tell their tale of woe over and

-over again."

Currently working on her next book
Making Mocktales, Dutt says that
while most gissas (ballads) end:in trag-
edy, the one on Bant leads to struggle
— and hence, important. (IANS)

‘Star - Gazing’

By Pt. Ajai Bhambi

Sunday, October 11, 2020

Venus trine Uranus on your solar retum chart will ensure a wonderful year
for you. You will have confidence in your abilities and will be able to
achieve impossible targets. You will have the gift of the gab and will be
able to impress one and all by your irrepressible charm and impeccable
manners. You will make best use of your communication skills and will
be able to get your work done. You-will win high praise and acclaim for
your efforts at workplace. You will be implementing new ideas with fair
amount of success. Your colleagues will support you. Relations with
superiors and higher officials would be wonderfut. You need not worry
on financial front. Students will get success in exams and interview.
Those looking for job change will get success. Your personal life wil
remain tension free. And new romantic relations are possible.
Aries; (March 21 - April 20)
You are likely to swing to extremes in this period; sometimes
happy, celebratory and at other times heavy, serious and
even low. Professional situations and personal relations are
sensitive and tend to go through ups.and downs. Finances
and material effects need to be evaluated; do not make
mnvestments or speculate heavily. This would be the right
time to concentrate on your career prospects and profes-
sional skills. A healthy body holds a healthy and positive
mind - work towards this.

Taurus: (April 21 - May 21) .
The planetary configuration brings to the fore activities relat
to communications, competition and examinations. You feel
touchy and sensitive but would be more accommodating and
compassionate in relationships. You would create a work of
art in your field of activity. This brings success and good
fortune at work and opens new horizons for expansion. This
is the right time to participate in cument events and share
views, ideas and feelings with people around you. Sports
and physical activities keep you fit and energetic.
Gemini: (May 22 - June 21)

This week highlights friendship, love, romance, spirituality
and children in your life. There would be positive results from

: A

journey are on your agenda. This is a good time to promote
harmony and good relations with people around you. You
are also dealing with issues that force you to rid yourself of
guilt about under-performing, and to develop faith and trust
in a larger more spiritual plan. It's time to let go of some of
your fears that you are not doing enough; to develop more
compassion and understanding of others, and to be humble,
feeling content in the knowledge that you are putting in your
best. :
Cancer: (June 22 - July 22) ‘

This week brings mixed results for you. Aftef dealing with

tough people and complicated issues you feel much stronger

and clearer about your priorities. You are compassionate and

¥

from them. It's also important to let go of some of your
obsessions with rules, details, and fears of not doing things
perfectly. The movement is towards a more balanced
approach to dealing with practical, worldly matters and your
own spiritual growth. Health needs extra care and old habits
detrimental to your health need to be discarded.
Leo: (July 23 - August 23) .
Mixed results- are indicated this week. If you feel especially
angry, frustrated or restless, it would be great to find a little
more work and things to do so that you can channel excess
energy constructively. Your heart and head pull you in
ifferent directions when domestic and family related deci-
'sions are to be addressed. Communications and business
ssociates from overseas bring good news and offer
lucrative opportunities. A marriage proposal is worth consid-
ering. Children may be a stronger focus as well. Sponsoring
or supporting other people would be rewarding. New or
changed responsibilities around the home or towards family
also figure at this time.
Virgo: (August 24 - September 22) ‘
This phase indicates income and gain from investments and
speculations. This is a time of increased psychological
understanding, intimacy, and perhaps accumulation of
wealth if you manage your resources well. You are more

Y X
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Libra: (September 23 - October 23)

written and oral communication. Short frips, shopping, and -

generous with family, friends and relatives, drawing respect

capable of helping friends and loved ones who are dealing with
a crisis-you can be leaned upon. Any type of in-depth study
or research is likely to go well. Be careful when expressing
feelings and emotions as others can misunderstand you. You
might spend a lot of time in short frequent trips, communicating
with people. :

period. Learning to share on a personal level brings you som
measure of joy. Money matters make big headlines. A bigge!
drive for security is with you and re-organizing your home and
domestic life comes into play. Other people's money may
come your way or you might secure some real estate.You
adopt new styles and invest in clothes, jewelry, perfumes and
this brings color and glamour in your life. Your thoughts turn
to children, pleasure and romance. You focus on having fun
enjoying sports and expressing yourself efficiently. You
maintain a fitness routine and a healthy diet program.
Scorpio:(October 24 - November 22) .

An intimate relationship develops or figures strongly in thi%

e

The planetary configuration brings mixed results for you. A
partner's resources could have a significant impact on you
home fife. Finding joy in developing intimacy is featured, an
this is a time where you develop and enhance your love o
a deeper level. Work could be moving towards more researc
and development. The work you do could be supported b
your spouse or other people's money in general, such as wor
in finance. You achieve success as you are brilliant-and ther

S

is good fortune attending professional, personal and material-

aspects.
Sagittarius: (November 23 - December 21) ‘
This phase brings new associations and beginnings in work
areas as new opportunities and changes may come about. You
are likely to see benefits in the areas of finances, shared
resources, personal transformation, research, investigation
and emotional matters. An insurance settlement, tax rebate
could come your way, and this is an excellent time to work
on financial planning and strategy. Financial gains may come
through a partnership or there may be an increase in income,
Benefit can come through jointly held resources, loans, of
taxes. You need to be aware of the areas that could add value,
(December 22 - January 20)
You would enjoy making things that are beautiful and you
succeed in areas that require an aesthetic sense as well a
technical ability. You would compromise and adjust and tak
a softer approach while dealing with people at work and home.
Its a passionate time, although you are unlikely to be
displaying a whole lot of self-discipline. This is a time when
you could get a mortgage or other property- and home-related
financial backing. You would get serious about home, family,
and domestic concerns. Health food, yoga and meditation
would help to overcome from health problems.
(January 21 - February 18)
The ability to build up financial and monetary pursuits and good
returns from overseas business are on the cards. Sharing your
interests and communication with your loved one may be
especially appealing to you.Family obligations may get in thel
way of your experience of pleasure and of the achievement
of your personal goals. There may be some emotionaJ
distancing as well in your homs. Your current fiving condition:
may feel restrictive, limiting, too small or cramped (physically
and/or emotionally). Delays and slowdowns may be expe
rienced in the areas of health, mobility, and career.
Pisces: (February 19 - March 20)
This period brings wisdom, knowledge and creativity in your
behavior and cooperation and harmony in persona
relationships.Your drive for personal freedom and insistenc
on your rights is pressing, and a confrontation in which yog
have to stand up for yourself is likely. You certainly don't liki
to follow orders. Do your best to avoid impulsive decision-
making that is built upon your desire to be a free spirit. You may
recognize talents that you never knew you had, and this can
be a sudden, exciting discovery. A heaith program finds favouq

with you.

¥

Capricorn:

P

Aquarius:

[

VA

Perks of being on lockdown:
- Sarcastic student edition

By Athira Saji

emember how life was back in
. February? Ah, sweet memo

ries! It all started going down-
hill mid-March, when board exams
got interrupted and when what
started as a 21-day lockdown led to
a lazed out lifestyle which, now,
seems like it's here to stay. Six
months (of Netflix,
Masterchef - sessions, pretend
cardio-workouts, Dalgona coffee,
cutting your own hair, black and
white photo challenges, intense so-
cial media activism and entrance
exam tension) later, here we are; left
to listen to 'Unlock’ strategies every
time we make a phone call (which,
let's admit, very often, takes up more
time than the actual phone conver-
sation), watching spicy drama un-
ravel in the world of Bollywood
(which, again, let's admit, is a tad bit
more interesting than actual Hindi
movies.

God bless Arnab Goswami for
lighting up our 9pms) and convinc-
ing ourselves that 2021 is going to
be so much better because, after all,
it's evil twin year, 2020, to be blamed
for everything gone wrong.

Speaking of things gone wrong
(cue nervous laughter), how many
of us were naive enough to think that
there would be no exams conducted
this year, whatsoever? JEE and NEET
2020 aspirants sure had their work
cut out for them, didn't they? It went
from mass tweeting to emailing the
PMO and NTA office to virtual hun-
ger strikes to prime time debates on
news channels, and then, of course,
from ‘making the Union Education
Minister a meme celebrity to pray-
ing for that one beautiful repose that
is 'postponement' to grumbling while
downloading admit cards to, for a
few of us, grumbling some more
white loading exam centres situated
100 kms away.

All in all, these few weeks prior to
exams taught us that students, with
enough unity, can move court but
will still be told off by adults.

Anyway, now that some of us are
done with exams, this superficial re-
lief that is currently in the air needs
to be made the most of. It won't be
long before results come crashing
down and make a mess of all the

pseudo”

sense of calm that's on our faces
right now. Watch all the movies and
be done with all the unproductivity
before D-day. ‘
Speaking of unproductivity, isn't
it awesome how night life has taken
on a whole new meaning during the
lockdown? Before exams, it was all
about the grind, staying up till 3am
studying with everything you've
got. A good six months and damaged
circadian rhythm later, you still end
up sleeping at 3am, but after watch-
ing a whole season of Friends.
Come to think of it, the Class of
2020 might just have a whole sec-
tion of heaven reserved for it; the
things we've endured! As if two
years of toiling in high school wasn't
enough, the year everyone was sup-
posed to finally attain pure liberal-
ism, people get masked and locked
up.
And while we're on the subject,
don't you think it's wonderful how
coronavirus gets blamed for every-
thing that doesn't go our way? This
means that the next time someone
asks why you're not in college al-
ready, you could easily get away

with a 'Oh no travelling for me this -
. year' instead of admitting that you

didn't surpass the cut-off marks.
Glass half full, people, we can use
this to our advantage.

Another rather interesting obser-
vation I've had the honour of mak-
ing is the fact that my mental health
has improved ten times since the
lockdown started. This is definitely
contradictory to what psychologists
say about the global population but

I just might be the lone exception
here because as it turns out, all I
needed to become happy was to
stay away from my relatives for a few
months! (There are still phone con-
versations, I'm not dead inside okay)
But seriously, the social pressure
that comes along with explaining
every life decision you've ever made
to nosy relatives may be enough to
make even Dwayne Johnson cry.

But oh well, as they say, what
doesn't kill you makes you stronger.
Along with the collective wish that
each of us have to do away with the
virus, it's also my personal wish that
we never forget this time (not that
doing nothing important for months
is something easy to forget).

If you think about it, this will be a
time that future generations will talk
about (provided that climate change
doesn't get inspired by the famous
2020 chain of disasters) and this is
our chance to build a solid bed time
story/ history chapter for them.
Again, glass half full, my friends.

On a serious note, we've come a
long way and still, have miles to go.
We got through six whole months
of being atound a virus; that's a
pretty great achievement, if you ask
me. It hasn't just been six months of.
‘nothingness', we've witnessed more
compassion, more prayers, more hu-
manity in these six months than we
ever would've noticed in the past.
We're human. And we're human for
a reason. I hope we never forget
that.

And with that, I shall get back to
my 2 am Friends binging session.
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. Gen-Xin Bihar Polls
THE Bihar assembly polls will be quite different this
time for the reason that three stalwarts will be missing
from the scene that is currently building up there. A
new generation of leaders are entering the fray and
leading campaigns-as well. With the demise of Ram
Vilas Paswan, a vacuum has been created in state
politics where he reigned as the principal voice of
the Dalits through the Lok Janshakti Party. Bihar
strongman and RJD leader Lalu Prasad is in jail since
2017 over the fodder scam and other cases, while
Loktantrik Janata Dal leader Sharad Yadav, who
broke ranks with Nitish in JDU, is not keeping good
health. As the campaign shapes up, the JDU and
BJP entered into a seat-sharing formula in which
the former will contest 122 seats and the latter 121
seats. Once the results are out, the CM’s post could
be open to bargaining by the two sides. The BIP
won more seats than the JDU in the Lok Sabha
polls in the state last year; but regional equations
will be different. Lalu Prasad in jail means his family
will run the campaign; and Paswan’s son Chirag who
is an MP from the state is leading the LJP campaign.
His acceptability as the party’s central command
~ might be open to question also as his mother hails
from Punjab and hence a dilution of the local Dalit

identity.

However, at the moment there is no other strong
leader for the party. It will be keenly watched as to
how Chirag’s popularity as a former Bollywood
actor will impact his campaign in a positive manner,
likely drawing support from non-Dalit voter bases
t00. In the RID-Congress alliance, the former will
contest 144 seats and the latter 70; showing the
weak positioning of the national party. However,
the stepping in of actor-turned-politician Shatrughan
Sinha to help power this alliance’s campaign on
behalf of the Congress leadership could be of some
help to the anti-Nitish-BJP alliance in the state. In
between these two formidable alliances will fall the
LJP that is fighting the polls alone. It might be waiting
for a split verdict to assertits bargaining power. From
the RID, Lalu’s two sons — Tej Pratap and Tejashwi
Prasad — are entering the fray and could lead the
campaign from the front. In the caste-riven state
politics, how the two young faces together with
LJP’s Chirag could promise or thwart a generational
change in Bihar politics will be worth watching.
Looks like Bihar might witness a many-sided battle

of dynasties. -

- persons of the Government

Government’s battle
~against COVID-19

The impact of the
pandemic on the country
and the world at large is
beyond one’s underst-
anding and no doubt
Meghalaya too has to bear
the same brunt. The
tragedy is that the
pandemic is not likely to
end soon and the state and
its people have to prepare
for a long drawn battle
against COVID-19. Not
only that the magnitude of
the impact is inexplicable;
it is also sad that there is
no aspect of human lives
that the pandemic has not
touched. The question that
is in the minds of the
citizens of the state is how
is the MDA government
doing in the fight against
the pandemic? The battle
has been more than six
months now, people would
find comfort in knowing,
whether we are on a
winning stride or whether
we are up against a wall in
the fight against the
pandemic.

Right now quite a sizable
chunk of the population in
the state is also asking and
rightly so, if the state is
fighting a losing battle. The
first major indication that
made people doubt the
Government’s position in
the battle has to do with the
Chief Minister. The fact that
the Chief Minister is doing
a vanishing act from the
frontline in the fight
against the pandemic
makes people question if
the- CM is tired or he has
already foreseen the
impending defeat which
looms large over the
horizon.

All of a sudden the Chief
Minister is no longer seen
briefing the media on the
state of affairs with regards
to the fight against COVID-
19 in the state. The Deputy
Chief Minister too who all
along supported the Chief
Minister also gradually
disappearing from the
scene and the important
task of briefing the people
of the state about the
development in the battle
against the pandemic is left
to the Director of Health
Services (MI) Government
of Meghalaya. The irony is
that when the state is
witnessing a spike in cases
of people getting affected
by the virus, the spokes-

By HH Mohrmen

are doing a vanishing act
and it is left to the poor
doctor to handle the
difficult situation.

The decision of the
Government to make citizens
pay for their own test for
COVID-19, also gave a
confusing message to the

public. The immediate
message that the public is
getting is  that the

Government is in a difficult
situation, otherwise how
would it abandon its
responsibility to the people.
Is this because the public
exchequer is empty now or
that the Government is
giving up and is washing its
hands off the issue and
indirectly forcing the
citizens to fend for
themselves? It is said that
people are expected to pay
the cost of the test because
the Government cannot
handle the cost anymore.
But one can also question
the wisdom of those in the
decision  making of
prioritising the purchase of
used ambulances from the
Uttar Pradesh government
over getting the citizen of
the State tested for COVID-
19. In a pandemic situation
which is more important? To
get people tested for the
virus or to buy the used
ambulance? Or is. there
something else that people

" are not aware of behind the

urgency of purchasing the
used ambulance in lieu of
getting. citizens tested
which is the need of the
hour?

The irony is also that just
when the State is
experiencing a rise in Covid
cases the Government
makes this
announcement that . the
citizens will now have to pay
for the cost of the test. One
may also ask, in a situation
like this, what percentage of
the population would find it
comfortable to shell out Rs
3000 plus rupees for one
test. The pandemic has
already dealt a severe blow
on the economic life of the
middle income group of
people and now they are
expected to pay for getting
tested for RAT or RT-PCR

_test. People will now also

become a milking cow for
those in the health sector
because they will have to

insensitive

pay for another test every
time they visit a hospital or
a clinic. This will be an extra
cost that every patient and
perhaps even their
attendants will have to incur.
Until the vaccination for the
ailment is found, COVID-19
test will be made mandatory
for patients and people will
have to prepare to pay an
extra three thousand rupees
every time they wvisit a
hospital or a doctor’s clinic.

The other pertinent
question is how many tests
has the State conducted?
There are reports which say
that Meghalaya has done
much less testing whén
compared to the other states
in the region. Despite
conducting fewer tests, the
Government is giving up on

the tests and leaving the’

people high and dry. The

-other pertinent question is,

if the government cannot
pay for the tests now, how
can we expect this same
Government to pay for
vaccinating us citizens if and
when the vaccine is
available? Is the government
abandoning its duty to
provide health services to
the people of the state? This
question needs an answer?

The other major concern
is that the Government is still
in denial mode and is not
admitting if the virus has
taken turn- to become a
community spread now.
How else can one explain the
spike in cases? The other
indication that the
Government is gradually
discarding its duty in the
fight is the decision to
reduce the quarantine period
to ten days. There are also
reports that riot only is the
quarantine period reduced to
ten days but now even
Covid positive patients who
are asymptomatic or
patients with mild symptoms
are allowed to stay and get
treated at home. It is
understandable that the
Government is trying to cut
costs and this is also as per
guidelines of the Union
Health Ministry, but the
question is what will happen
if the patient all of a sudden
develops complications,
reaches a critical stage and
requires a ventilator?

The other indication
which makes people

question the performance of
the Government is the
statements made by the
Chief Minister and his
Deputy with regards to the
expenditure incurred by
Government in fighting the
pandemic. The two heads of
the same government gave
contradicting statements
which has also raised many
questions  than  they
answered. It is therefore not
surprising  that individuals
or institutions would resort
to using the Right to
Information provisions to
seek information on how the
Government has spent the
Covid funds. The Gover-
nment is now obviously
caught in its own trap and
this  provides more
ammunition not only to the

Opposition but even the

public to raise questions.
Criticism against the
Government’s way of
spending the State’s meagre
resources in the fight

-against COVID-19 gained

momentum when the

Government of Manipur |

made public how much it
had spent in tackling
COVID-19 pandemic. The
Manipur Government’s
report that was made public

shows an expenditure of

only Rs 60 crore whereas the
Government of Meghalaya
had spent almost Rs 400
crore for a similar number of
patients and doing pretty
much the same thing. The
public has the right to
question how come there is
this huge -difference of over
three hundred percent in the
expenditures incurred by the
two states in tackling the
same pandemic?

The Government of
Meghalaya is obviously not
doing itself a favour in how
it tackles the COVID-19
pandemic. It remains to be
seen how this fight will end.
But from what is available
in the public domain it is
safe  to say that
performance of the MDA

government leaves much to |

be desired. Hopefully the
Government will. not
abandon its sacred duty to
ensure that every citizen,
especially the poor and the
needy, are provided health
care service that they most
need. _

Email: hhmohrmen67
@gmail.com

TO THE EDITOR _]

Wedemand

protection!
Editor,
The sex worker

community in Shillong is
extremely grateful to you for
publishing a letter, "We are
humans too!" from one of
our sisters in distress a
month ago on Sep 2, 2020.
You stood up for us when
nobody else did; but it's
time we stand up for
ourselves. Through this
letter, we as an Association
would like to remind our
State Government that
criminalization of sex work
is a human rights issue. At
the same time, we would
also like to suggest to our
respected leaders how
decriminalizing sex work
would help protect us as this
would maximize our legal
protection and also our
ability to exercise other key
rights, including rights to
justice and health care. Our
legal recognition and
occupation maximizes our
protection, dignity, and
equality. This is an
important step toward
destigmatizing sex work.
So, what exactly do we
want the Meghalaya
government to do? What we
want is for you to fully
decriminalize sex work and
ensure that we do not face
discrimination in law or
practice. You, our respected
leaders  should also
strengthen services for sex
workers and ensure that we
have safe working
conditions (as compared to
secretly operating in rented
houses :
government buildings) and

and abandoned -

access to public benefits
and social safety nets.
Moreover, any regulation
and control on us and our
activities need to be non-
discriminatory: and to
comply with international
human rights laws. For
example, restrictions that
would prevent us who
engage in sex work from
organizing collectively, or
working in a safe
environment, are not
legitimate restrictions. This
pandemic has been tough
for me and many other sex
workers in Shillong, and the
end of the lockdown has
brought new challenges.
Covid-19 has really shed
light on the various ways in
which the pandemic has
affected our health and
rights, with respect to
inadequate or non-existent
access to labour rights,
exclusion from government
relief and protection
measures, and as targets of
intensified law enforcement.
It's time the government hear
us out. Sex Work is Real
Work, and it's time to treat it
that way!
Yours etc.,
Name withheld on request,
Via email

A case of
contrasting

brothers!

Editor,

I read with great interest
the most unexpected and
unusual statement from
Revenue Minister Kyrmen
Shylla, "Minister ready for
action against brother 'if

found guilty' " (ST Oct 10,

2020). In fact, I was in so
much disbelief that I read
the story twice, thrice to
make sure that [
comprehended the
message correctly.

To tell you frankly, my
first reaction was that the
young first time minister is
either naive or too honest.
Even in the worst case
scenarid, if it is a case of
rivalry among siblings that
has led to such a stand-out
statement, still Shylla needs
to be complimented for his
no holds barred stand.
Nobody in public life in
Meghalaya has come out
openly against wrong
doings by a close relation.
Shylla is exceptional. He
said, "Just because I am a
minister, I am not going to
spare anyone Wwho is
involved in illegalities.” I
initially thought that he
might retract saying he has
been misquoted. Since there
is no clarification to the
contrary so far, it will be safe
to assume that he has
owned up this bold
statement. For all I know, the
minister's older sibling is the
alleged guilty party in coal
scam.

While congratulating the
minister for his outrage
against corruption and
refusal to shield his own
brother, I am wondering
why others in active politics
today whose near ones
also have been caught on
the wrong foot, are being
protected so brazenly. The
other "big brother" has

continued to get protection
from the younger brother.
This is the contrast. Maybe,
it is time for the other
younger sibling to take a
leaf out of Kyrmen Shylla.
Will he or won't he? That's
the question.
~ Yours etc.,
.Name withheld on
' request,
Viaemail.

Is it justified to

deny pension?

Editor,

It is regretful to know
that some staff of the
Directorate of Agriculture
occupying low grade posts,
or, for that matter in other
state departments who have
since recently retired from
service have been denied
their due pension
entitlements. This action of
the Government against the
retirees has placed the
victims and their family in a

dilemma especially since

some retirees also happen to
be the sole bread eamers of
the house-hold. The
background for withholding
such pensionary benefits is
ostensibly because the staff
in question had been
appointed in an irregular
procedure by the former
directors without the joint
approval of the Department
Selection Committee (DSC).
However, the moot question
is can those retirees who
had been. continuously
serving the Department for
not less than 40 (forty) years
and while in service they
had availed all the monetary

facilities like house building
advance, festival advance,
children’s education and
other advances etc.,
contributed GPF and had a
good service record but at
the .end of their entire
service period have been
denied the right to a
pension.

Incidentally, in Haryana a
few decades ago, the Ex-
Director General of Police
(DGP), SPS Rathore was
allegedly accused of being
an abettor in the suicide of a

- 14 years young woman

tennis player R. Girhorla in
1993 and there was a
purported move by the
Govt. to withhold his
pension. - However on
December 17, 2011, the
Central Administrative
Tribune (CAT) disapproved
the proposal outright by
asserting  that:  “The
pension of a person is not a
bounty. It is a legal

entitlement..”
Yours etc.,

Jerome K. Diengdoh
Shillong -2

‘Tackling Covid

in Sweden

Editor,

I came across an article
in the Sun, UK by Christy
Cooney, (Sept 10, 2020) with
some very interesting facts
and figures. Sweden has
just 13 patients in intensive
care and only one death per
day. Sweden is probably the
only country not to impose
any lock-down at the start
of the pandemic (so called).
Sweden opted to stick with

the "herd immunity"
strategy and allowed the
virus to partially spread
through the population.
People in Sweden have not
had to wear masks at all.
Many doctors and
scientists have been saying
all along. that face masks
only makes matters worse
because we are ingesting
back the carbon dioxide
which our bodies are
supposed to exhale out,
thus lowering our immunity
levels and making us more
prone to catching viral
diseases such as Covid.
And in any case the virus
size can easily pass through
most if not all the materials
of which masks aré made.
Now the question which
arises is whether we are
blindly following the world
in their mistakes. Or is there
a huge agenda in testing of
vaccines in third world
countries such as India and
eventually making billions
by marketing them.. When
any vaccine worth. its name
takes many years to be
developed, will such hurried
concoctions be safe and
then again are they really
going to be useful?
I have no answers but
the questions keep arising.
Yours etc.,
Dr. Tridib Kakoty
Veterinarian
Animal Concern
Via email

the

Other viruses at play in the country
more dangerous than Coronavirus

Bureaucrats, politicians
contributing to the
social chaos

By Sushil Kutty

The circus continues to
rock. From deep inside
Mumbai, it's like the Centre's
nowhere in the picture. But
push aside the facade like
you do a curtain and the
door opens to a vista wide
open. You'll spot the

footprints of the Centre as.

clearly as fish in unmuddied
waters. The Centre's
representative in Mumbai is
the CBI and while the CBI
isn't doing anything that's
apparent, worth its
reputation or mandate, that's
exactly what it's doing:
Coolly sitting and watching
and not moving a finger or a
toe. It's not investigating.
The top - investigating
agency was brought in to
investigate Sushant Singh
Rajput's death and get to the
bottom of it: Was Sushant
Singh Rajput murdered or
did he kill himself, a little
matter of suicide?

But what's on view? A
seemingly comatose CBI
laid out in the attic! Hidden
from the eye, out of sight
except to the few who sent
the CBI to the concrete
jungle to sift through the
debris and ferret out the
secret of a mystery death.
Has the CBI arrived at a
conclusion?. No. Definitely
not. Confirming the view
that there's something
amiss! What could be that,
and why; will somebody
care to tell? The CBI, the
MHA -- Amit Shah?

The silence is weird.
Deafening would be the
cliche. But it does not stick.
The CBI is playing a game
and it's got to do with a
game-plan of the Centre. Of
course, that means the BIP,
which has quite a few
chestnuts in the fire. From
the Bihar  assembly
elections to putting the
Maharashtra government of
the day in all sorts of trouble
by fishing in ‘muddied
waters, see what it lands! If
luck favours a big fish, the
small fries already in the net,
catch that won't sell.

The fact is amidst all the
rancour and squabbling and
fighting in' TV studios,
Devendra Fadnavis and
Sanjay Raut met, not to
gawk at each other but to
hobnob, something which
comes second nature to
politicians of all hues. The
former chief minister of
Maharashtra and Shiv
Sena's gadfly did not
disclose  what  they
hobnobbed about though
the grapevine is full of hints
it has to do with the SSR
death and the Disha Salian
deaths and talk of the
involvement neck-deep of a
top Sena operative in the
deaths; a Sena blue-eyed
boy who is also a minister

“in the MVA Government.

It's all twisted. Messed
up. The plot is so thick it's
impossible to know what's
in the stew. Opaque. And
because that's how it is,
speculation and rumour
mongering have taken over
the narrative. There is a
bunch- of what's called
"SSRians" spearheading
the 'Justice for Sushant”
movement that has taken
hold and has roots all over
India with the media taking
sides for TRP and more. So
much so, the media war
intensified and has turned
into a spectacle!

That's presenting it
mildly. Actually, the media
war has become
cannibalistic, with rival TV
channels feeding on each
other's crimes laid bare.
There’s the Republic
against India Today and
there's lots of Zee for Zing
and 18 news items all at
once. All that's lacking is an
item number though there's
enough of Bollywood and
its top divas giving masala
to the 24/7 pay per view
spectacle. Besides, to
swoon the Aam Aadmi,
there's enough marijuana
and hash to stone a
rapacious dinosaur if one
stepped out of the Jurassic
Park!

That mean

doesn't

everybody is stoned. The
Mumbai Police is actively in
the game; 'playing; some
say, a murky game which
Scotland Yard will refuse to
participate in for all the
bobbies in London! The
Mumbai Police, say police
historians, is but a shadow
of its glorious past. Sushant
Singh Rajput's death has

killed honesty and left a void

in the force.

The Mumbai Police, it is
alleged, is in MVA's pocket
and it's not for small change.
The 24 Carat reality is that
Mumbai Police's reputation
is in tatters, the torn pieces
not big enough to make even
a handkerchief! To say that
the police force anywhere is
a force of unity is to fool
oneself. Police everywhere is
in political camps and if the
current Mumbai Police chief
is said to be in cahoots with
MVA, there are officers who
owe allegiance to the BJP
and the Congress, another
section of cops solidly in the
NCP camp. What's glaringly
obvious is that the Mumbai
Police is piling up its
mistakes and non-
performance, losing the
perception battle. Led by the
lacklustre Commissioner of
Police Parambir Singh, the
police force has been pulled
into murky politics, blatantly -
and brazenly and neglecting
its core duties. ‘

Till up to Sushant's death,
Mumbai Police was doing a
great job in battling the
Covid-19 pandemic. But after
Sushant’s death, the police
soft-peddled and aligned
with those declaring the
death a suicide. In fact, it was
the Mumbai Police which
first christened it "suicide”
and tried everything in
dubious book thereafter to
write its final chapter. One
that spelled complete and
total surrender to the. powers
that be. So much so, Mumbai
Police's cloak of confidence
was torn every time a media
channel questioned its
motives and its affiliation.

Today, as we stand, sit or
squat, the Mumbai Police is
in an endgame that will leave
it no choice but to go for a
complete and total overhaul.
The Mumbai Police has
inveigled itself into a no-
holds-barred media war,
targeting one television
channel while openly
aligning with another. It's a
sad place. .-The average
Mumbai denizen has lost
confidence and trust in
Mumbai Police.

Whether it's about drugs
in Bollywood, 'murder’
investigations, or dirty media
wars, the Mumbai Police is
seen to be playing dirty,
neglecting its core duties of
maintaining law and order
and upholding the law,
ensuring that the rule of law
prevails. As this piece is
being written, the Mumbai
Police is sinking more and
more in the quicksand that it
has willy-nilly walked into.
When another chapter is
added to the History of
Mumbai Police
Commissioner of Police,
Parambir Singh will not be
able to hold his own with his
illustrious predecessors.

But, to be transparent and
real, let's confess that police
and bureaucracy are not
paragons of justice and
uprightness. Whether it's
the Mumbai Police or the
Uttar Pradesh Police, which
enacted a ~ midnight
cremation coup for which
several policemen were
suspended all are in it

together. As for the
bureaucracy, the Brihan
Mumbai Municipal

Corporation tore down the
residence of an actress for
political reasons and the
district magistrate of Hathras
did everything in his power
to destroy evidence in the
case of alleged gangrape and
murder of a 19-year-old. We
live in troubled times, and it's
got nothing to do with
Covid-19. There are other
virulent viruses at play, more
dangerous than  the
coronavirus. (IPA Service)

~
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conquer fear is the beginning of wisdom.”
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Superstition in 21st century Meghalaya
IT is shocking that a person who is over eighty years
of age should be accused of black magic practised
on his own niece and is therefore buried alive by his
own clan members. This horrific crime suggests that
superstition still rules the roost and neither educa-
tion nor religious teachings have been able to ad-
dress the faultlines between superstition and science.
In Meghalaya, the notion of the “nongshohnoh” still
persists. Until a few years ago some people in Smit
who were accused of being ‘nongshohnoh’ were
lynched. The nongshohnoh is one who kills so that
the blood of the victims is fed to a python nurtured
by some families. The python, it is believed by the
Khasi people, creates wealth for the family that nur-
tures it. The python however will feed on nothing
but human blood in specific seasons.

In the tribal belts of India it is still common to
hear of women being burnt alive after they are ac-
cused of practising witchcraft. No one is sure if
witchcraft is really the reason that someone falls ill
but any illness that is not easily explained of which
mental health is one, is attributed to witchcraft or
black magic. People afflicted by mental illness do
not respond to medicines unless properly diagnosed.
But their family members who generally are in de-
nial about mental health ailments need a scapegoat
to pile their anger and frustration on. Widowed
women are usual scapegoats although a careful pris-
ing of the matter would reveal that the person ac-
cused of witchcraft owned land and property that
the sons covet. »

Recent incidents of killings in the name of super-
stition show the dark side of India's progressive
society. And all is being done in the name of bring-

"ing peace, harmony and prosperity to those involved.
When all efforts fail to keep hopes alive and life on
a steady keel, then many in India still turn to black
magic and superstitious practices for quick-fix so-
lutions.

Bihar, Jharkhand and Chhattisgarh have enacted
laws to restrict witchcraft. But these legislations have
not helped to curb irrational beliefs and practices. A
Dehradun-based organisation, Rural Litigation and
Entitlement Kendra (RLEK), had filed a public in-
terest petition in the Supreme Court in 2010 for proper

‘implementation of these Acts. The petition claimed
that more than 2,500 Indian women have been killed
in the name of witchcraft in 15 years.

Kerala, which has also witnessed an alarming spurt
in the number of black magic cases, now proposes
to bring in a legislation to curb "inhuman"” practices
and exploitation in the name of superstition. Kerala
has borrowed from the Anti-Superstition and Black
Magic Bill, passed by Maharashtra and Karnataka.

It is time that Meghalaya too passes stringent laws
against such superstitions that militate against science

and reason and violate human rights.

The caste genie un-
leashed by our polity nearly
three decades ago has
bared its poisonous fangs
once again in UP and Bihar
threatening to consume the
States and have ramifica-
tions for the BJP at the Cen-
tre. Already it has reignited
the flames of hatred among
Dalits and Thakurs in the
former and Upper castes vs
Dalit in the latter, whereby
casteism is the cause cele-
bre this week. No matter, it
gives further impetus and
widens the caste divide.
Who cares?

Clearly, in the
Kafkaesque world where
caste vs caste fight and de-
cide one’s fate no Party
wants to jeopordise caste
vote banks which have be-
come the most luscious
mistress to be measured
through the prism-of power
glass politics. Wherein, the
fight for getting the upper
hand and votes has been
reduced to politics of op-
tics and perception, under-
scores present reality and
exposes the socio-political

‘undercurrents at play.

Take UP. The rape of 19-
year old Dalit girl by four
Thakur boys in Hathras has
pitted the two castes
against each other. Caught
in the crosshairs is Chief
Minister ‘Thakur’ Yogi
Adityanath and the BJP.
Adding to the dichotomy
both the Thakurs and Dalits
constitute 20% of the popu-

lation. In the 2017 State

election the upper castes
representation jumped from
32.7% in 2012 to 44.4%.

. Undeniably, under Yogi,
the State with its history of
violent caste-based fault
lines, has witnessed a spike
in attacks on Dalits. Be it
Gorakhpur, Saharanpur,
Jaunpur, Agra, Ayodhya
etc. Primarily because when

" Thakurs flex their muscle

and Dalits fight for their
rights, violence against
them increases. Alongside,
the zamindars who -are
mosly Thakurs own large
land banks further oppress
Dalits.

With the Supreme Court
dubbing Hathras “horrible,
it has snowballed into a full-
blown controversy with the
BJP worried over how it
should balance the Dalit-
Thakur implosion and its
political _ fallout
countrywide with Bihar go-
ing to polls later this

month. Threatening to.

strike at the all-castes edi-
fice assiduously built by.
Modi’s outreach to the op-
pressed community result-
ing in BJP’s stupendous
victory in UP in 2017.

Caste cauldron

I am a Dalit, who are you?

By Poonam I Kaushish

Moreso, as since assum-
ing power, Yogi has nomi-
nated Thakurs in various
institutional domains, zilla.
parishads, civil servants,
SHO nominations etc. Con-
sequently, a perception of
‘Thakurvad’ across the
Hindi belt has fuelled re-
sentment among the non-
upper-caste allies of the
BJP and among pro-BJP
Brahmins in general.

The infamous ‘shoe in-
cident' in which a BJP Brah-
min MP clashed with a BJP
Thakur MLA last March
was seen as an act of ca-
thartic retribution by Brah-
mins. This blatant favour-
itism of the BJP towards tra-
ditional elites goes directly
against its promise to do
away with the kind of caste-
based preferentialism usu-
ally associated with its re-
gional opponents.

Clearly, contradicting
the BJP’s claim it has be-
come an inclusive social
rainbow platform. In the
2017 UP Assembly, the
Party distributed half of its

tickets to upper-caste can-

didates (48.2%) against
31.2% to OBC and Jat can-
didates with the Dalits-
noi-Jatavs receiving token
representation.

- The episode has upped
Congress's limp sails and if
it succeeds in recovering
some of its lost ground
among Dalits, the BJP
would be in a quandary
since the community was
among its latest acquisi-
tions. To lose them could
be a disaster for the Saffron
camp not only in UP but
pan India.

In Bihar even as Chief
Minister and JD(U) Chief
Nitish Kumar emerges as a
leader with no challenger,
with ally BJP alienating
Dalits on Hathras rape and
RIDs friend-turned-foe
‘Bade Bhai’ Lalu Yadav po-
litically a spent force and.in
jail, it is not going to be a

.cakewalk for him as he has

lost some -of his popularity
among the masses thanks
to his Covid mismanage-
ment and migrant issue.
.Besides, his plank of
sushashan has mislaid its
sheen because develop-
ment has come to a stand-
still and corruption charges
are snapping at his heels.
Like the Srijan scam, involv-
ing a fraudulent withdrawal
of over Rs 1,500 crore from
the Bhagalpur treasury
now being investigated by
the,CBI. A
Yet, despite Nitish not
having a formidable caste

base of his own, he has
carved out a solid; non-
Yadav OBC and EBC con-
stituency for himself. The
caste break up: Upper
castes 17% of which Brah-
min are 5.7% and Rajput
5.2%, - Dalits including
Mahadalits stand at 16%
and Yadav 14.4%. A size-
able section of upper castes
who hoot for the BJP will go
along with JD(U). In the 2015
polls 54% of the BJP MLAs
belonged to upper caste,
against 21% in the overall
Assembly. =~ )

Alongside, the death of
Ram Vilas Paswan who was
the quintessential Dalit face
of the BJP-led NDA at the
Centre and State has not
only queered the pitch,
opened the race in the forth-
coming poll matrix but also
introduced an element of
uncertainty after his LIP led
by son and heir Chirag has
decided to fight independ-
ently, thereby. making
things trickier for the BJP
and JD(U). o

Till yesterday both saw
the RID-Congress-Left Op-
position Mahagathbandhan
as their main (non) chal-
lenger in the polls what with
many of its regional allies
quitting. Today, Nitish -is
wary of any impact
Paswan’s death will have on
his Party’s fortune which
was already in the line of
LJP's fire over many issues.
Also post Paswan’s death,
the JD(U) is handicapped
that it will not be able to at-
tack the LJP strongly.

True, Chirag who failed
in Bollywood does not have
any young rival Dalit leader
with State-wide visibility
barring Mahadalit Nitish
and could trigger sympathy

‘post his father’s death yet

it remains to be seen how
LJP's core Dalit voters relate
to him and whether he can
muster his father’s grass-
roots appeal among the
masses to make a dent. Ei-
ther way, the LP Chief will
be a thorn in Nitish’s flesh
even post Assembly- polls.

The BJP is ostensibly
playing a balancing act and
role of a ‘firefighter’ be-
tween its two allies, JD(U)
in the State and both JD(U)
and LJP as part of the NDA
at the Centre. But rumour
has it that it is propping up
Chirag who is an ardent pro-
Modi voice, from behind the
scenes, so that he keeps the
heat up on the Bihar Chief
Minister to keep him in
check and ensure that he

does not get strong enough -

to break away from the

NDA, as it did in 2013.
When queried, senior BJP
leaders refuse to openly
speak on the Chirag-Nitish
tussle except parroting
“Nitish will be the com-
bine’s Chief Ministerial
candidate.” '

This will be the first
election. where RJD Chief
Lalu Yadav will be missing.
Sitting in jail he reminisces,
“T am the original secular-

ist, baaki sab nautanki-
“hai.” Recall, Lalu inverted

Bihar’s caste pyramid, cre-
ating a new power struc-
ture that broke the stran-
glehold of the Brahmin-
Bhumihar-Kayastha lead-
ership. The State’s 16%
Yadavs were supported by
an 18% Muslim vote, mak-
ing MY an almost unbeat-
able combination. Will his
political heir and son
Tejashvi carry the family
mantle to be counted re-
mains to be seen?

In a milieu where caste
has cast a tong shadow,
the tragedy is that our
leaders refuse to see the
Frankenstein they have
unleashed. Woefully, our
polity is unwilling to learn
from history. The past tells
us that all clashes in India
have been based on caste.
From Bihar’s Thakur-Dalit
violence in .Belchi 1976,
Punjab’s Jat-Sikh insur-
gency 1980-1990’s and
Kashmir’s two-decades of
continuing Hindus-Pan-
dits ethnic cleansing by
pro-Pak militants.

Clearly, if political con-
sciousness terminates at
the caste level, divisive
caste combinations will
continue to dominate poli-
tics. True, it will be suicidal
not to take cognizance of
the backward castes new
found political aspirations.
At the same time, it is
equally dangerous to in-
dulge in politics of brink-
manship and political
power games based on
caste considerations.

Clearly, our leaders are
either unable or unwilling
to break out of the caste
mould. In the long run,
this is bound to increase
dissatisfaction all around.
By making noises and
finding a scapegoat, our
polity runs the risk of
changing major political
alignments on caste lines.
Time now for our petty
power-at-all cost polity to
think beyond vote-bank
politics and look at the
long-term implications.
Which, if not arrested,
could well boomerang on
them and spell danger to
our democracy. What
gives? ----'INFA

TOTHE EDITOR

- Misleading

information

Editor,

I am concerned with the
letter captioned, 'Tackling
Covid in Sweden' (ST Octo-
ber12, 2020).from Dr Tridib
Kakoty, a veterinarian, re-
porting about an article
which he read in the Sun,
UK.

The facts are that Swe-
den adopted a strategy of
allowing ‘herd immunity’ to
build up. However, on June
3, 2020 The Guardian and
the BBC carried news items
that Anders Tegnell, Swe-
den’s state epidemiologist
had admitted that Sweden
may have got it wrong.
Asked whether too many
people in Sweden had died,
he replied: “Yes, abso-
lutely.”

As Denmark and Norway
began opening up again,
there was growing criticism
of Sweden's response, both
inside the country and
among its neighbours. Swe-
den presently has 9,731
cases per million population
and 583 deaths. Compara-
tive figures for Norway are:
2,857 & 51; for Denmark:
5,512 & 115; for Finland:
2,164 & 62. Among the ma-
jor western European coun-
tries only Spain and Bel-
gium have a higher ratio on
both counts than Sweden -
Spain: 19,041 and 704; Bel-
gium: 13,983 & 978.

Some others are better on
one or the other parameter.
For France it is 11,253 &

500; Netherlands 10,186 &
384; UK 8,880 & 630; Italy
5,873 & 598; while others
like Germany (3,891 & 116),

_Switzerland (6,961 & 241)

and Austria (6,132 & 94) are
far better on both counts.

"Sweden adopted its
open policy having a popu-
lation known for its disci-
pline. We can ask ourselves
if we can be as disciplined.
We would still have to see
if Sweden’s strategy proves
successful in the long run.
As .for now it has taken a
high toll.

As for masks the East
Asian nations have learnt
from SARS, bird flu and
other epidemics. Masks are
normal in these countries.
All of them have substan-
tially lower case as well as
death ratios than the coun-

. tries which have derided or

initially rejected masks. Ja-
pan (704 & 13); China (59 &
3); Singapore (9,872 & 5); S
Korea (482 & 8).

On September 16, 2020,
Dr Robert Redfield, Direc-
tor of CDC, in his statement
before a Senate sub-com-
mittee, stated, “I am going
to comment as the CDC di-
rector that face masks,
these face masks, are.the
most important powerful
public health tool we have.”
He further said, "I might
even go so far as to say that
this face mask is more guar-
anteed to protect me
against COVID than when
I take a COVID vaccine, be-
cause it may be 70%. And if
[ don't get an immune re-

sponse, the vaccine is not
going to protect me, this
face mask will.” -
Claims that masks de-
prive the body of oxygen
have been debunked repeat-
edly. As an example, The
Times of India in its May 29
report (and the BBC on 24
July) had clearly stated,
quoting research, that this
is not true.
Yours etc.,
IAS (Retd)
Via email

Problem of
stray dogs

Editor,

Apropos the letter to the
editor dated October 10,
2020 in your esteemed news-
paper regarding stray dogs,

vBar,k'os Warjri,

it is an undeniable fact that

many localities in Shillong
are facing nuisance caused
by the increasing number of
stray dogs. Finding a solu-
tion to-it is the need of the
hour and Human United For
Animal © and- Nature
(HUFAN) is willing to extend
all the help and support that

. is needed to curb this issue.

HUFAN is an organization
dedicated to serving ani-
mals, humans and nature,
with the motto, “Humans for
animals; and animals for
humans”, believing that
survival of mankind de-
pends on the survival of
animals and vice versa.

We would like to appeal
to the government and the
general public as well to help
us in helping you. If not oth-
erwise restricted by the gov-

ernment and if we get a per-
manent land/place for keep-
ing the stray dogs, HUFAN
would like to adopt/relo-
cate/foster such stray ani-
mals and do our part in mak-
ing Shillong a better place
for both humans and ani-
mals.
Yours etc.,
Farooq Nongrum
President, HUFAN
Via email

Restricted Puja

celebration

Editor,

Durga Puja will be a re-
strained and staggered af-
fair in Meghalaya this year.
In an attempt to curb the
Covid-19 spread during
Durga- Puja, the Meghalaya
government has adopted
strict measures. Govern-
‘ment has curbed movement
of devotees from one place
to another and encouraged
them not to venture out of
localities. This is a huge re-
sponsibility to be shoul-
dered by all Puja committees
and will result -in restric-
tions on inter-locality
movement. Government is
repeatedly urging all the
Puja committees to appeal
to devotees and visitors to
remain in their respective
localities and not to visit too
many Puja pandals. Gov-
ernment seems to be ex-
tremely concerned about
the movement of devotees
and visitors and has reiter-
ated that guidelines be
strictly followed for move-
ment of visitors during

Durga puja.

Senior . citizens aged
above 65 years with morbid-
ity conditions, children be-
low 10 years and pregnant
ladies have been advised to
stay home. The Government
is taking these precaution-
ary measures to avoid the
spread of COVID-19 during
the celebration of the big-
gest festival in our country
after due consultations with
Central Puja Committee,
Meghalaya. The Puja com-
mittee does not mind per-
forming only the rituals as
per Hindu almanac (Pangika)
schedule. It is decided that
all idols should be in one
frame with maximum height
of five feet. Devotees will not
be allowed to touch the
idols. Puja offerings, Anjali
and other rituals will be regu-
lated by individual Puja com-
mittees. Dry prasad only will
be distributed among the
devotees and visitors. No
lunch or cooked food is al-
lowed to be distributed
among devotees and visi-
tors.

The Government has also
directed all organisers to
ensure that puja pandals are
spacious and are open from
all sides, with separate en-
try and exit points for visi-
tors. The organisers will
have to ensure that all visi-
tors wear masks at all times
and use hand sanitisers and

-thermal scanners before en-

tering the puja pandal. The
organisers will have to dis-
tribute masks and sanitisers
in the vicinity of the pandal

for people who might have
come to puja without one.

Puja organisers have
been asked to stagger ritu®
als so that people can at-
tend in smaller groups. The
priests will use microphones
while reciting prayers to en-
sure people can hear them
while maintaining social dis-
tancing. Visitors have also
been encouraged to bring
their offerings like flowers
from home to avoid crowds
at stalls near pandals.

* Organisers are advised
that .names and mobile
number of all visitors
should be kept by the puja
committees for future re-
quirement if necessary.

The government has
banned cultural festivals,
fairs or carnivals near the
pandals. As far as immer-
sions are concerned the or-
ganizers will have to follow
strict instructions of the
Government and CPC.
Durga idols will have to be
taken directly to ghats with-
out any stopover and no
foot processions will be al-
lowed at the time of immer-
sion of idols. The State Gov-
ernment has also decided
that road side stranded visi-
tors are not allowed during
immersion.

With such strong restric-
tions in place it remains to
be seen how Puja will be
observed this year and if the
word ‘celebration’ is appro-
priate during this pandemic.

Yours etc.,
Tapan Palit,
Via email

(SIX)

Disaster risk
governance

ByKK

Muktan

The International Day of
Disaster Reduction is ob-
served on October 13,
across the world in order to
create awareness among
people about the dangers of
natural disasters like earth-
quakes, tsunami, flood, cy-
clone etc. and to reduce the
risk of destruction of life and
property. This day of natu-
ral disaster was first ob-
served in 1989 after a call by
the United Nations General
Assembly for a day to pro-
mote a global culture of risk-
awareness and disaster re-
duction. Since then the
world observes the day to
educate people across the
globe, as to how to reduce
exposure to natural disas-
ters and to abort the risks.
The théme for this year is
“Disaster Risk Govern-
ance”. The objective is to
sensitize government agen-
cies and stakeholders to re-
new their pledge and put
more efforts to make the
campaign for disaster reduc-
tion a success. »

Under this programme in

every state there is a State

Disaster Management Au-
thority under the Chairman-
ship of the Chief Minister
and a full-fledged Depart-
ment of Revenue and Dis-
aster ‘Management
equipped with trained per-
sonnel at the state and dis-

continent. The geographical
statistics has shown that al-
most 54 % of India’s geo-
graphical area is vulnerable
to earthquakes, out of which
the Northeast, Zone No. 5
has been identified to be the
highest active zone. During
the last 122 years we have
had two great earthquakes
in the Northeast - one oc-
curred on June 12, 1897, with
8.7 magnitude which took a
toll of 1500 souls, primarily
inhabiting Khasi Hills dis-
trict, and the other earth-
quake occurred on 15 Au-
gust, 1950, with 8.5 on the
Richter scale killing 1530
people. The normal span of
time between two seismic
occurrences being about 50
years, as stated by scien-
tists and seismologists, the
Northeast is heading for the -
third earthquake any time
from now. .

According ta Geological
Survey of India, frequent
tremors in the Northeast and

+ other. parts of the country,
even if mild ones, could be
precursors to major earth-
quakes in the highly sensi-
tive Himalayan zone. Dr
Sandip Some, the Deputy
Director General of GSI said,
fore-shocks, mild tremors
preceding earthquakes or
swarm activities, series of
earthquakes indicate release
of tectonic stress and strain.

trict levels. The idea behind
.the campaign is that natural
disasters  cannot  be
stopped but their effects on
human beings can definitely
be reduced if we promote
proper advanced planning
and management and take
adequate precautionary

measures against such oc-

currences. Hence on the one
hand, there is a need for
peoples’ awareness of pos-
sible natural disasters, and
on the other Government’s
plan of action to render nec-
essary technical help to re-
duce the disaster risks and
loss of life and property.
The observation of this
day has a special relevance
with our state of Meghalaya,
as we are frequently experi-
encing -heavy landslides
and loss of lives and prop-
erty. Only, in September last,

there occurred a series of*

landslides due to incessant
rain for more than a week in
which many houses were
buried under debris ‘and
about a dozen people were
killed in and around
Shillong. In one of the inci-
dents that occurred at
Lumparing, Dhobighat, five
members of a single family
were buried alive, one of

them, named Regia, was a’

talented footballer-turned-
cricketer of Meghalaya.
These incidents happen
every year during monsoons
because people build
houses haphazardly in
nooks and corners of
Shillong without any plan or
technical knowhow. With
the growing urbanization
and rapidly increasing
population, Shillong is fac-

ing an acute problem of -

housing. Dwelling houses
are built precariously hang-
ing on the hill slopes; build-
ings are raised beyond the

_permissible height, ostensi-

bly, for more accommoda-
tion. Steep hill cuttings, by
the side of the houses are
left open without making
concrete retaining walls.

In the hill areas roads are
frequently blocked by
heavy landslides disrupting
transport communication
for several days. The
Shillong-Guwahati road is
the only means of outlet to
Guwahati for the entire
Khasi and Jaintia Hills. In
case of blockade by land-
slide or earthquake, people
will have to go without food
and essential commodities
for several weeks.

Earthquakes cause the
most devastating natural
disasters in the Indian sub-

During recent times we have
been witnessing frequent
earthquakes of mild inten-
sity occurring in different
places in Northeast. Earth-
quakes measuring between
4.2-and’ 5.5 on the Richter
scale have jolted two dis-
" tricts of Mizoram alone for
more than 100 times during
the past three months. A
couple of days before
Arunachal Pradesh had a
tremor of substantial inten-
sity. On October 10, evening
Shillong experienced a sud-
den jolt. Experts fear that this
might just be a prelude to a
major disaster in the North-
east.

Now the million dollar
question is, are we ad-
equately prepared to face the
catastrophe? In absence of
proper earthquake manage-
ment plans and effective im-
plementation of all neces-
sary measures, the disaster
is sure to become a man

- made tragedy. There is a say-
ing — earthquake does not
kill but buildings do. They
are the veritable human
traps. Illegal construction of
high-rise buildings, un-
planned urbanization, ram-
pant growth of slums, envi-
ronmental degradation, cli-
mate change, all have com-
bined together to build up a
situation for potential hu-
man tragedy. We have never
been serious about anything
even though they have a vi-
tal bearing in our lives and
properties.

Japan and New Zealand
are the two most earthquake
prone countries where build-
ing codes are strictly en-
forced and each building is
rated according to its earth-
quake-resistance capability.
We should follow their ex-
amples. The state Govern-
ment should strictly enforce
building bye-laws according
to the earthquake prone
zones prepared by the Bu-
reau of Indian Standard
(BIS) and in case of failure

- should impose heavy pun-
ishment. The Government
and people should be more
serious in implementing pre-
ventive measures. Precau-
tion is the best policy ; if the
experiences of the past hu-
man tragedies are taken as
any wisdom for us and the
ongoing signals of mild trem-
ors are seriously heeded as
warnings and due steps are
taken to avert the situations,
we can surely reduce the
upcoming disasters to a
great extent in the days to
come.(Email:
muktankk@yahoo.co.in)
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Mission Ladakh
FINALLY, the cat is out of China's bag. China
stated on Tuesday that it does not recognize the
Union Territory status that India bestowed on its

Ladakh territory. This comes close on the heels of

a statement from National Conference leader
Farooq Abdullah that the special status for Jammu
and Kashmir, which India abolished a year ago, will
be restored with Chinese help. A denial came, but
this was what he was quoted as saying. Alongside,
Pakistan is sounding the world fora against the sta-

tus change.

Notable is Union Home Minister Rajnath Slngh S
statement two days ago that China created a bor-
der stand-off'in Ladakh as part of a “mission” in
cahoots with Pakistan. He was speaking at the
opening of 44 newly built bridges in border regions,
which are mainly meant to ensure speedier troop
movement. The way things are shaping up along
the northern and western borders, of late, it is clear
that China wants to interject in the continued Paki-
stani provocations against India. There again was
unprovoked firing from Pakistani troops along the
western border, while India was focusing its atten-
tion on the Ladakh region in the north, where China

is battle-ready.

- China is cut-up with India also over the close
eye New Delhi is keeping on the border regions,
which is reflected in the infra-development like road
and bridge constructions. Also, Rafale fighter jets
have arrived and are deployed alongside Bhishma
tanks, close to Ladakh. China is Pakistan’s all-
weather friend. But, it would be a lesson for Chi-
na’s dictator Xi Jinping if he chooses to rub India
the wrong way. In any war between China and In-
dia, damage will be swift, and lethal to both sides
and to Pakistan too. India is not lacking in its re-
solve to take on China or Pakistan, or both together,

should a situation so arise.

Pakistan is taken to the cleaners by a weak po-
-litical establishment which is dictated to at every step
by an overbearing military, and the nation’s wealth
is open to loot by both these entities. China gains
from the present scenario by way of economic co-
operation, providing huge funds for infra develop-
ment at high rates of interest, and bleeding Paki-
stan. Browbeating India is what China can donow
to keep such engagements too in good form. The
situation in Kashmir is well under control. The en-

tire landmass will be safeguarded by the battery of

Indian soldiers in good form. The Abdullahs in Kash-

mir have only added to the mess in J ammu and

Kashmir through three generations.

Normative economics
and Covid -19

There is no doubt that

Covid-19 has compressed

life and shattered liveli-
hoods. As month after
month passes by and the
fiend does not show any
signs of going away, hope
is fading and despondency
is creeping in. We mortals
are now deeply worried
about the nature and dura-
tion of its shaking economic
impacts. This small write up
is to appraise the readers of
the nature of the economic
impact it entails, what it
means to us as individuals
and societies and what is
the way out to overcome it
or minimise some of its
negative impacts.

When it comes to eco-
nomic shocks, this pan-
demic is one of the worst in
the last nine decades, after
the great depression of
1929. We can analyse the
impact of it with respect to
some important facets of
economic activities such as
the GDP (Gross domestic
product), employment,
trade, investment, con-
sumption demand, remit-
tances and supply chain dis-
ruption. We start with the
GDP. When we examine the
world GDP scenario particu-
larly of the G-20 countries
for the second quarter (Q2:
April-June) of the current
year i.e. 2020 and compare it
with the corresponding
Quarter in the previous year
i.e. 2019, we find except
China, the rest of the coun-
tries have experienced nega-
tive rates of growth.

In this regard, India’s
growth has been -23.9% ,
followed by Britain’s -21.7%
and France’s -19%. All it im-
plies is that we as a country
have become poorer when
it comes to creation of
wealth in the form of goods
and services. This has its
implications also for crea-
tion of income for the fac-
tors of production engaged
in the production process
like labour and capital and
therefore reduction in em-
ployment of labour hours
and capital. Decomposing
the GDP by the standard
sectors of the economic ac-
tivities for our country gives
us a comprehensive picture
of the impact of the pan-
demic.

The sector that has expe-
rienced the highest fall is
‘construction’ (-50.3%), fol-
lowed by Trade, Hotels,
Transport Communications
(-47%), Manufacturing (-

39.3%), and Public Admin-

istration, Defence and Other
Services (-10.3%). The only
silver lining here is Agricul-
ture, Forestry and Fishing
Sector that has experienced
a positive growth of 3.4%.
Let us be reminded here of
the fact that during the post
liberalisation penod 0f 1990-

By Bhagirathi Panda

91 to 2015-16 , it was the
construction sector which
had created the largest
share of non-agricultural
employment(35.74%) in our
economy followed by the
Trade sector (KLEMS India
database, 2019). The sharp
decline in Gross Value addi-
tion (GVA) in both the sec-
tors has its obvious nega-
tive impact on the employ-
ment aspect of workers.
Let us examine the world
macro employment (unem-
ployment) scenario. USA’s
current unemployment rate
stands at 8.4% (September
5th 2020), European Union’s
7.2% and India’s 6.7%
(CMIE, September 2020).
India’s unemployment rose
to its peak of 24 percent on
May 17, 2020. This to come
down to 6.7% is reassuring.
World Investment is fore-
cast to fall from 4.7% to

2.3%(OECD).World Bank

explains that the economic
impact of the global reces-
sion will fail most heavily on
developing and emerging
economies that rely on glo-
bal trade, tourism, or remit-
tances from abroad. Global
trade is projected to fall in
2020 by 18.5%(WTO).

In India, tourism contrib-

utes approximately 8% of the'

employment. As per an esti-
mate of the Federation of
Associations in Indian
Tourism & Hospitality
(FAITH), about 3.8 crore
people have lost their jobs
due to the pandemic. At the
world level, remittances
have decreased t014891.13

million USD in the first quar-"

ter of 2020 from 15185.47
million USD in the fourth
quarter of 2019. When it
comes to the country, in-
come from remittances con-
stituted about 3% of our
GDP last year. Dillip Ratha,
the World Bank lead econo-
mist of migration and remit-
tances, mentions that remit-
tances from abroad to India
may decline by at least 20%
this year, compared to last
year. On the supply side, the
wheels of Indian economy
have been severely compro-
mised because of disrup-
tions in supply chain due to
unavailability of raw materi-
als, exodus of migrant work-
ers, travel restrictions, social
distancing norms; slowing
down of global trade etc.
The initial reaction of the
central government was to
strengthen the supply side
and accordingly the FM had
declared a Rs 20.97 lakh crore
economic package. How-
ever, subsequently it is be-

" ing realised that the demand

side is more important to re-
vive  the = distressed
economy.

In the next couple of sen-

tences let me simplify our
understanding of the de-
mand side of the economy.
Total demand for goods and
services or as it is called in
the language of an eceno-
mist ‘Aggregate Demand’ of
an economy consists of
Consumption Demand(C),
Investment Demand(I), Gov-
ernment Demand(G) and Ex-
ternal Demand (Net of Ex-
ports) (NX). Consumption
demand basically comes
from private individuals and
households in the form of
their purchase of various
goods and services. Invest-
ment demand comes from the
industrial and business units
when they purchase raw
materials, labour, capital and
different services etc., for
producing goods and serv-
ices. Government demand
manifests in different forms
of its expenditures under-
taken in the economy. Exter-
nal Demand is the net of our
exports of goods and serv-
ices after adjusting for im-
ports.

With this conceptual un-
derstanding of Aggregate
Demand, let us see how has
the pandemic affected it and
its, . different
components.Data provided
by Ministry of Statistics and
Programme Implementation
(MoSPI), GOI shows that
Private Consumption
Demand(C) and Business
Investment Demand (I), in
the first quarter of the finan-
cial year 2020-21 compared
to 2019-20 have declined by
27% and 47% respectively
on year on year basis. These

are gigantic falls not wit- .

nessed in recent times. Gov-
ernment spending has risen
by 16% during the same pe-
riod. However, this small rise
by 16% in Government de-
mand could not offset the
huge fall in C+I taken to-
gether. The increase in NX
although positive, in abso-
lute figures the amount is
meagre at Rs.1,92.917 crore
to compensate for the mas-
sive fall of Rs1064806 crore
in Consumption(C) and

Investment(I) taken to-

gether.
In the current situation,

private consumption is fall- -

ing because the income of
the majority of people (par-
ticularly the 90% ones in the
unorgamsed sector) has
fallen. In the absence of effi-
cient health insurance for the
majority of the people and in
a situation of inadequate
public health infrastructure,
sizeable numbers of Covid-
19 infected people are com-
pelled to go for costly pri-
vate sector healthcare pro-
visions. This compromises
their capabihty to spend
more non-health

consumptions. Investment -

Consumption is a derived
demand of private con-
sumption.  Investment
Consumption, thus, has
declined because private
consumption has signifi-
cantly fallen.

In such a scenario, how
can the economy  be
brought back on track? The
only visible and possible
way out is to increase sig-
nificantly Government
spending both on the sup-
ply and demand fronts, but
more aggressively on the
demand front, so as to re-
vive the animal spirit of high
consumption in all of us.
The Government should
spend more on programmes
like MGNREGA and other
rural and urban welfare
schemes, construct more of
public physical infrastruc-
tures like roads, bridges,
airports, railway lines, pub-
lic hospitals, warehouses,
shipyards etc. It has to live
now on borrowed future
expenditure.

In the initial days of the
pandemic, the Government
gave importance to the
supply side measures and
was not convinced of the
immediacy of measures on
the demand front. However,
it is good that it has now
realised the imperative.of
immediate scaled expendi-
ture to boost consumption
demand. Few of the meas-
urel that it has announced
yesterday with respect to
Government employees
(LTC voucher, festival ad-
vance) are based on sound
economics. Apparently, it
gives the impression that
the Government is pamper-
ing its employees and roll-
ing out extras. But in real-
ity, it is all about calling off
future entitlements and
consumptions of employ-
ees for the sake up boost-
ing present consumption,
at no extras. That said,
these are short term meas-
ures. In the medium and
long term, the country
needs to create a viable and
enduring public health care
system and emerge as a
manufacturing and services
hub of the world by signifi-
cantly reducing its high
transaction costs.

In conclusion, in the

short-run therefore, along -

with the Government, ‘let
us come You and I, when
the evening of the pan-
demic is spread against the
Sky and spend & spend &
spend all the way’. That
can bring some economic
and social amelioration in
this uncertain living
present.

(The author teaches at
the Department of Eco-
nomics, NEHU, Shillong
and can be reached at
bhagirathi2@yahoo.co. m)
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Essence of true
feminism

By Deepa Majumdar

I read with interest the
article, "An Open Letter,"
by Adelia Nongbri (ST web
version Oct9, 2020). It re-
fers to an article with a
"ghastly title ‘KUMNO KI
KYNTHEI KIN PHIKIR
BAN IADA 1A LADE?”
published by a vernacular
daily, on the October
7,2020." Since I have not
read the original article
deemed offensive by this
author, I can only guess
that it was puritanical and
misogynistic. The author
mentions Spivak, who re-
ally represents a certain
strand of western thought.

I cannot comment on the
situation in Shillong or
Meghalaya, as I am not
there in person, and do not
know of the local situation.
But I can assure this well
meaning writer that given
the devastation I see
around me, here in the US,
it is high time we women
reviewed and reassessed
what passes for "feminism"
in the west and now in In-
dia (via neo-colonialism).

In his wonderful work on
ethics, Aristotle defines
each moral virtue as flanked
by two matching vices --
one, an excess, the other a
deficit. If we apply this to
the virtue of true chastity
(a universal virtue) or vol-
untary self-control, the ex-
cess vice is the promiscu-
ity (sexual immorality, he-
donism, and adultery) one
sees in western society as
a result of the so-called
sexual revolution. The defi-
cit vice should be puritan-
ism, which caricatures chas-
tity, but comes with great
violence against the object
of a hidden lust. India, in
particular, has a long his-

‘tory of puritanical violence

against women, -- to the
point of committing Sati
(burning the widow on the
funeral pyre of her hus-
band).

But beyond these two
extremes and transcending
both, is the true virtue of
chastity, which cannot be
policed, but must be cho-
sen. The biggest mistake of
western feminism has been
its reactive embrace of so-
called sexual freedom (an
oxymoron), without stop-
ping to ask this question
first: how can- an appetite
ever free us -- at that, one
that involves another: per-
son and maybe a third (if a
child is born)?

All around me I see the

devastation caused by the

so-called sexual revolution
(SR). I see young people
with empty eyes and hearts
parched with sorrow. Many
suffer from what is called
"Daddy blues," or the pain
of a fatherless America. Yes
the problem: -of absconding
Dads is one result of SR.

Another result is the inca-
pacity of the young to sus-
tain relationships. A third is -
decline in standards of ci-
vility and the vanishing of
the virtue of respect. There
are many other terrible re-
sults of the breakdown of
the traditional family. The
two greatest perhaps are
the plight of the unwanted
child and the tragedy of
abortion.

This kind of appetitive
feminism has harmed
women more than anybody
else. It has degraded them
through modes of self-
objectification. It has made
them lose self-respect. At
least some modern women
are terrified” of being
deemed séxually incorrect,
and therefore unlovable.
The very word "consent”
degrades the sexual act to
something contractual -- in-
stead of elevating this act
above the animal level. For,
the only proper context for
human sexuality should be
deep abiding. friendship,
mutual respect, and lifelong
mutual responsibility and
unselfishness towards one
another. Here in the US,
young women today are re-
jecting feminism, as a result
of its unthinking embrace of -
so-called sexual liberty. To
be called a "feminist" is no
longer respectable among
the young.

‘And yet, feminism is
VERY important and will al-

“ways be relevant. So long

as even a single woman is
raped or violated, feminism
is relevant. But what should
feminism be? Surely it
should rise above patriarchy
and inspire better
behavior? Just as fire can-
not be fought with fire, so
also, masculine carnality
and its violence towards
women cannot be fought
with a reactive feminine
carnality. Only true chastity
can ward off lust. This, I
think, is what SR is leading
us to in a historical sense --
a voluntary inspired return
to true self-control. As for
Puritanism, women should
be as wary of puritanical
sexism, a$ they are of lust-
ful sexism. Nobody should
control our bodies but our-
selves. But with this right
to our bodies, comes the
-enormous responsibility to
neither degrade ourselves,’
nor others -- especially the
child who is not to blame
for how it comes into the
world. A higher feminism
would advocate pride in our
capacity for motherhood (to
be distinguished entirely
from patriarchal versions of
motherhood) -- understood -
as the capacity for unself-
ish and tender, nurturing
love. :
E m a i |1
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Politicians are
not experts

Editor,

The recent site visit by
local groups of South West
Khasi Hills and from
Shillong, led by Wanbantei
Bremley and his team has
yet again exposed the hy-
pocrisy of the authorities in
the government and the
district administration for
not believing the facts on
the dangers of a uranium
waste seeping into the en-
vironment. For one,
Wanbantei Bremley isn't an
apprentice in the field of
environmental studies and
research and his findings
along with the group’s has
exposed that politicians in
the ruling government
aren't comfortable with the
truth. They love the four
walls of the Secretariat and
have floor managers who
would do the dirty work of
a cover-up. The District Ad-
ministration is no expert as
rightly pointed by the Chief
Minister himself but at
least he should visit the
area with experts and judge
for himself if he is really
concerned about this mat-
ter. The UDP has rightly
raised the matter with the
NPP and this issue de-

serves a thorough investi-
gation.

Yours etc.,

Dominic Stadlin Wankhar

Shillong-3

Why is Govt on
denial mode

Editor,

As a citizen of
Meghalaya, 1 wish to ex-
press my concern at the
lackadaisical response by
the government on three
key issues raised across
sections of the media and
by private citizens of the
state.

The first is the issue of
the radiation levels de-
tected at Nongbah Jynrin
by a delegation of the KSU
along with Bremley WB
Lyngdoh - whose findings
were shared with the pub-
lic on Youtube and social
media, and have also been
reported across leading
news publications. The
levels of radiation de-
tected are a cause of con-
cern for the people of this
state. [ urge my fellow citi-
zens to refer to credible
online sources that explain
the bone-chilling conse-
quences of the detected
levels of 200 to 300 CPM
(and even a report of 1000

CPM) on humans and the
environment. Surprisingly,
the Chief Minister’s re-
sponse indicates a com-
plete lack of urgency on the
matter. Terming the delega-
tion itself as ‘non-expert
NGOs’ indicates a denial of
the facts and an attempt at
discrediting the brave and
selfless work done by our

fellow citizens. There are -

enough citizens in the state
who are intelligent and
highly educated and who
are capable of interpreting
facts.

The measurements were
conducted with a standard
instrument for measuring
radiation - A ‘Geiger Coun-
ter’. As long as the instru-
ment used is of an accepted
international standards,
one need not be an expert
to simply take a reading
and interpret the facts. I
salute our fellow citizens
who brought these facts to
the public domain at great
risk to their personal health.
I would request the govern-
ment to immediately set up
an independent committee
to verify the alarming find-
ings by the recent delega-
tion and take steps to con-
tain any further nuclear
contamination. There is no
time to waste when it comes
to nuclear consequences.
The people of Meghalaya

have lived inr peace with

nature since time immemo- .

rial. For most of us who do
not have the option, or do
not want to move out of
this beautiful land - it is

- imperative that we strongly

defend our right to a safe
environment for us, as well
as for our future genera-
tions.

The second issue is the
various allegations and ar-
rests centred around the il-
legal mining that has
plagued the state for the
past 6-7 years. While mak-
ing no claims on who is re-
sponsible for illegal min-
ing, it is an undeniable fact
that this has been going on
continuously since the
NGT ruling. The ultimate
losers of this entire illegal
supply chain are the peo-
ple of the state. As the say-
ing goes, “We do not in-
herit the earth from our an-
cestors; we borrow it from
our children.” There are
strong reasons for the NGT
ruling, and I request my
fellow citizens to accept it
and to earn their liveli-
hoods through legal means
that do not harm their fel-
low citizens, current and
future. If most of the state’s
population can earn their
livelihood without mining,
then so can those who still
indulge in illegal mining.

Let us not be fooled by the
few dozen rich and land-
owning class of miners who
selfishly exploit the earth for
their selfish financial gains
without any useful contri-
bution to society.

It is a travesty to honest
work when such people
earn more than teachers and
doctors by illegally digging
up coal that belongs to all
generations and to the
earth; not just fo them. How-
ever, it is understandable
that many continue to flout
the law since the mining ban
has completely removed a
major section of the state's
economy. I would urge the
government to focus on the
development of future in-
come sources for the peo-
ple of the state so that each
of us can earn a dignified
living. Regarding the role of
the government in this web
of illegal mining that per-
sists, there are only two
plausible conclusions - ei-
ther the government is in-
competent and is unable to
discharge its basic duties
even with the immense
powers and resources at its
command or the govern-
ment is aiding and abetting
the mining activities. Both
of these conclusions reflect
poorly on the current gov-
ernment as representatives
of the people of Meghalaya.

(Lest they forget, our
MILAs exercise their power
on behalf of the citizens,
and are not kings or rulers
of any sort).. -

The last issue is linked
to the Covid-19 pandemic
that has been ravaging the
world since the start of
2020. While I appreciate the
work done by countless
government servants and
health workers in contain-
ing the disease in
Meghalaya, the cause for
concern is the amount of
public money spent. An
amount of 399 crore rupees
is a rather large amount
given the number of cases
in the state. The vague
manner in which this
amount has been presented
to the public is also worri-
some. Does the government
believe that the public com-
prise of unsuspecting
sheep who will be satisfied
with a rough accounting
under major heads? Is a
detailed report of expendi-
ture too much to ask? We
should not need to file an
RTI for information that
every citizen of the state is
entitled to. It is public
money that is being spent
here, and at the very least,
the government should
publicly release all details
about the expenditures on
its own initiative. Else, the

public will respond in the
next assembly elections.

Looking at the current
state of things in our state,
I can understand why 40%
of the people do not even
care to vote. The ruling
party and the opposition
seem to be playing games
with the common citizen
who ultimately pays for
these games. I strongly re-
quest our MLAs to intro-
spect and utilise the power
of their constitutional of-
fice to make a positive dif-
ference for the people of
the state.

In the words of the Stoic
Roman emperor, Marcus
Aurelius,“Just that you do
the right thing. The rest
doesn’t matter.” We, the
citizens have entrusted
you with our lives and that
of our children as well. We
hope you find the human-
ity in your heart to rise
above the futile pursuit of
power or money, and in-
stead work to the best of
your ability to improve the
lives of the people of
Meghalaya as per the oath
that you have sworn.

Lastly, to the ruling
party, the NPP, perhaps you
can start focusing on the
second word of your par-
ty’s name, and do what is

" RIGHT for the PEOPLE.

Yours etc.,
Joe Lyngdoh
Via email

Transparent
~ recruitment

Editor,

Union Minister of State
Dr Jitendra Singh has dis-
closed that interview for
jobs has been abolished in
23 States and 8 Union Terri-
tories of India. The abolition
of interviews for Group-B
(Non- Gazetted) and Group
- C posts in the Central Gov-
ernment has happened since
2016. The step was initiated
after the suggestion of
Prime Minister Narendra
Modi on August 15, 2015.
This is a historic achieve-
ment and ensures a free and
fair recruitment process.
However, cases of manipu-
lations have also been re-
ported in writing examina-
tions and online tests con-
ducted for recruitment in
some states. The need of the
hour is that the center and
all state governments must
build up a strong mechanism
for a transparent recruitment
process and offer jobs only
to the eligible candidates.

Yours eftc.,
Amit Singh Kushwaha,
Satna (M.P.)
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Meghalaya’s Covid expenses
CHIEF Minister Conrad Sangma has a lot to de-
fend. He has to defend the Garo Hills District Coun-
cil scam, the illegal mining and transportation of coal

- and now the Covid expense of Rs 399 crore. About
the Covid expense, the CM has rightly stated that it
is easy to sit on the sidelines and find fault with eve-
rything that Government does. Indeed, only the
wearer knows where the shoe pinches. And those
in Government knpw exactly how the Covid funds
have been invested. Sometimes it is easy to forget
that Government made remittances to those that
were stranded in different parts of the country so
that they keep body and soul together until there
was a possibility for them to return. This is where

the problem arises. While it is agreed that migrant

workers with pitiable salaries and needing to sus-
tain themselves after they have lost their jobs should
be legitimately assisted, what is not understood is
why those who have left the state to study outside
and are mostly the children of government employ-
ees have to be paid stipends by the State Govern-
ment or why they had to be provided transport free
of cost between Guwahati and Shillong and also
stay at quarantine centres free of cost. It’s almost
like the state was encouraging freeloading.

Granted that Covid tests should be done free of
charge because that is a duty of the state. But why

should people in quarantine centres who have the

capability to pay for their food and stay at a nomi-

nal price not be charged? The coronavirus is a new
phenomenon and no one had a readymade action
plan for tackling the virus. It was mostly trial and
error. The Government has learnt on hindsight how
it could have handled things better; what it should
have done; what went wrong and what needs course

correction.

The comparison between the expenses incurred
by the Government of Manipur and that of the
Meghalaya Government is absurd because the de-
tails of how the former managed its Covid funds
are not known. The Chief Minister claims that fa-

cilities at CHCs and PHCs have been strengthened
and testing centres increased. If this has happened

it is a much needed reinforcement because the sta-
tus of most CHCs, PHCs and Sub-centres is abys-
mal. In fact strengthening rural health care facilities

and investments in public healthcare is urgently

needed. Meghalaya’s high maternal and infant mor-
tality are mainly due to lack of facilities in the PHCs

and CHCs which do not have basic diagnostic and

other equipment needed for complicated deliver-

ies. As a result most women in labour have to come
to Shillong, thereby resulting in overcrowding of

hospitals. Hence any investment in health infrastruc-

ture is money well spent.
Citizens who need detailed information on Covid

spending can get it via RTI but why can the Gov-
ernment not make public the expenditure break-
up? That’s called transparency! '

Too lucrative to resist

Illegal transportation
of black diamond

The BJP seems to have
found new zest in uncover-
ing corruption in the state.
First, it exposed the multi
crore scams in the three
ADCs causing a major em-
barrassment to the NPP, the
leader in the MDA govern-
ment. The saffron party has
now pounded on the latest
revelation of the alleged in-
volvement of James Sangma,
brother of Chief Minister,
Conrad Sangma and Power

minister, in the racket of ille- .

gal transportation of coal.
Allegations levelled at the
former Home Minister were
‘confirmed’ by Assam police
when truckloads of coal were
detained in the neighbouring
state and arrests made,
thereby forcing names to
crop up in the process.
Claiming to have “Zero”
tolerance against corruption
the party that is yet to take
roots in the state has de-
manded the immediate arrest
of the elder Sangma, if he is
involved in illegal activities.
Attempting to sell its heroic
and proactive role the BJP
informed that it had raised
the flag of corruption in the
coalition’s forum. Dissatis-
fied with the Government’s
repeated denial, the BJP pro-
tested against its own gov-
ernment and accused Home
Minister, Lakmen Rymbui of
shielding the tainted, while
threatening that the faith in
the NPP-led MDA Govern-
ment is fast evaporating. The
matter could reach the PMO.
The chasm between the
party with two MLAs and
the largest partner in the coa-
lition appears to be widen-
ing.
The BJP’s target of its
close ally is to be read deeper.
It is unlikely that the
Meghalaya unit of the party
acted on its own accord. It
must have received the green
signal from the higher ups in
Delhi. The ‘High Command’
might be in possession of
credible feedback that cor-
ruption is rampant first in the
ADCs and then in the bla-
tant violation of the Supreme
Court’s ban on coal mining
in the state. To preserve its
‘clean image’ (though it has
to be taken with a pitch of
salt as many graft accused
politicians from other parties
have joined the BJP perceiv-
ably to be let off the hook),
the BJP top leadership has
given the green signal to
highlight corruption in the
NPP. So far the right noises
have been made. It needs to

be seen whether the BJP will

relentlessly pursue the
agenda and take it to its logi-
cal conclusion. We need to
wait and watch whether the
party which is viewed as anti-
Christians for its right wing

By Albert T hyrniang

policies is accepted as the
alternative to the decrepit
Congress and the disen-
chanted NPP.

The NPP- led MDA coali-
tion began its tenure with
much promise. It’s catchy
slogan of change, its pledge
for good governance, its as-
sertion for better roads, bet-
ter health, better education
have now fallen flat and far
short of expectations. A re-
port card has little to cheer
about. Even if there are
achievements to be claimed,
corruption allegations will
overshadow everything else.
Coronavirus might have de-
railed some plans but with-
out the disease too illegal
shipping and the racketeer-
ing by alleged ‘beneficiaries’
would have come to light
anyway. Illegality cannot go
unnoticed interminably.

The Chief Minister must

be at a loss. He has gone the -

extra mile in befriending the
BJP, ignoring accusations of
his cosiness with the ‘com-
munal’ party thus sacrificing
his party’s secular creden-
tials. Now the BJP is a thorn
in his side. He cannot take
any action against his ‘tiny’
ally. He cannot throw the BJP
minister out of the alliance.
The BJP may boast of only
two legislators in this North
Eastern corner but it is the
most powerful in the centre.
If Conrad challenges the BJP
unit here harder obstacles
will be thrown in quite merci-
lessly. Conrad Sangma is
caught between the devil and
the deep sea. Hence if the
BJP is sincere in its efforts it
has unlimited power to de-
rail the NPP on corruption
charges.

The government’s apa-
thetic attitude towards cdr-
ruption is clear from the fact
that it challenged in the High
Court the Lokayukta’s order
for a CBI inquiry into the al-
legations of interstate smug-
gling of coal to beyond the
country’s borders, to Bang-
ladesh. Even now the Chief
Minister is in denial mode;
he defends his older sibling
who was earlier removed
from the Home Ministry pre-
cisely on the same issue and
dismisses the demand for a
CBI probe. Sore but helpless
the Lokayukta can only ac-

cuse the state government of”

indulging in dilatory tactics
to escape the law. If the gov-
ernment is clean why oppose
the investigation directed by
anti-corruption ombuds-
man? The least it could have
done was to cooperate with
the watchdog.

The ban on coal mining
in April 2014, during the Con-

gress rule was a huge issue
in the February 2018 Assem-
bly elections. Wooing coal
miners BJP and NPP promised
to lift the ban if power was
handed to them. The BJP
even included the assurance
in its manifesto called ‘Vision
Document’. ‘“The party will
promote mining of mineral re-
sources with a sense of re-
sponsibility towards the pro-
tection of the environment
and regeneration of forests’,
states the manifesto among
other gargantuan -promises.
Knowing fully well that lift-
ing of the ban depended en-

tirely on the Apex Court and -

not political decisions, the
BJP too is guilty of giving
false promises to woo voters.
With legal mining nowhere in
sight, illegal activities are the
alternative. Are makers of
flashy manifestos net respon-
sible then?

Likewise the NPP chief,
Conrad Sangma too enthusi-
astically pledged to resume
coal mining if his party was
voted to power. On campaign
trails he repeatedly accused
his predecessor of snatching
away the livelihoods of peo-
ple. When eventually the
dream of forming a govern-
ment was fulfilled, the MDA
could do nothing to persuade
the NGT to withdraw the ban
without a stringent mining
policy that can ensure high
safety standards and mini-
mum environmental effects.
Having failed to convince the
NGT to reverse its judgment
the only alternative is to clan-

“destinely permit illegal min-

ing and transportation of coal
to its destinations in Assam
and Bangladesh. The black
diamond trade is too lucra-
tive to resist for ministers,
politicians, bureaucrats and
the numerous racketeers, to
care about the illegality.
That illegal transportation
of coal had to be busted by
the Assam police in their ter-
ritory is a slap in the face of
the Home Minster of
Meghalaya and our cops.
The plying of hundreds of
coal trucks has carried on
unabated despite the blanket
embargo imposed by the Na-
tional Green Tribunal (NGT)
in 2014. The following year a
Sub Inspector was suspi-
ciously killed by coal mafia
after the police officer de-
tained coal laden trucks in

- Patharkhmah, Ri-Bhoi Dis-

trict. Two activists were al-
most fatally attacked by the
mining mafia in November
2018 in East Jaintia Hills while
on a visit to gather evidence
of illegal mining in the coal
rich district. The same year
the tribunal had to levy a fine

of Rs 100 crores on
Meghalaya for violation of
its order. _

Hence it is not as if ille-
gal mining and transporta-
tion of coal is unknown. The
police must be either
benefitting from the clan-
destine, profitable business
or they are told to close their
eyes by the political bosses.
Otherwise how do these
trucks pass through the na-
tional highways and out-
posts? The operation ‘via
Whatsapp’ must be true.

That the clamour for end-
ing illegal coal racketeering
in the state is getting louder
is misleading. In reality, ex-
cept for Civil Society Wom-
en’s Organisation (CSWO)
which has been spearhead-
ing the movement against
illegal coal mining and trans-
portation of coal, no other
NGO has demanded a CBI
inquiry into the matter or
expressed concern on this
illegal activity. Ideally there
should have been competi-
tion in demanding stern ac-
tions against the culprits but
this has not happened. The
otherwise noisy pressure
groups have kept their
mouths completely shut.
Their expected silence is
however noted. These
groups too gain from the
coal mining and transporta-
tion. Truckers pay to them
at certain-locations. Trucks
stop at fixed sites where
waiting volunteers signal
the drivers and handymen.
They get a share of the pie.
They don’t care about the
environment. Perhaps, ura-
nium mining in South West
Khasi Hills is being op-
posed because no pressure
group profits from the yel-
low cake’s exploration.

In opposing uranium
mining, NGOs turn experts
and propagaté an alarming
narrative.. The unscientific
and dehumanising rat-hole
mining of coal might cause
more harm to the environ-
ment; water bodies, human
beings and other living or-
ganisms than scientific and
safe extract of uranium. Does
this opposition come down
to financial considerations?

It is anticipated that the
media focus on this nefari-
ous activity will remain fora
while.. The government is
unwilling to take decisive
action. The Opposition too
has not come down heavily
on the government. NGOs
are indifferent. Will the un-
lawful lucrative commerce
continue to thrive at the cost
of the state and its people?
Will the minister, who has
his own brother as CM go

‘unscrutinized’?
E m a i 1|
thalbert@rediffmail.com

THEEDITOR

Not convincing

Editor,

Apropos the report
"Conrad defends James, de-
nies coal illegalities" (ST Oct
13), I am not surprised by the
response of the Chief Min-
ister. Tell me, which Chief
Minister will admit to such
blatant illegalities? It's not
just about Conrad Sangma
defending his elder brother.
I don't think Mukul Sangma
would have taken any differ-
ent stance had there been
similar allegations against
his younger brother Zenith
Sangma. The truth is that
nobody in power is willing
to concede that such organ-
ised crime against the state
is happening under their
watch. Can we forget the cir-
cumstances leading to re-
moval of James Sangma from
Home portfolio? Is it not true
that chief minister initially
looked the other way? Is it
not true that names of some
persons close to James
Sangma figured in the media
reports alleging smuggling
of coal from East Jaintia Hills
district against the direction
of NGT? Is it not a fact that
only when the coalition part-
ners put pressure on the
Chief Minister that he took
the easiest step of removing
James Sangma from the
Home department? Obvi-
ously, there was evidence of
wrong doing. Otherwise,
there would have been no

reason for such an action by
the Chief Minister.

Come to think of it, James
Sangma did not open his
mouth even once to defend
his personal reputation.
Even now when the BJP has
named him, he has main-
tained a curious silence. To
my mind, instead of Conrad
Sangma defending his
brother, James Sangma him-
self should have denied the
charge. After all, it is his
name which is getting sul-
lied.

The Chief Minister's
other statement that move-
ment of coal trucks from
Meghalaya to Assam
doesn't mean all are illegal
may be true. But then, has
the Chief Minister forgotten
that a CBI probe is going on
in Assam's Karimganj dis-
trict regarding a scam of
smuggling coal to Bangla-
desh with official patron-
age? Has the Chief Minister
forgotten that Beltola police
in Guwahati have detained
coal trucks and arrested
truck drivers engaged in il-
legal trade?

The Chief Minister's pro-
posal to set up integrated
check gates with CCTV fa-

~cility only adds oxygen to

the common belief that
Meghalaya's precious coal
is getting sold outside in a
clandestine manner at the
cost of precious revenue for
the state. If everything was
hunky dory then where is the

need to have CCTV? Inci-
dentally, if I remember cor-
rectly, this proposal was
mooted by the previous
MUA government but con-
veniently not implemented
by anybody.

. To conclude I would like
to see the issue discussed in
the forthcoming Assembly
session in a responsible and
dispassionate manner with-
out having to score brownic
point. Can we trust our
MLAs----both ruling and
opposition---to rise as one
against this silent haemor-
rhage that Meghalaya has
been suffering? -

Yours etc.,
Pynshngain Jyrwa,
Via email

Outdated

Information

Editor,

A day after my letter,
‘Where’s the transparency’
(ST Oct, 08, 2020) was pub-
lished in your esteemed
daily, another news item,
‘Why persons testing posi-
tive are not given their re-
sults?* (ST Oct, 09, 2020)
came as a response to my
doubts and the doubts of a
large number of people as
well. Upon this, the afore-
mentioned news item states
that it is not only the state of
Meghalaya that does not
disburse the reports to those
testing positive, but also
cites the case of the state of

Mabharashtra to be doing the
same thing. It states, “The
Brihanmumbai Municipal
Corporation (BMC) has also
changed its  testing
protocols and prohibited
laboratories from sharing
COVID-19 positive reports
directly with patients.” This
statement corresponds to a
notification issued by the
BMC on June 13,2020 to all
testing labs, within the ju-
risdiction of its operation.’
However, it is here that we
have to do some fact check-
ing so that the people will
not be blinded or misguided
by outdated information by
the concerned people who
make the daily press brief-
ings with regards to infor-
mation on the status of
COVID-19 in the state.

I would like to state that
the aforementioned state-
ment of the BMC vide a no-
tification on the above said
date, saw a backdrop, as it
had to roll back its stand to
not disburse reports of
those testing positive, when
the Supreme Court of India,
on June 19, 2020, which is a
week after the BMC’s order
to testing laboratories, or-
dered the Government of
Mabharashtra that irrespec-
tive of one being positive or
negative, the state shall pro-
vide Covid-19 test reports
directly to patients or rela-
tives.

On equating the state of

Meghaiaya to the BMC’s of-
ficial's statement over non

- disbursal of reports to those

testing positive on grounds
that the objective is to pre-
vent panic, as people start
looking for hospital beds,
even if they do not need one,
I feel that this is subjective
and varies from person to
person. 1 believe those
asymptomatic positive pa-
tients here would discernibly
do the needful to isolate them-
selves at home or institu-
tional facilities, rather than
taking the trouble to hospi-
talise themselves. But the
essential point is that one
should not be denied his/her
report, irrespective of being
tested positive or negative.
-Also, on the statement
being made that the only rea-
son for not informing a per-
son testing positive over
mobile is to reduce panic and
stress, so that proper
counseling can be given to
him or her, on the contrary 1
would like to ask as to how
anyone testing positive be
able to keep calm and relax
when he/she is unable to see
his/her report about testing
positive even while anticipat-
ing for the result? In fact
whether one tests positive or
negative, one would always
be in a state of anxiety until
the results are known.
Further, with regards to the
statement made by one of the
senior bureaucrats in the
state that the first concern of

those who test positive is

.that they are often stigma-

tised by those in their locali-
ties is rather vague. I would
say, let the locality know.
Stigmatisation would not
stand long if no one bothers

about it. Alternatively if

those testing positive are
concerned about
stigmatisation despite the
availability of counseling fa-
cilities, then I would say it is
better for Government not to
put the names of houses
under micro-containment,
publicly in the papers or past-
ing that information outside
the victims’ houses, but to
instead just advise them
about following protocols of
isolation and telling them
that their house would be
considered a micro-contain-
ment area, thus ensuring pri-
vacy and probably less in-
tensity of stigmatisation by
others.

These dre some of the
things that I've pondered
about as a response to the

aforementioned news item. I

look forward to seeing the
government mitigating aptly
fit solutions to such prob-

lems concerning the non-’

uniformity in the disbursal of

reports among those testing

Covid positive and those

testing Covid negative in the
state.

Yours etc,

Mewan Pariat,

Shillong

Handwashing for
better health outcomes

By Melari Shisha Nongrum

The Global
Handwashing Day is cel-
ebrated every year on Oc-
tober 15thsince 2008 as a
global advocacy day dedi-
cated to increasing aware-
ness and understanding
about the importance of
handwashing with soap as
an easy, effective and af-
fordable way to prevent dis-
eases and save lives. The
current COVID19 pandemic
has reminded us about the

.effectiveness of one of the

simplest preventive meas-
ures to stop the spread of
the corona virus and other
viruses through
handwashing with soap.
Hand washing might have
been taken seriously during
the pandemic since we are
reminded time and again
through various media and
because of the fear of the
virus.

However, we have to re-
alise that hand hygiene is
not limited only to this pan-
demic but ensures better
health outcomes beyond
the pandemic. Research
studies have revealed the
effectiveness ~of
handwashing with soap. As
diarrhoea and pneumonia
are leading causes of death
for children under the age
of five, handwashing with
soap can save lives, cutting
diarrhoea by almost one-
half and acute respiratory
infections by nearly one-
quarter. The World Health
Organization (WHO) esti-
mates that 50% of cases of
child undernutrition are due
to repeated diarrhoea and
intestinal inféctions caused
by poor sanitation and hy-
giene conditions or lack of
safe water. When children
get diarrhoea, they often eat
less food, and have a re-
duced ability to absorb and
benefit from nutrients in the
food they do cat. As a re-
sult, this can contribute to
undernutrition. When chil-
dren are undernourished,
they become far more sus-
ceptible to developing diar-

rhoea when they come into.

contact with the bacteria
and viruses in faecal matter.
And so, the cycle repeats
itself. Handwashing with
soap is therefore a critical

- determinant for achieving

and maintaining good nutri-
tion and it can break this vis-
cous cycle.

We are very well .aware
that the two primary times
to wash hands with soap are
after contact with faeces
(such as using the toilet or

-cleaning a child) and before

contact with food (prepar-
ing food, eating, feeding a
child, and so on). The other
times are after blowing your
nose, coughing, or sneez-
ing; after contact with an
animal, animal feed, or ani-
mal waste; after handling
pet food or pet treats and
after touching garbage.
When hands are contami-
nated with disease-causing
bacteria and viruses, these
pathogens can enter the
body or pass from one per-
son to another to cause dis-
eases such as diarrhoea and
pneumonia.

In view of the facts indi-
cated above, given the con-
text in our own state, we
have many children who are
undernourished. According
to the National Family
Health Survey (2015-16), a
large proportion of the chil-
dren under five years of age
are stunted' (43.8%), under-
weight (28.9%), wasted
(15.3%) and severely
wasted (6.5%). The health
indices reflect poorly of the
health of our children.
There could be many other
factors that can make a child
undernourished but we
have one simple and easy
solution that could help
curb this condition among
children and contribute to
healthier children.

Home is where we can
wash our hands regularly;
adults and children are to
take hand hygiene seriously.
Though doable, this is not
done. The National Sample
Survey (NSS) 76th round re-
port, 2019, revealed that
only 35.8% of households
in the country practice
hand-washing with soap or
detergent before a meal,
while 60% households
wash hands only with wa-

ter. More surprisingly, about
24% population don’t wash
their hands with soap or de-
tergent even after defeca-
tion. Besides, there is a gap
between the rich and the
poor where only 2 out of 10
poor households use soap
compared to 9 out of ten rich
households. The reasons
are multifaceted; knowledge,
-attitudes and access to wa-
ter facilities and soaps are
the main problems. It is im-
portant fo note that several
studies including a study
conducted in Bangladesh
found that while the use of
water alone does help re-
duce the risk of diarrhoea,
use of soap is substantially
more effective. Given this
context, there needs to be
mote awareness on the ben-
efits of handwashing. Dur-
ing this pandemic and dur-
ing communijty placements,
Social Work students from
the Public Health specializa-
tion have always conducted

"sessions in their villages to

remind people including chil-
dren of the importance of
handwashing with soap and
the steps for effective
handwash. Such efforts will
hopefully bring about an in-
crease in knowledge,
change attitudes and moth-
ers and children alike would -
practise handwashing with
soap.

Besides the home, there
are other institutions that
are important to consider at
the community leével namely
schools and Anganwadi

-centres. These are places

where children spend a lot

“of time and also eat their mid-

day meals and supplemen-
tary nutrition respectively.
The Centre for Disease Con-
trol and Prevention (CDC)
has stated that
handwashing with soap re-
duces absenteeism due to
gastro-intestinal illness in
school children by 29-57%.
One important issue is for
teachers to teach children to
wash their hands after using-
the toilet and before eating
food. But the larger question
is, “where do they wash
their hands?”. According to - -
a report by the National Uni-
versity of Educational Plan-
ning and Administration,
New Delhi, it was found that
only 57% private schools
and 66% private unaided
schools in Meghalaya do
not have water facility in
schools. However, -it is not
surprising to note that the -
report did not mention the
availability of handwashing
facilities in the schools which
shows that ‘handwashing’
has not been considered im-
portant enough when plan-
ning and assessing infra-
structure in schools.
Furthermore, in
Aganwadi Centres, under
Section 5(2) of the National
Food Security Act, 2013,
every school and

“Anganwadi Centre shall

have facilities for cooking
meals, drinking water and
sanitation. In Meghalaya,
according to the Meghalaya
State Food Commission, out
of 5890 AWC'’s, only 1799 or
just 30% have potable water
supply and 1537 have toilet
facilities. The Department is
said to be dependent on
Public Health Engineering
(PHE) to provide these facili-
ties. When the lack of con-
vergence and funds are
given reasons, the children
continue to bear the brunt
of these lacunae.

My experience in working
with communities and |
schools is the issue of
‘soap’. Who will provide the
soap? We had promoted
community contribution for
the soaps with a collection
of Re 1 per child per month
to buy soap for the purpose.
Of course, this was done
only after parents and teach-
ers understood the impor-
tance of hand hygiene.

With the New Education
Policy, reforms would be im-
plemented to bring about
positive change, which we
are hopeful that the quality
of education would be en-
hanced at all levels.

(The writer is from De-
partment of Public Health,
School of Social Work,
Martin Luther Christian
University. Email:
melari.nongrum@gmail.com)
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(SIX) -

“The people who hold that our culture is

an oppressive patriarchy, they don't want

to admit that the current hierarchy might
be predicated on competence. ”

—Jordan Peterson
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US support to India
SIGNALS are coming from the US seeking secu-
rity cooperation with the Americans so as to face
the Chinese threat on the northern border, or even
a joint threat from China and Pakistan. US national
security adviser Robert O’ Brien has stated that dia-
logues will not work with China. China raised the
bar also by saying it will not accept India’s brand-
ing of Ladakh as a Union Territory and that it has
objections to the erection of roads and bridges by
India in the Ladakh region.

India’s response, as the US noted, is a tame one.
The Modi government is taking every step with cau-
tion and refuses to be provoked. Strengthening the
border infrastruture as India is doing now will by

itself not be enough.

President Trump, ending his term soon, has
crafted a coalition of the nations that are willing to
stop China in its aggressive tracks in the Asia re-
gion, be it in the seas or on land. The quadrilateral
security dialogue, styled as Quad, involves India,
Japan, Australia and the US. A recent meet in Ja-
pan dwelt at length on the security threats to the

region.

India is hesitating to be a part of a military alli-
ance led by the US. Ifa full-scale military alliance is
brought into force, this will be a formidable front
against China. However, a fear could be that Indian
public opinion might perhaps not be game with it, in
view of our previous commitment to Non-Align-
ment as a state policy. Also, the Us may have a
bigger agenda. India had entered into a similar pact
with the Soviet Union during the time of Indira Gan-

dhi. This is possible now with the US as well. But, a
likelihood seen by analysts is, what if in a future war

against the US, China attacks India with missiles,
as we are in China’s easy geographical reach. This
would mean inviting trouble.

What cannot be ignored at this point of time is

also that China has built up impressive military

strength, while India sat back and mused. Now,

Chinese military might is five times that of India. A
direct confrontation could likely mean China taking
the upper hand. It will take time for India to build its

military muscle matching that of China’s. India might
not have as much of resources too. This therefore

is the time for India to see how best it can protect

itself.

Welcome to the kingdom
of Meghalaya

Democracy in
Meghalaya has experienced
a nosedive. Come 2023 and
Meghalaya will be ruled by
four families. Some members
of those families are already
part of the present MDA
government. How can you
claim to be a democracy
when two of a family who
are either brothers or uncle
and nephew are both minis-
ters? How can power be
concentrated in one or two
or three families? But that is
exactly what will happen in
2023. It is for this reason that
calculations are already on
and speculations are rife
about where each candidate
from within the family circle
and from the extended fam-
ily will be contesting.

It is an open secret that
at least one family is today
cornering- all the big con-
tracts in the state. The fam-
ily owns a construction
company. There is more
money to be made from
government contracts than
from anywhere else. Why
so? Look at the quality of

the roads in Meghalaya to-
day. Even within city limits |
the roads are such that if a -

woman in labour is to b

taken to hospital she will

deliver on the way due to
the heavy jerking of the ve-
hicle. Let’s not talk about
roads beyond Shillong. The
road condition in all districts
is equally bad but some
more than others have re-
mained decrepit for years.
No one ever asks questions
as to why roads need to be
repaired every year. Why
should roads not have a
definite shelf life? And has
any contractor in this state
ever been blacklisted for
constructing bad roads?
No. Because neither the
Dorbar Shnong nor the pub-
lic consider it their bounden
duty to challenge corrup-
tion! MLAs are in cahoots
with the contractors so who
do we blame? And we have
allowed this sin to persist by
looking the other way.

The other day a senior

bureaucrat of the Govern-
ment had to visit a family in
Umpling. The guy had to do
a detour from Lapalang to
enter Umpling because the
bridge connecting Rynjah to
Umpling has been closed
for bridge expansion for al-
most a year now. Secondly,
the officer found the road
condition so abysmal, re-
sulting in slowing down his
driving speed to 10 KMPH

because you cannot drive at”

40KMPH in such a horrible
thing called a ‘missing road,’
eaten up by the those who
must have used less than

By Patricia Mukhim

50% of the money allocated
for the road when it was con-
structed or repaired. The
officer asked his colleagues
in Umpling why they don’t
raise a stink about such ap-
palling road condition.
They just smirked at him.
End of story! But come elec-
tion time and the same MLA
whose face is never seen
during the whole of this
Covid tragedy, will return to
power because money will
play its dirty game. This is
the sordid story of elections
in Meghalaya.

The story today is that
in 2023, there will be four
families, two from Khasi-
Jaintia Hills and one from
Garo Hills that will rule over
Meghalaya. They will invest

enough money to win at
least about 35 seats and
they will breeze in comfort-
ably. If the likes of Dr Mukul
Sangma and family continue
to hang on like limpets to the
Congress they might win
the elections but they will
continue to be in the dog
house for the next five
years. Smart thinking de-
mands that they shift gears
now in order to be some-
where in the reckoning in
2023, although they might
not be game changers.
Let’s face facts. The 2024
election will still belong to
the BJP. Come 2023 Decem-
ber the Ayodhya temple will
be inaugurated and Amit
Shah, though not the party
president currently will
come up with last minute
strategies, just like doves
emerging out a magician’s
hat. Only losers will bet on
a losing horse so all the Con-
gress men and women are
now contriving to chart out
a new course and to draft a
blueprint for action. No
wonder those in the Con-
gress who used to be most
critical of the MDA Govern-
ment have suddenly muted
themselves like everyone
now does when in a zoom

meeting. The silence is a tacit
approval of the govern-
ment’s ‘actions.

Meanwhile the national
president of the NPP has
given a clarion call in sup-
port of Gorkhaland. What
does this imply? This is a
forewarning that the NPP will
set up candidates in the 2021
West Bengal elections; at
least in the hotly contested
5 seats in what is commonly
referred to as “Gorkhaland.”
The BJP has already started
fishing in troubled waters
there when the Union Home
Ministry recently convened
a meeting where it invited the
Gorkha Janmukti Morcha.
The meeting was chaired by
the MoS (Home) G Kishan
Reddy. The BJP leaves noth-
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ing to chance. If the NPP sets
up candidates in the five LA
constituencies of Bengal, it
is going to be a fight not be-
tween titans but between the
giant and the dwarf in terms
of resources and mobilizing
capacity. The NPP may have
managed to get the moniker
of a ‘national party’ but think
of the reach of the BJP and
that of the NPP! Compari-
sons are anyways odious.
However, if the NPP has

been inveigled by some GIM:

enthusiasts then the party
would want to take up the
gauntlet. But where will the
resources come from? Elec-
tions are not fought on
goodwill. And then there’s
the Assam election as well!

A national party would -

want to set up candidates
nationally (I wonder why the
NPP did not try Bihar). But
elections equal hard cash.
So what’s the NPP’s revenue
model? Naturally it will have
to come from the private lim-
ited company called
Meghalaya. After all it is in
Meghalaya that the NPP was
incorporated. Those ruling
Meghalaya have always
treated it like a family estate
and politics as an entitle-
ment, so there’s nothing

strange.

One poser for the NPP
leadership is this: Is it worth
being a national party?
Isn’t the NPP playing sec-
ond fiddle to the BJP in
Meghalaya, Manipur and
Nagaland? How does it
raise the stature of its lead-
ers? In fact, the need to in-
ject capital into the NPP
might end up in emptying
the coffers of the holding
Company — Meghalaya in-
corporated.

To keep the holding
company afloat so many
strategies have to be
adopted. Bureaucrats have
to act like directors and do
their best to ensure that the
Company stays afloat.
Some who don’t toe the line
have to be removed from
their posts and given some
other duty that will not im-
pede the progress of the
Company. That is why we
see several mid-level bu-
reaucrats placed in impor-
tant positions so that they
can be “rail-roaded,” into
doing things they would
not normally do. The sen-
ior bureaucracy have some
spine to resist political pres-
sure; but junior and mid-
career bureaucrats have to
perform or be shunted from
department to department.
It’s a tough call for those
not used to the game but
others have learnt that it’s
better to be pliable and
dance to different tunes
than to be upright and have
their backs broken.

Meanwhile, 2023 will
also see Nongkrem and
Mawhati as tough battle
grounds. The grapevine
also says some MLAs will
be shifting to Mawkynrew
from their present constitu-
ency since moneybags with
big stakes will be entering
their present constituency.
The gossip is also that
Adelbert Nongrum will be
facing quite a few Goliaths
including one who will be
shifting constituency and
others who will give him a
run for his money. So from
now until the time of reck-
oning the KHNAM MLA
will have to do a lot of hol-
lering about this, that and
the other. The problem is he
is part of the Government
but out of the charmed cir-
cles of decision making, so
the poor man has to take
his grievances to the pub-
lic domain.

If the people of
Meghalaya really want to
reclaim democracy they
have to start another free-
dom movement. But why
should we? Aren’t we all
comfortable and complicit?

TOTHEEDITOR

Chaotic NEHU
exams

Editor,

Through your newspa-
per, I wish to bring to the
notice of the general public
regarding the conduct of
the recently concluded so-
called Online Examination
by the North Eastern Hill
University. Firstly, it was an
embarrassment, punish-
ment, and harassment for
the students to stand for
hours at the Post Office to
courier their answer scripts,
defying all the health
protocols of Covid 19, is-
sued by the Health Depart-
ment and the District Ad-
ministration. Is it not im-
practical that after writing
the examinations in the
online mode, students were
made to come out of their
homes to mail their answer
scripts by registered post?
Secondly, the conduct of
the Online Examination 2020
is unethical because the
Environment Studies paper
was held in two login ses-
sions, where colleges are
grouped into the 9 AM slot
and the 1 PM slot. However,
the questions for both the
slots are the same. Is this
not an unethical exercise? 1
appeal to the Students Un-
ion, the Teachers Body of
Colleges and University to
look into the matter in the
interest of the student's
community.

Yours etc.,
Stevenson Marboh
Shillong-14

NEHU online
exam anomalies!

Editor,

The Online Examination
2020 conducted by North
Eastern Hill University
(NEHU) for Sixth Semester
concluded on Wednesday.
But the confusion, commo-
tion, stress and anxiety that
students had to battle is far
from over. Under pressure
from the Government and
the UGC, our ill-equipped
NEHU tried to complete the
Online examination within
the stipulated deadline, but
at the cost of its students.

Given the significant
number of candidates, ap-
pearing for the Online Ex-
amination, it is a reasonable
guess by any, that the
speed and the quality of
internet performance will be
greatly affected during the
period of examinations.
Many candidates are un-
able to download and an-
swer online the Mock Test
of the EVS Paper in the
MCQ format held from Oc-
tober 3. Hence, the Univer-
sity had resort to temporary,
ordinary, and casual ar-
rangement for the conduct
of the Environmental Stud-
ies (EVS) paper which was
held on the October 7. One
of the arrangements made

by NEHU in order to reduce
the network load is that the
EVS Paper held on the Oc-
tober 7 was conducted over
two sessions ( 9 AM to
12.00 Noon & 1.00 to 4.00
PM ). The students were in-
formed about these changes
a day before the exam,
which was on October 6.
Serious doubts and appre-
hensions were raised by
students in this context. A
question was raised
whether two separate sets
of question papers were
supplied over the two ses-
sions? Since, this paper was
not conducted cent percent
in online mode, because a
number of candidates were
not able to login and
download and answer the
paper online, the question
paper was supplied to the
student’s email id.

We parents are appre-
hensive about this matter.
How can the students from
the colleges including some
of the elite colleges of
Shillong get the added ad-
vantage of appearing for the
EVS Paper in the Second
Sessions with the same
question paper supplied to
the candidates of the First
Session Colleges? In fait-
ness to students, NEHU
must give each student the
same treatment. The issues
are especially wotrisome
and pressing as a matter of
justice to the students.

NEHU must clear the
doubts and apprehensions
of students and their par-

ents on these very serious
examination anomalies.

Yours etc.,

A concerned parent,

Via email

Who will be

held accountable?

Editor

North Eastern Hill Uni-
versity (NEHU), a premier
central university is always
in the news for one or the
other reasons, but this time
the University is making
waves both in the news
media and social media for
the way they have con-
ducted the final year Uni-
versity Examination for the
year 2020. It must have been
a roller coaster ride for the
final year students of NEHU
right from the day the rou-
tine was declared until they
were successful in sending
their scripts to the respec-
tive colleges via Speed
Post.

It is indeed a very un-
pleasant experience for the
students at this juncture
when their minds are unset-
tled by the Covid fear and
the pressure of examina-
tions and to add to their
woes NEHU left no stone

unturned to give extra pres--

sure to the final year stu-
dents. Initially, UGC had
given the deadline of Sep-
tember 30, 2020 to complete
the final year examination.
But after the discussion
with the Education Minis-

ter of Meghalaya, UGC
agreed to postpone the ex-
amination to October 7,
2020. Soon after that the stu-
dents were given notice that
they can choose the online
or offline mode to appear for
their examination. But soon
after the University clarified
that students cannot opt for
the offline mode due to in-
convenience during this
pandemic situation. Again
after a few days, students
were informed that they
have to appear in the online
mode via an online
application,"My Placement
Perfectice.”

Then the students were
also asked to appear for the
mock test between October
3-5, thereby engaging stu-
dents in an activity which is
not productive for them just
a couple of days before their
final examinations — a time
which is very crucial time for
students. The students
need to download this app
through play store. The stu-
dents were also asked to
write down the answer in A4
size paper, make the pdf of it
and submit it online. Apart
from this the students were
also asked to courier their an-
swer sheets via Speed Post
to their respective colleges.
Now the situation is such
that hundreds of students
queued up in GPO, Shillong
and other post offices for
several hours just to courier
their Answer sheets to their
respective colleges.

At a time when the

number of Covid cases are
rising in Meghalaya, these
students are risking their
lives just to courier their
answer sheets. Are the stu-
dents and the employees in
the Post offices already vac-
cinated against Covid -19
that they are insulated from
this deadly pandemic? In
fact if the students had been
asked to submit their answer
scripts directly to their re-
spective colleges this un-
pleasant situation would not
have arisen. The University
and the colleges could have
easily managed as the stu-
dents would have been dis-
tributed in different colleges
without resulting in crowd-
ing as had happening on
that fateful day.

Courier options could
have been given to students
who are out of station as it
would have been helpful for
those students. In case any
unpleasant situation arises
then who is going to take
the responsibility? Will the
University be responsible?
Will the Government be held
accountable which had as-
sured that examinations
would be conducted fol-
lowing strict protocols?

Yours etc.,
Anil Singh Roka
Shillong-2

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

US-India strategic ties

Elephant in
the room

By Dr. D.K. Giri

The United States: of
America is nudging India
into a closer bilateral secu-
rity alliance as the latter con-
tinues to stand-off against
China at the border. Also,
the US faces Presidential
election on November 4th.
While, obviously, support-
ing India, statements ema-
nating from US officials dis-
approve of India’s cautious
approach to China.

The US National Secu-
rity Adviser said, “Dia-
logues and negotiations will
not work with China which
amassed 60000 troops on
the Northern border”. The
Deputy Secretary of State
Stephen Beigun visiting In-
dia from 12-14 prior to the
2+2 meeting on 26-27 this
month said, “As we build
the strategic partnership
between US and India, there
is an elephant in the room,
China”. Whereas the US
seeks to confront China in
alliance with India, is New
Delhi ready for it? Does New
Delhi still cling on to strate-
gic autonomy, non-align-
ment and neutrality?

The US Secretary of
State Mike Pompeo said in
a radio interview that ten-
sions have spiked between
China and India after the
hand-to-hand combat where
20 Indian troops died and
China suffered casualties so
far not disclosed. Pompeo
asserted: “They (India) ab-
solutely need the US to be
their ally and partner in this
fight”. The world has awak-
ened and the tide has begun
to turn. President Trump has
built up coalition that will
counter the threat from
China, maintain the rule of
law and the basic civic de-
cency that come from de-
mocracies running the
world, not authoritarian re-
gimes. :

Characterising the India-
US growing partnership,
Beigun said, in his speech
to a think tank in Delhi, “US’
benefits from forging close
links with countries like In-
dia that seeks to provide for
their own defence. US own.
interests intersect with
those of India. We have
seen the conditions
emerged for an organic and
deeper partnership, funda-
mental alignment along
shared security, shared in-
terests, shared values and
geo-political goals”. He
elaborated on the partner-
ship and said that post-
World War 11 ailiance format
requiring in-country US
troops’ presence may be no
longer necessary.

This is a hint at accom-
modating India’s foreign
policy tradition of strategic
autonomy, or giving India
leeway to maintain its neu-
tral posture. Beigun added,
“The US benefits from an
India that is strong and pros-
perous”. He promised that
the US was prepared to do
more to strengthen India’s
ability to defend itself by
promoting inter-operability
among the militaries of both
countries through regular
exercises and exchange,
common defence platform
and co-development. Coop-
eration can be achieved in
multiple ways in view of ad-
vance technologies shifts in
global economic scenario
and changing geo-politics.

The US is categorical in
condemning China’s territo-
rial aggression. It seems de-
termined to push it back. On
India-China face-off, US rec-
ognises that China has at-
tempted to seize control of
the LAC by force. A Similar
aggression is seen in Taiwan
Strait where the PLA Navy
and Air Force continue to
conduct threatening military
drills. Beijing’s flagship In-
ternational development
project, ‘One Belt, One
Road’ is trapping gullible
countries in an unsustain-
able debt service. Beijing
also sells and supplies sur-
veillance systems to repres-
sive regimes like that of
Nicolas Maduro of Ven-
ezuela.

The US strategy vis-a-
vis China, outlined by its
NSA, Secretary of State and
Defence Secretary and oth-

ers, is two-fold. One, to im-

prove the resilience of US

institutions, of alliances and

partners to counter the chal-

lenges China presents. Sec-

ond, it seeks to impose tan-

gible costs in order to com-

pel Beijing to stop actions

harmful to America’s na-

tional interests and those of
its allies and partner-na-

tions. In this context, one

important partnership which

will be one of the most key

partnerships for the US in

the 21st century is that with .
India.

The US declares to put
great emphasis on advanc-
ing the US-India Compre-
hensive Global Partnership.
The Trump team in the for-
eign policy department as-
sures that the forthcoming
elections in America will not
make a difference to the bi-
lateral relationship with In-
dia. The Deputy Secretary
announced, “I have never
been more optimistic regard-
ing the future possibilities of
the India-US relationship”.

Assessing India’s foreign
policy approach to the US
against the backdrop of Chi-
nese belligerence, New Delhi
has so far attempted to pla-
cate Beijing while maintain-
ing good relationship with
Washington. We have con-
sistently questioned the sa-
gacity of maintaining strate-
gic autonomy that imposes
heavy costs to India’s grow-
ing economy and plethora of
development challenges. In-
dia is neither a part of an al-
liance system nor the nu-
cleus of a regional security,
nor any sub-system. There-
fore, it runs the risk and re-
sponsibility of assuring and
obtaining itself absolute se-
curity. The passionate need
for absolute security puts a
considerable demand on In-
dia’s resources.

It is time New Delhi looks
at pooling ‘of sovereignty for
a common cause like it is in
the European Union. A good
many scholars and observ-
ers have suggested coun-
tries accepting limitations on
their autonomy in a mutually
beneficial alliance system for
a greater goal. New Delhi
can no longer be a ‘lone
ranger’ in international poli-
tics. In the Cold War time in
the 1970s and 80s, New
Delhi could play the role of
mediator on many occa-
sions. But that role got re-
stricted. by India’s internal
economic challenges. New
Delhi, therefore, should fo-
cus on building its economy
up to the size of China be-
fore beginning to confront
it by herself.

. The US is talking of deep-
ening and expanding the
quadrilateral security dia-
logue called Quad, an infor-
mal group of India, Aus-
tralia, Japan and US. The
perspective on Quad articu-
lated by Beigun suggests
that any country wanting a
free and open Indo-Pacific
and is willing to contribute
to it, is welcome to join the
Quad. It is a partnership built
on shared interests not bind-
ing obligations and is not
intended to be an ‘exclusive
club of four’. At the same
time, he admitted that mem-
ber countries have been too
cautious about the Quad.

New Delhi is maintaining
friendly relations with all the
other three Quad partici-
pants. But it is fighting shy
of developing Quad into a
security framework. New
Delhi is bugged by this con-
tinuing dilemma of choosing
between autonomy and alli-
ance. It is somewhat treat-
ing ‘autonomy’ as a Hob-
son’s choice. This is caus-
ing continued vulnerability
and heavy costs on our se-
curity. As China and Paki-
stan have colluded to harm
India, New Delhi is obsess-
ing with its neutrality. The
hangover of non-alignment
affects the foreign policy
establishment of our coun-
try. The active formal en-
gagement with other coun-
tries in alliance or partner-
ship can also be interpreted
as a relationship of inter-de-
pendence, which is ac-
cepted as a respectable for-
mat for partnership.--INFA
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The Ichamati-Bholaganj saga
SINCE February this year after an activist of the
Khasi Students’ Union (KSU) was murdered at
Ichamati-Bholaganj things have been on the boil.
The fact of the matter is that the area has a substan-
tial non-tribal population whose ancestors have set-
tled there much before East Pakistan was created.
Now that the international boundaries are well de-
marcated Ichamati-Bholaganj is like an extension
of Bangladesh with a large chunk of Bengali speak-
ing non-tribal settlers and some Garo residents.
Identity politics that has been the driving force be-
hind every election since Meghalaya was created
demands that the tribals establish that they are a
majority in every District, Sub-division and Block.
The Indo-Bangladesh border in Ichamati-Bholagan;
is as porous as it can get with the fences having
come down during the floods, so illegal migration
from across the Bangladesh border cannot be ruled
out. Butunless an individual is identified as an illegal
settler for want of the necessary documents to prove
his/her citizenship, no government in any country
can evict such individuals and term them as, “illegal

migrants.”

Ever since the NDA Government mooted the idea
of the Citizenship Amendment Act (CAA) which
confers citizenship on any person from the neigh-
bouring countries of Pakistan, Afghanistan and
Bangladesh, belonging to the Hindu, Christian, Sikh,
Buddhist faith who has lived in India until March
2014, there have been voices of dissent in the en-
tire North Eastern region. The strongest opposition
came from the North East Students’ Organisation
(NESO). Thereafter, students’ bodies of each state
too joined the protest. The NDA went ahead and
passed the CAA but not after granting the Inner
Line Permit protocol to Manipur. Mizoram,
Arunachal Pradesh and Nagaland already have the
ILP and these states are exempted from the pur-
view of the CAA. That leaves Assam, Meghalaya
and Tripura out in the cold. Tripura in any ¢ase has
amajority non-tribal population even while the tribes
are reduced to 31.05%. And this is flashpoint that
tribal majority states like Meghalaya fear. In De-
cember 2019 the Meghalaya Assembly was virtu-
ally coerced by pressure groups to pass a resolu-
tion to push the central government to grant Inner
Line Permit to Meghalaya too. Since then, there
has been an undercurrent of animosity towards the
non-tribal settlers in Meghalaya even though many
of them are permanent residents having settled here
since the British period and even before that, hav-
ing come for trading purposes. :

Allegations of denial of trade license to bonafide
traders of Ichamati-Bholaganj area by the Khasi
Hills Autonomous District Council needs attention.
The KHADC has been sitting on hundreds of such
applications for months and years together without
giving any reason for not issuing such licenses. Now
that the residents of Ichamati-Bholaganj have sought
the intervention of Governor Satyapal Malik it is
hoped that he would ensure solution to these issues
within the framework of the Constitution.

TO THE EDITOR

Empathising

with Ampareen

Editor,

The two news reports
"Ampareen appears before
special court, not on bail"
and "Court tells Ampareen
not to leave state” (ST Oct
15 and 16 respectively) have
created a mixed feeling in me.
All these years, since the
news broke out first, there
were speculations, hopes
and expectations that like all
other allegations of scams
against public figures, she
would be able to deal with it
politically. Maybe, she tried.
To her bad luck, it went be-
yond the control of the ex-
ecutive. There are tell-tale
evidences that mark sheets
have been doctored. The
evidence provided by the
officers concerned virtually
sealed the issue. After CBI
got involved, it was becom-
ing clearer by the day that
she would have no escape
route. Now that the trial of
the case has begun and she
appeared before the Special
Court, somehow I have de-
veloped a rare sympathy for
her. The more I think of the
case, the more | realise the
inevitability of the outcome.
Maybe, she will be able to
drag it for some more years.
But eventually the law will
surely catch up with her.
Lawyers say that if con-
victed, she will spend a few
years in jail. Obviously, this
will imply that the curtains

will fall on her political ca-
reer. And that's the tragedy.

I can speak from my per-
sonal experience and knowl-

edge that as an MLA she

has been providing wonder-
ful service to the people of
Laitumkhrah-Malki con-
stituency. As a voter myself
(not necessarily her sup-
porter), I have seen for my-

self that she is up and doing

as an MLA. She stands by
those who need her pres-
ence. She extends generous
assistance, sometime ex-
ceeding expectations.
Therefore, in case the court
verdict goes against her and
she becomes unavailable
for serving the people, it will
be a big loss for all. How-
ever, nothing in life is per-
manent and nobody is go-
ing to be with us for eter-
nity. Honestly speaking,
whatever illegality
Ampareen might have com-
mitted, it was not for pecu-
niary gains. For all we know,
she did not personally gain
anything out of it. She tried
to help some candidates
who are known to her. Yes,
it is a clear case of favourit-
ism and nepotism. But in
politics, who doesn't try to
help people on political con-
siderations? Can any politi-
cian say with honesty that
they never tried to help their
own people? Everybody is
honest, so long as they are
not found out.

To be fair to Ampareen,
she tried to oblige all those
MLAs and MDCs who sent

Similarities and differences

Covid-19 and
Common Flu

Winter is soon approach-
ing and brings with it the
seasonal illnesses like com-
mon cold and flu. Flu comes
every year and many people
suffer mild to moderate
symptoms. It’s commonly
said about the common cold
and flu that if you treat, it
goes in one week and if you
don’t it goes away in 7 days.
The implication of such
statements is to emphasise
on the benign nature of
these illnesses in majority of
cases. But this year, things
are different because of on-
going Covid19 pandemic.
This is because the signs and
symptoms of flu and Covid
19 overlap significantly and
can be easily confused. As
the flu season ramps up this
winter every cough and
sneeze will carry an extra
worry: possible COVID-19
infection. It’s bound to be a
confusing season for people
to decide what to do when
they fall ill.It is important to
differentiate between these

two illnesses because the:

diagnosis of Covid 19 in cur-

rent times carries a significant

burden on the individual,
his/her family, health care
providers and the health care
delivery system.

As expected, many peo-
ple will contract the seasonal
flu in the coming months and
once someone has symp-
toms which are suggestive
of either flu or Covid 19, the
first question that comes in
the mind is regarding the
testing for Covid 19. They
would be anxiously wonder-
ing, whether to get them-
selves tested for corona vi-
‘rus? The testing for Covid
19 has implications for both
the individual and the sys-
tem. For an individual it

"brings a lot of stress and fear.

of downstream conse-
quences, in case he or she
tests positive, including fear
of adverse outcomes due to
illness itself and financial is-
sues associated with the
treatment, whereas for the
system each and every diag-
nostic kit is precious and ju-
dicious use is warranted. So
far we have not reached the
peak of this epidemic and it
is difficult to forecast the fu-

ture requirements. So triage -

of patients at their own level
and at the level of healthcare
delivery assumes impor-
tance, which is self explana-
tory. Following are some simi-
larities and differences be-
tween flu and Covid 19

which may give a clue to the

general public once they are
suffering from symptoms.
Signs and symptoms
Similarities:
Both these diseases can

her written requests for fa-
vouring their chosen ones.
‘Whatever be the case, if she
is going to be punished for
this momentary lapse, then
what about all those who in-
duced her to act in the man-
ner she did? If inducement
to suicide is a cognisable of-
fence under the law, why
should inducement to crime
of this nature be any differ-

- ent? After all, there are writ-

ten requests from two dozen
elected representatives. In
my opinion, Ampareen
should not be seen as a
stand- alone culprit but an
unfortunate victim of the
corrupt system. Let the sys-
tem be corrected and re-
formed. Let us go against the.
crime and not the perpetra-
tor per se. I shall keep my fin-
gers crossed for her.

Yours etc.,

Jonathan S

Via email

Prices of essential
commodities
sky-rocket

Editor, '

Recently I came across a
manuscript which appeared
in The Shillong Times (Oct
9, 2020) that the prices of
most essential commodities
have shot up in Shillong
markets. This is alarming and
as this is artificial escalation
of prices. Even commodities
like vegetables etc. which are
grown locally are now be-
yond the reach of many. In

By Dr Amit Malviya & Adorelia Laitthma

have varying degrees of
symptoms and signs ranging
from no symptoms to com-
mon symptoms like fever or
feeling  feverish/chills,
cough, shortness of breath
or difficulty in breathing, fa-
tigue (tiredness), sore throat,
runny or stuffy nose, mus-
cle pain or body ache,
andheadache. Some people
may have vomiting and
diarrhea, though this is more
common in children than
adults.

Differences:

Covid 19 has certain dis-
tinguishing features from flu.
Change or loss of sense of
taste and smell is quiet sug-
gestive of Covid illness. Ini-
tial symptoms of Covid 19

usually include fever, dry
cough and breathing diffi-
culty whereas with flu the
initial symptoms are usually
running nose followed by
fever. The fever associated
with Covid 19 is usually not
very high but experts say it

is associated with more chills -

and feeling of exhaustion as
compared to flu. Breathing
difficulty is uncommon in flu.
Another distinguishing fea-
ture is the presence of stom-
ach upset and diarrhea
which indicates more to-
wards Covid 19 than the flu.

-In most of the cases ,flu is

mild and transient illness last-
ing for less than 7 days
whereas Covid 19 symptoms
can last for more than 7 days
and cause more serious ill-
ness in some people like eld-
erly, heart disease patiénts
and smokers,
How long symptoms

appear after exposure?
Differences: '

In majority of the cases,
flu symptoms develop within
1 or 2 days of exposure to
the flu virus, whereas the
symptoms take longer time
to develop in case of expo-
sure to Covid 19 virus. Typi-
cally in Covid 19, symptoms
appear 5 days after being in-
fected but can appear as late
as 14 days after infection.

How it spreads?

Similarities:

Both Covid 19 and flu are
viral illnesses and conta-
gious, spreading from per-

son to person when in close
contact (within about 6 feet);
spreading mainly by droplets
that are released when peo-
ple with the illness cough
,sneeze or talk. It is also pos-
sible to contact the virus by
touching a surface or object
that has virus on it and then
touching his or her mouth,
nose or possibly the eyes.
Both flu and Covid 19 may be
spread to other people by
patients who never develop
any symptoms or mild

- symptoms.

Differences:

Covid 19 virus is more
contagious and more of a
super-spreader than the flu
virus. This means that the vi-
rus can quickly and easily

Pr1 pPhow

spread to a lot of people as
compared to the flu virus.
People at high risk of
severe illness
Similarities: - :
Both fli and Covid 19 ¢
result in severe illness and
subsequent complications. in
elderly,people with underly-
ing chronic medical condi-
tions including heart prob-
lems and pregnant ladies.
Differences: =
The risk of severe illness
and complications is more in
Covid 19 as compared to flu.
‘While complications of flu are
limited to high risk people as

mentioned above, the Covid

19 illness can take an adverse
course even in apparently
healthy individuals. Covid 19
can cause severe illness in

" infants ,children with under-

lying medical conditions (like
congenital heart defects ) and

- ‘a rare but severe complica-

tions of Covid 19 is the multi-
system inflammatory

" syndrome(MIS-C) which has

been reported in previously
healthy children of school
going age. ;
Take home message
The key differences be-
tween flu and Covid 19 are
related mostly to the sequen-
tial appearance of some typi-
cal symptoms, mode and

ease of spread, and risk of

complications. Covid 19
seems to spread more easily

than flu. Covid 19 takes longer

time. before appearance of
symptoms and people can

fact, believe it or not but -

Shiltong is the costliest
place in India. No wonder
corruption carries on una-
bated in the state. It is a sad
thing that the Government
of Meghalaya is doing noth-
ing to control the sky rock-
eting of prices essential
commodities like meat,
chicken, fish, vegetables, oil,
etc. The public at large are
responsible for the abnormal
rise of essential commodi-
ties. If this were to happen
in other places the public
would have gone to the
streets to protest but sadly,
the public here only com-
plain at home about price
rise.

The prices of vegetables
which are grown locally

coming from Assam and pre-
vent them from lifting 100 %
of the vegetables grown in
Meghalaya, even while the
local people” are paying
through their noses. At least
50 % of locally grown veg-
etables can be exported to
Assam whereas 50 % can be
consumed locally. For the in-
formation of readers, I am
giving below the compara-

tive studies of few essential .

commodities that are sold in
Shillong/ Raipur

(Chattisgarh)/ and New .

Delhi. These rates are taken
from the previous week and
the information collected is
from people who are resi-
dents of these places.
These are prices of few

-essential commodities worth

spread the virus longer. As
compared to flu Covid 19
can cause more serious ill-
ness in some specific group
of people. Another very im-
portant difference is the
availability of vaccine,
whereas there is a vaccine
available to prevent flu,
there is no vaccine for
Covid 19 currently. Al-
though these differences
which are listed above may
help to distinguish between
the flu and Covid 19 they
are not very prominent and
wel demarcated and the
‘surest way to differentiate
between them is the testing
. At present, it is advisable
to follow the government
protocols and advisories for
testing of Covid 19 at popu-
lation level.Therefore the
preventive measures like
personal hygiene, social dis-
tancing, wearing masks as-

sume the utmost impor-

tance. They prevent both of
these illnesses quiet effec-
tively. If someone feels un-

-well with any of above

symptoms, the best thing to

"“do'is to self-quarantine at

home — including avoiding
contact with other house-
hold members and to get in
touch with your health care
provider to make a shared
decision about Covid 19
testing.
When shoiild people
seek medical attention?

. There are certain symp-
toms which if present, one

should not wait but get im- .
. mediate medical attention.

Breathing difficulty at rest
or ‘shortnéss of breath
when doing activities which
are part of routine life is a
serious symptom. Persist-
ent pain or pressure in the
chest, confusion, drowsi-
ness and inability to keep
awake (feeling constantly
sleepy), bluish lips or face
include some of the other
serious symptoms. The eld-
erly, infants, those with
chronic medical conditions
like heart problems /kidney
problems, diabetes and
pregnant females should
consult a doctor soonet
than later.

This article is for educa-
tional purposes only and is
not intended to replace the
advice of health care pro-
viders. (Dr Malviya DM,
FEACC, FSCAI is from De-
partment of Cardiology
,NEIGRIHMS & Adorelia
Laitthma is Senior Re-
search Fellow in,the same
Department of Cardiology)

is evident that each earning
family in. Meghalaya
spends around 65-70% of
their income/pay for food
only, ‘whereas in other
places people spend 25-
30% of their income. for
food. That is why Shillong
is called the costliest hill
station in India or for that
matter in the whole world. It
is high time that North East
and Meghalaya in particu-
lar should have its own
price index and not to base
the price index on all India
basis where Meghalaya
tends to lose out. Moreo-
vet, the farmers in different
countries of the world are
the richest people whereas

in Meghalaya, the farmers

are the poorest as all the

have increased by leaps and  highlighting and again for profits are taken by the mid-
bounds due to great de- information of readers, toma- . dle men.
mands from Assam. The toes in Bihar are being sold Yours etc.,
Government should step in  atRs. 2 perkg. 1. Dkhar,
and put a stop to vehicles From the above studies, it - Jowai
items per kg Shillong Raipur New Delhi
Potato Rs. 50 Rs. 20 Rs. 25
Onion Rs. 60 Rs. 25 Rs. 30
Beef Rs. 400 Rs. 280 Rs. 260
Chicken Rs. 350 Rs. 180 Rs. 180
Pork Rs. 350 Rs. 180 Rs. 200
Rohu Fish Rs. 250 Rs. 130 Rs. 170
Apples Rs. 200 Rs. 50 Rs. 60
Pomegranate Rs. 250 Rs. 55 Rs. 75
Banana Rs. 120 Rs. 25 Rs. 50
Tomato Rs. 70 Rs. 8 Rs. 10
Beans Rs. 100 Rs. 15 Rs. 25

(SIX)
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What’s so special
about the Tribal

Research Institute ?

By Aristotle Lyngdoh

- Recently, Health Minis-
ter, AL Hek proposed to the
Central Government to set
up another Tribal Research
Institute (TRI) in the state.
Such a proposal may seem
right in view of the need to
understand tribal lifestyle
and cultures and to help
them integrate with the di-
versity around them. How-
ever, before making such a
proposal, the Minister
should have consulted and
found out as to what is the
actual situation in the state
and within the various de-
partments of the govern-
ment machinery. How will it
reflect on the state govern-
ment if they (central gov-
ernment) come to know that
such an institution already
exists in the state capital?
Should this type of pro-ac-
tiveness be tredted as
hyper-activity or foolish-
ness? And for the state
government or its function-
ary to be ignorant and una-
ware about such a thing is
unbelievable and disgrace-
ful. However, for the infor-
mation of everyone, The
Tribal Research Institute
which is currently located
at its own plot at Mawlai
Nongkwar GS Road oppo-
site Gaoshala was set up in
1964 by the then Assam
Government, sanctioned
during the Prime Minister-

‘ship of Pandit Jawahalal

Nehru. From reliable
sources this writer has
learnt that retired person-
nel served under this Insti-
tute during its early years.
There was quite a dramatic
incident that has led to the
establishment of this insti-
tute in our region.

_ A well known British-
born Indian® Anthropologist
Dr Verrier Elwin in his con-
versation with Nehru in
1960 said, “North Eastern
region of India is a mini an-
thropological garden in the
world. It"1] take only half to
one hour walk from one vil-
lage to another, where one
will encounter different dia-

- lects, attires, customary

rites, traditions, eating hab-
its, types of settlements,
livelihoods and so on
which are completely dif-
ferent from one another.
Further, it will take several
years of in-depth studies
by qualified anthropolo-
gists to understand the
way of life of the tribes
there. One of the many fac-
tors that may lead to com-
plex problem in the near fu-
ture is that the tribal cus-
tomary laws, heritage and

. traditions are running a par-

allel line with the Law of the
Land. Therefore, there is an
urgent need to set up a Re-
search Institute in order to
find a point of convergence
where the local customs,
traditions, practices and
the Law of the Land could
collude for the benefit of
the local settlers.” Elwin
further added, “Northeast-
etn Region is a powder keg;

.| one day it’ll blow up and

when it does you’ll see
bloodshed.”

Nehru was not con-
vinced at that time, and
then came the Indo-China
war in 1962, Military Intelli-
gence reports conveyed to
Nehru at that time said,
“There are 17 tribes that
inhabit the mountainous
slopes of NEFA and all 17
tribes are the off-shoots of
the Mongoloid race. It so
transpired.that these tribes
are more at home with the
Chinese Army than with the
Indian Army. In fact it was
the local people who abet-
ted and assisted the Chi-
nese Army to advance up
to Bomdila, the HQ of
NEFA”. This made Nehru
realize the importance of
how to understand the
ethos of the tribal people
and two years later, in 1964,
he himself sanctioned two
crore rupees to the Govern-
ment of Assam at that time
for setting up the Research
Institute on tribal people.
The Government of Assam
then bought the plot for

rupees three lakhs at GS
Road Mawlai Nongkwar
which is currently housing
the Meghalaya Warehouse,
Arts & Culture Amphithea-
tre, TRI, CRPF unit, Mawlai
PS and MIMHANS for
some time. The place is also
known as Nagaland Jail be-
cause during 1970-75 some
of the arrested Naga mili-
tants were being temporar-
ily jailed here at the request
of the Nagaland govern-
ment.

According to Dr Elwin,
the TRI should be headed
by the Director with a Doc-
torate in Anthropology. It
should have five wings
such as Evaluation & Plan-
ning, Arts & Culture, Eco-
nomic & Statistic (Investi-
gation), Philology and Le-
gal Cell and lastly Research
& Training to be headed by
Deputy Directors. In all the
five wings there will be field
workers and data collectors
and the entire workforce
should not be less:than
1500 personnel. And among
the five wings, I personally
consider Philology and le-
gal cell as the most interest-
ing aspect because, till date
we as the Khasi tribes are
not able to fully codify and
protect our own customary
laws and practices. And
also because there is need
to know more about the ori-
gin and evolution of vari-
ous systems of our culture
and tradition that we still
embrace today. The vision
of Dr. Elwin is very much
relevant with our situation
but that has not happened.
The presence of this TRI at
Mawlai Nongkwar is noth-
ing short of jewels among
swine. Is it because all are
blind and can only see
black diamonds or is it that
we do not care much since

it has no monetary benefits

for anyone? A

The Union Ministry of
Tribal Affairs has clearly as-
signed the function for
TRIs which include (i) con-
ducting research and evalu-
ation studies (ii) undertak-
ing capacity building and
training of personnel and in-
stitutions working in the
area of tribal development
(iii) collection of baseline
data and their
dissemination(iv) organiz-
ing tribal festivals (v) con-
ducting seminars and work-
shops (vi) documentation
and their customary laws
(vii) setting up tribal muse-
ums (viii) conducting ex-

. change visit of tribal and (ix)

providing planning inputs
to the State Government. I
can only say that if TRIs are
functioning well as per plan
over these years, many com-
mupal issues and ethnic
tension and violence could
have been averted. The
presence of such Institutes
in a country like India is very
important as it will also help
policy makers to great ex-
tent. ’

The other reason that
prompted our Cabinet Min-
ister A L Hek to raise such a
proposal to the Centre is
perhaps because he per-
ceived that the society is in
urgent need of such an In-
stitution. But the total ab-
sence and non-performance
of the functionaries of this
Institute here in Shillong,
has kept everyone in the
dark about its importance
and functions. And if that
is the case then the Minis-
ter has every right and also
the privilege to seek clarifi-
cation from the concerned
department or to take some
corrective steps if he-is se-
rious about the TRI. About
this TRI I can only say that
this is the gift given by the
then Prime Minister Nehru
to the tribal people of North
East and for our state in par-
ticular. I therefore urge the
present Government and
the responsible people of
the state to do something
about this Institute and to
expand its scope of opera-
tion.

E m a i 1 :
alyngdoh2006@gmail.com
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‘Il found a parallel between the search for

A Suitable Boy for Lata and search for India”

uring one of the conversa

tions series organized by the

2020 Toronto International
Film Festival (TIFF), Geoff Mac-
naughton, Senior Director, Industry
& Theatrical/Lead Programmer,
Primetime at TIFF, catches up with
Mira Nair, director of 4 Suitable Boy,
a primetime presentation recipient of
:jhe Jeff Skoll Award in Impact Me-

ia.

Nair’s six-part drama series is an
adaptation from Vikram Seth’s novel
about a young Indian woman's
struggle to create a balance between
family duty and personal independ-
ence in post-partition India. Asha
Bajaj brings you the excerpts:

Geoff: Tell us about the first time
when you discovered Vikram Seth’s
novel.

Mira: Vikram Seth is one of our clas-
sics and extraordinary writers. I have
loved all his works. But I know him
as a friend and visited him while he
was writing 4 Suitable Boy which
took him ten years and I was just
waiting for it. I read it in 1993 months
after it was published.

And probably one of the few peo-
ple that read it back to back twice.
It’s a novel that encapsulates free
India moments set in 1951 right after
independence. It was the time when
we as a country and as a people,
really struggled to find out how to
shake off this extraordinary English
influence that we all lived with and
to make efforts to find our authentic
voices. .

Seth’s use of humanity, humor,

drama, and extraordinary truth actu-
ally captured me. But at that time
(more than 20 - 30 years back), it was
too large for me to consider it as a
series. I actually made my smaller
version of it in Monsoon Wedding.
But after so many years Seth decid-
ed to do a series, and I was very hap-
py to be asked to direct it.

Geoff: How did you and Andrew
Davis get to a point in which you
were happy with the narrative es-
Ppecially knowing that you are only
working with six episodes, versus
the wealth of the story that you were
pulling from?

Mira: I came into the picture after
Andrew Davis had written the whole
novel in eight episodes. I was quite
charmed by the distillation of the

whole novel into the eight episodes.
But due to financial constraints, we
had to reduce these episodes to six
hours and it was then that I got in-
volved very muscularly into the
choices.

At the heart of the tale is a very
universal search for a suitable boy
by a mother for her unmarried daugh-
ter, Lata. India’s first national elec-
tion was in the same year as 4 Suit-
able Boy is set.

I found a parallel between the
search for a suitable boy for Lata and
the search for India. Hence the im-
portance of the deep political under-
tone of the novel.

Then also highlighting the char-
acters that sometimes do not speak
but are deeply the cornerstone of so
much character, for instance, Mrs.
Mahesh Kapoor, a deeply religious
woman, and Ishan Khattar's moth-
er's character who tries to keep this
political family together amidst tu-
mult. : ,

The main reason why I agreed to
direct the film was Saida Bai, Tabu’s
character. I was drawn towards it by
the whole culture of the courtesan,
the music, the refinement, the art of
seduction, and the marginalization
of the courtesan in our society.

I'also come from a tradition of lov-
ing that music. I was also drawn to it
because of the interwovenness of
both Hindu and Muslim languages,
and culture. This embodies our de-
scent from such an ancient tradition
which is being obliterated today. 4
Suitable Boy, in all these facets,
holds a mirror to our society today.

Geoff: We are very good friends,
TIFF and you. We have had a long
and strong relationship with one
another. Not including this exact
moment. Do you have a favorite
memory of the festival?

Mira: TIFF feels like with my family
to me. You have literally seen me right
from the beginning with Salaam
Bombay and other films. I have sev-
erdl memories. My most cornerstone
memory is the extraordinary passion

.of the audiences. And before the

world cinema or global cinema was
being celebrated, TIFF always had
the eye towards the subcontinent,
towards the world: The diversity of
the audience of Toronto, so much a
part of the rest of the world em-
braced me. With 4 Suitable Boy, 1
was especially energized, because
this is my first long-form cinema. I
still think of it as a film, not a TV
series, it’s 6 hours because that is
how I know to think. [ was so happy
and privileged and surprised to be
taken in the embrace as a long-form
film, which TIFF has done. I just
want to thank the audience of To-
ronto. Toronto is very special to me
for yet another reason. I got married
in Toronto, weirdly, a shotgun wed-
ding on the weekend. (laughter)

In fact, Deepa Mehta, your other
wonderful filmmaker, my Benji, as we
say, in a sense was the decorator of
my wedding. So my relationship
with Toronto is very old and lovely.
And it is just so wonderful to be
back, even if virtually. Even if we are
not Americans anymore.

(IBNS-TWF)
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‘Thriving on
collaborations’

By Sukant Deepak

e feels that nothing comes to
Hlife in isolation. That is not
just art, everything that is
fruitful is all about collaborations, he

says. "And it is not that people do.
not understand the importance of

partnering. The problem is credit. All

goes for a toss when you want to .

ignore everyone else's efforts and
just have your name out there," says
actor, director, poet and storyteller
Danish Husain.

Husain has been conducting
Qissebaazi, an online storytelling
workshop (as part of Workshops at
Prithvi) in collaboration with The
Hoshruba Repertory, which is wit-
nessing participants from Canada
‘and Germany besides the Indian
heartland.

"Honestly, everyone needs peo-
ple of a certain caliber around them.
Some people are good with generat-
ing ideas while others excel in build-
ing on them. I don't see myself much
of a playwright but a director. I can
work on someone's play. But when 1
have to start writing from scratch, it
is a huge challenge. One gets to learn
so much in a collaboration. There is
a certain exchange of dynamism.
And don't they say — The sum of
both of us is greater than each of
us?"

Conducting a storytelling work-
shop for the first time digitally,
Hussain feels that as a theatre prac-
titioner, he was so immersed in live
performances that it was tough to
comprehend the power of digital. "Of

course we knew about the outreach
but never thought that it could be
such an effective medium to per-
form." ’

Stuck in the US for more than four
months during the lockdown, he
would initially refuse any invitation
for sessions on the web owing to
apprehensions about the aesthetics
— how would he create the stage,
the lighting and the entire parapher-
nalia required for a performance?

"However, slowly, I realised that
it was a different medium, and that I
had to reorient myself. The
frame then became the stage,
and appliances at home were
used for effect — the table
lamp for example."

Stressing that he does
miss the physical space and
the connect with live audi-
ences, the artist feels that dig-
ital will always have a pecu-

forget, our mind knows that
we are separated by miles of

and laptops. You are not just
two screens away, never."
For someone who actively
does theatre, storytelling and
acting, fluidity is the key and
staying away from classifica-
tion is forever important.

sify in order to assimilate. It
is only for easy comprehen-
sion. In real life, things are
far more fluid, dynamic, at
once same yet different. We
switch roles effortlessly. The
brain has assimilated all the
aspects of life so deeply that
the switch is not even con-
scious.

"The fluidity comes be-
cause you've absorbed everything
to a level where it is not necessary
to make those finer distinctions. In
my case, I move towards that. La-
bels are made by people for their own
convenience. I just think of myself
as an artist who is engaging with the
world," he says.

A pass-out from the Delhi School
of Economics who later enrolled in
an MBA course, Husain, who will
soon be seen in a docu-drama di-
rected by Academy Award winning
director Orlando von Einsiedel (The
White Helmets) smiles when asked if
he misses formal training in acting.

"Yes, sometimes there is a want-
ing for the rigorous training associ-
ated with an acting school, some-
thing that anchors you and gives
much material to work on.

However, a friend who is a pass-
out from NSD once told me — 'The
important thing is what has one
done after going there'," says
Hussain who will soon start filming
for a movie and an OTT series.
(IANS)

liar 'disconnect'. Let's not

wires, satellite connection

"The mind tends to clas- |
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Ode to Oscar-nominee tabla maestro

By Siddhi Jain

n a multi-artiste musical tribute
Ito an artiste extraordinaire Pan
dit Chatur Lal, who was the first
internationally acclaimed Indian per-
cussionist who popularised tabla
among the western audiences, a con-
cert in his memory is set to take place
on Sunday. : '
Pandit Chatur Lal was the first
internationally acclaimed Indian per-
cussionist who popularised the tab-
la among the western audiences.
He was one of the doyens to pro-
mote and give a grand acceptance
of Indian classical music to the West

in the mid 1950's giving concerts of

Indian classical music.

Organized by the Pandit Chatur
Lal Memorial Society in association
with IndusInd Bank, the concert ti-
tled Smritiyaan is live-from-the-
stage musical tribute to the Oscar
nominee and Bafta awardee tabla
wizard on his 55th death anniversa-

It will take place on Sunday
evening on-their official social me-
dia accounts. It also comes as a fresh
breath of air for Indian classical mu-
sic space, which is only beginning
to reopen post lockdown.

Shruti Chatur Lal Sharma, grand-
daughter of the tabla legend and the
Program Director at Pandit Chatur-

lal Festival told JANSlife, "In the era

of remixes, the essence of Hindus-
tani classical music is somewhere
getting lost which we need to re-
vive. It gives me pleasure and pride
that I belong to the lineage of tabla
stalwart Pandit Chatur Lal. On his
55th .death anniversary, Chatur Lal
family looks forward to continuing
his pioneering efforts to promote

“the Indian heritage of classical mu-

sic and dance across the globe.
This is the first time after the out-

break of a pandemic that such an
event is being organized live from
the stage."

In Smritiyaan, the line-up of re-
nowned artists includes a percus-

sion ensemble by late tabla legend's
grandson Pranshu Chatur Lal. Pran-
- shu embarked his journey of
rhythms under the tutelage of his
father and guru Pandit Charanjit

Chatur Lal at a very young age of
four. The award-winning tabla play-
er has performed on international
levels sharing the stage with vari-
ous legends. '

Another highlight of the evening
will be a jugalbandi by the celebrat-
ed Indian folk singer and Padma Shri
recipient Malini Awasthi and Kathak
doyen Padma Shri Shovana Naray-
an.

"We, as artistes, pay our respects
and shraddhanjali to a great tabla
maestro through our arts, be it
dance, vocal or instrumental, as the
late Pt Chatur Lal's art form spanned
all genres of performing arts," Shova-
na Narayan told IANSIife.

Adding, Malini Awasthi said, "As‘

an artist, it is our duty and responsi-
bility to pay tribute in remembrance

‘to all our gurus and legends who

have set the path to promote the In-
dian classical music and dance: Tabla

wizard Pandit Chatur Lal ji was one

such legend.”
_'She said that this is the first time
for her to perform on live on stage

.without any rehearsal due to the

COVID-19.

The upcoming concert also fea-
tures Sooryagayathri, a young tal-
ented vocalist and a young disci-
ple from Kerala who has taken so-
cial media by storm with her impec-
cable voice, with views in tens of
millions.

Celebrating its 30 years, Pandit
Chatur Lal Festival is organizing the
event-in support from SBI Life In-
surance, ICCR (Worldwide) and In-
dian Raga, through which, the or-
ganisers and artists will pay respect
to all the frontline COVID fighters
like doctors, police, medical staff,
and others who stood throughout
the pandemic lockdown and are still
on their duties serving the nation,
they said. (IANS) '

Of girls navigating cities...

By Sukant Deepak

trained engineer who went to
AIIM Calcutta, and after a dec
ade long corporate career
decided to pause and gift herself
some "me time", not to mention a
Creative Writing course in the US
later — author Manreet Sodhi
Someshwar, whose latest Girls and
the City, published by HarperCollins
India recently hit the stands, has
vivid memories of that break during
which she wrote her first book.
"My husband and I were in Sin-
gapore that time, and I couldn't help
but think of my home in Ferozepur.
Memories flooded back in. To make
sense of them, I started asking ques-
tions. My research took me back in
time and it was the national library,
not any salon, that became my
haunt. Seven years later, I had a
book, my first: The Long Walk
Home," says the author who now

has six books to her credit, includ-
ing the Mehrunisa series and The
Radiance of a Thousand Suns.

Talking about her latest, Girls and
the City, set in Bengaluru, which is
tale of female friendships centered
on a murder mystery, a whodunit,
that is more of a who-was-it-done-
to, Someshwar reveals that she
started writing it amid the #metoo
movement, wanting to explore the
dynamics between sex and power.

"We are somehow still reluctant
to discuss sexual assault and har-
assment. I saw the book as a way to
reignite that conversation. It ex-
plores how women navigate every-
day misogyny using wit, grit and
tenacity."

Adding that women's concerns
are different from those of their male
counterparts, she says, "Men write
about themselves whilst women
write the world."

Recalling that when she switched

gears, her writing experience was lim-
ited to powerpoint presentations, the

. writer says that she is a self-taught

one and quite happy with the fact.
"This gives me the freedom to tell
the stories that I really want to. I
went back to school to gift myself a
like-minded community. Whilst I
love my friends (class- and work-
mates from my previous avatars) |
do get tired of hearing: 'So, when's
the next book coming out?'

"Now, books don't come off fac-
tory floors... Sometimes it is such a
relief to be with other folks who tus-
sle with writing daily. That's where
being part of a Creative Writing pro-
gram helps.”

For someone who started writing
when she moved out of India, the
distance from home gave her the per-
spective she needed to write. "Ad-
ditionally, that provides me with a
sharp prism through which to refract
my experiences. Living outside of

India, I have gained insights into the
Indian diaspora and its varied chal-
lenges.

"I-write books that I want to read
which are not out there yet. It's lib-
erating to be in a mix of people where
each one is trying to tell stories that
are important to them. That has been
enriching because I have learned that
while every story is particular in its
concerns and setting, every well-told
one is also universal in its theme."

Considering she writes across
genres, it is important that she reads
widely, indiscriminately and regu-
larly. "I follow every big book with a
more contemporary one. The latest
one was born amidst the raging
#metoo campaign of 2018 and I rode
that tide because there was so much
that was relevant and urgent. I be-
gin only when the compulsion to
write it is stronger than rot writing
it," says the author who is presently
working on a Partition trilogy. (IANS)
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Virtual pandal-hopping

_quires no downloading. One can eas-

A Durga Puja pandal in Kolkata. (PTI)

By Soudhriti Bhabani

he Durga Puja festival has al
ways been the greatest crowd-
puller in West Bengal. But this
year, the ongoing Covid-19 pandemic
has redefined the lives of millions.
The religio-social-cultural phenom-
enon is known to be a city-wide in-
stallation art carnival that is Kolkata's
own version of the Venice Biennale.
But the world, this year, has moved
indoors and online when staying
home means staying alive. From gro-
ceries to education, business meet-
ings to puja shopping - everything has
gone online. The world has virtually
started moving on e-platforms.
Responding to the need of the hour,
West Bengal Chief Minister Mamata

Banerjee on Wednesday inaugurated
as many 10 Durga Pujas virtually from
the state secretariat Nabanna, send-
ing a clear message to the revellers to
maintain physical distancing norms
and to follow the essential Covid-19
safety protocols.

In a bid to home deliver happiness,

. the pandal-hopping' experience is also

set to go virtual this year in Bengal.
Surprised? Don't be. You can easily
experience the pandal-panorama in the
middle of a pandemic by just clicking
on your mouse.

So, if you are passionate about.

Durga Puja even in the current situa-
tion, the trailblazing website epony-
mously named ‘The Puja App’ is here
to take you on a virtual tour of around
50 top puja pandals in Kolkata. The

application will offer 360-degree vir-
tual coverage of famous puja pandals
free of cost. ‘

From the grand facade of the lav-
ish pandals to the most intricate de-
tailing of the artistry - everything will
be viewable, literally at your finger-
tips.

"The Virtual Reality (VR) compat-
ible visuals, shot entirely in ultra HD
quality, will ensure a multiplex-like ex-
perience for the viewers. For that, no
one needs to download any applica-
tion. They can just visit the website
www.thepujaapp.com and virtually
enjoy the festive spirit of pandal-hop-
ping," said Soumya Mukherjee, one
of the owners of the platform.

He said that currently it has been
made available as a website and it re-

ily log-in with their smartphones, tabs,
laptops or computers as the whole in-
terface would be highly interactive.

"We have been doing this for the
past eight years but this year the re-
sponse is already phenomenal owing
to the Covid-19 situation. People are
really interested, especially the elderly
citizens. People can also visit our ar-
chives as we have kept all the VR visu-
als of the past seven years in that sec-
tion," he said, adding that staying safe
does not necessarily mean 'staying
away'.

With 'The Puja App', people can
comfortably avoid crowd-intensive
social togetherness during the five-
day festive spell.

Durga Puja, the biggest festival of
eastern India, has been made globally
popular by its spectacular Kolkata
brand of celebrations. This week-long
sensory extravaganza is now India's
official nomination for a pride of place
in the 'Intangible Cultural Heritage'
(ICH) list far 2020, recognised by
UNESCO.

Temporary

structures called

" pandals (marquees) are erected to

house the clay idols of the deities.
These makeshift marvels that are built
to replicate famous architectural won-
ders from around the world or in keep-
ing with innovative themes are stun-
ningly realistic and intricate specimens
of fine artistry, skilled craftsmanship
and creativity.

The most remarkable aspect of

‘these pandals is the number of man-

hours, the months of planning and the
elaborate efforts that go into creating
an exhibition for just a 7-.day
showcasing. The primarily fabric-over-
bamboo-scaffolding structures with
ingenious embellishments are com-
pletely disposable.

"This experience is not just for
Kolkatans but Bengalis sitting any-
where around the globe can go on a
mesmerising journey that is free from
crowds, expense and exhaustion, right
from sitting in the comfort of their
couch. We promise to be extensive in
coverage this year as we understand
many Bengalis, especially those set-
tled abroad, won't be able to visit their
‘hometowns this year during Durga
Puja. Thanks to the global Covid-19
pandemiic," said Arpan Chatterjee, the
technical head of the "My Puja App'
platform.

(SEVEN)

Low-key Dasara
festin Mysuru

ysuru has been spruced and
decked up even as it will host
a subdued 10-day Dasara
fest from Saturday amid the Covid
pandemic, which has turned the an-
nual carnival into a largely virtual
show due to curbs on people gather-
ing in large numbers at public places.
"As decided by the state govern-
ment, which organises the 10-day
event, the Dasara festivities will be-
gin on Saturday at hilltop Chamun-
deshwari temple and inaugurated at
Amba Vilas palace in a simple way due
to the Covid restrictions," an official
told Z4NS here. ,
Bengaluru-based, state-run Jaya-
deva heart hospital Director CN Man-

junath will declare open the religious

and cultural fest at the auspicious time
between 7.45 am and 8.15 am in the
presence of Chief Minister BS Yediy-

urappa, Mysuru district in-charge min-

ister ST Somshekar, Wodeyar royal
family members and other dignitaries.

"About 300 people, including min-
isters, lawmakers, officials and select
religious heads, will be allowed to wit-
ness the festival events in the palace
grounds. The invitees have to carry a
medical certificate that they are virus
free. ‘Wearing of mask, maintaining
physical distance and sanitising hands
will be mandatory," a state Culture
Department official said.

As visitors and tourists will not be
allowed into the palace to see the reli-

gious and cultural programmes over
the next 10 days, the ceremonies will
be shown live on television channels
and social media sites like Youtube
and Facebook.

At the opening, Manjunath will fe-
licitate six corona warriors on the oc-

" casion in recognition of their service

in taking care of the infected people
since the virus broke.

The festival is held every year to
mark triumph of good over evil on Vi-
jayadasmi, and known for the victory
parade of caparisoned elephants (jam-
boo savari), which this year will be in
the palace grounds, unlike in the past
when the procession was allowed
through the city to Bannimantap
grounds with the grand finale of the
night-time torchlight parade.

As part of the fest, Mysuru's titu-
lar Mahaharaja Yaduveer Krishnad-
atta Chamaraja Wodeyar will hold a

-private 'durbar’ in the palace hall un-

der the guidance of quéen mother
Pramoda Devi after the formal inau-
guration.

The private durbar is held every
year on the first day of the fest since
it was resumed by Nalvadi Krishna
Raja Wodeyar (1894-1940) in the tra-
dition of the Vijayagara empire.

The 80G-year-old 280 kg golden
throne of the Wodeyar rulers will be
brought out from the enclosure to hold
the durbar on the occasion. (I4NS)

- ‘Star - Gazing’

By Pt. Ajai Bhambi

Sunday, October 18, 2020

Moon conjunct Mercury on your solar retum chart and this is going to be
an exciting year for you. You will get support of peer and bosses. Even
your elders will bless you. Your relations with seniors will improve and
they will keep encouraging you. You will also have the gift of the gab and
will be able to get your work done. Yoiir govemment related work will
get done. Those who are appearing for interviews/competitive exams
will get success. New job/business offers will come. Income wifl be good
and flow of money will be continuous. You will aiso enter into new
romantic ties. Marriage is indicated. You will come closer to near and dear
ones. Your mate will be accommodative, caring and understanding.
Children will listen to you. Your brothers will support you. You will develop
good professional contacts. Friends will remain loyal to you.
Aries: (March 21 - April 20)
Some associations can be competitive in business as you
shine and work well in your field of activity. You initiate a
current of forceful energy to achieve success in an important
venture. You are likely to protest against domination by
people at work. You may have to face egoistic people. This
eek brings love, romance and excitement in personal
lations. Deep personal relations and business partnerships
are likely to get stronger. Good luck in finances and new
opportunities are encouraging. This is an excellent period for
starting new regimen to improve your health and well being,
such as regular exercise, more structured and productive
use of your time, and so forth. -
Taurus: {April 21 - May 21)
You have the desire for love, harmony and a peaceful life.
It is a gentle, considerate, and sensitive vibration. You are
diplomatic, warm and sensitive. This week brings for you
socializing, romance and stability at the work place. Love,
friendship and relationship are emphasized. There are strong

relationship during this time. Your social life may be restricted
to business and family related obligations. Luxury shopping
may make a hole into your pocket but makes your family
happy and brings a smile to their face.
Gemini: (May 22 - June 21)
Self-confidence and prompt action are highlighted. You are
generous with friends, and loving in family situations. You
come across as especially smooth, and your good nature
is bound to attract some attention. You stand in the middle of
a doorway in the middle of the week while making an
important decision be it professional or personal. It would be
better to listen to your own judgment and do what is good for
you. People around you could be judgmental or manipula-
tive. Do not forget to share your feelings with the one who
loves and cares for you.
Cancer: (June 22 - July 22)
You are loving, stable, and harmonious in personal relations.
There is conflict within and discord outside. You may be
divided about business and professional matters and finally
come to terms with compromise which might be the best thing
to do at this time. You may disagree mentally with your
partner but the love between you allows peace and accep-
tance. Emotions and moods can swing to extremes and it
is important to achieve equilibrium. You can get stressed and
manifest a health problem as you worry about everything.
Leo: (July 23 - August 23)
You are practical, trustworthy, hard working, and helpful.
This week influences your finances and material aspects,
suggests that you are considerably more goal-oriented
related to eamings. Your ability to concentrate and focus
elps you to achieve what you set out to do. A new project
r goal begun at this time has a good chance of being
uccessful and long lasting. 's an excellent phase to make
a lifestyle change. Self-confidence and action are highlighted.
You may go in for a change of your image. Personal
relationships especially with your loved one are stable and
rewarding.

chances of materialization of friendship into a long term .

Virgo: (August 24 - September 22) :

g

Libra: (September 23 - October 23)

e

" introspegtion is therapeutic and revealing as you intuitively get t

Scorpio:(O

S

Sagittarius

%

Capricorn:

)

Aquarius:

[

Pisces: (February 19 - March 20)

VA

You have intelfectual vibration and ability to adapt to mo:
situations. This period brings financial gains for those in banking,
investment, hotel industry and those who are in the teaching -
profession. There could be alteration in ideas or plans, increast
and decrease in finances and fluctuation in business. You can
lead away by undue enthusiasm unless careful inner balance i
maintained. Marriage, business partnership and collaboration cai
be strengthened through understanding and commitment.

You are infrospective and quiet. This week brings some chang
in the way you look at professional goals and new interests a
developed. You connect with fun loving people, artists an
entertainers. Strong existing relationships are likely to grow an
transform. Your finances could also improve as long as yo
employ a tried and tested strategy. Attending an important socia
occasion or festival may put you in the public eye. Meditation an

the bottom of things

ctober 24 - November 22)

This phase brings youthful energy and you accept challenges i
your life. You are diligent and pedantic at work and specializ
further in your field of activity. You are on the threshold of a creativ
and inventive work that brings you name and exposure. Meditat
on the constant changes happening around you and centre within,
Good health and energy enables you to participate in sports an
related pastimes. A pleasant surprise awaits you at the end of th
week.

: (November 23 - December 21)

You would be more accommodating and compassionate i
relationships and not take things personally. You would expre
your adaptability and persistent energy in professional projects.
You deal with official and personal matters with calm authority. Yo
possess great power to attract creative and charismatic peopl
around you to make your social fife enviable. You would b
dynamic, forceful and assertive in professional ventures t
establish a position of authority. Health and energy need to
conserved through a busy time at work.

(December 22 - January 20)

You are practical, hard working and helpful in personal an
professional matters. New friendships and group associations al
likely to come about and you will-experience increased energ
and a stronger ability to assert yourself. A new approach
friendships or new friendships altogether will pave a new pa
towards happiness and fulfillment. New associations or affilia
tions,. or plenty of social activity are in store for you. This is a
excellent period for beginning a new health regimen.
(January 21 - February 18)

This phase brings excellent work opportunities for sportsperson
and lawyers and also a fayorable time to appear in written exams,
handle court matters and attend to legal matters. Self-confiden
and fremendous efforts are highlighted to attend professional goals
Financial benefits may come your way through investments. Yo
need to be careful in your interpersonal dealings and you mus
avoid confrontations with your family. Your financial situatio
looks promising if you manage it well personally rather than loo
to others. Make sure that you do not get caught up in argumen
as a simple and straightforward approach is all that's called for.

You may see the light in a friendship, realizing its importance in
general, as well as the importance of acceptance and-camara-
derie. Circumstances may be such that you bring a new spirit of
friendship into a romance or another connection in the next months,
This can be invigorating. Surprises coming from children may be!
part of the picture. Your creativity, romance, pleasure, and children
are involved. This could manifest, for example, as a romantic
proclamation from a lover, a creative project bearing fruit, a child

during this time.

revealing something significant to you, and other such possibilities'

- Career options
in Mental Health

By Ranjan K Baruah

The recent COVID-19 pandemic

has bought more challenges

when it comes to mental health.
It is one of the most neglected areas
of public health. Close to 1 billion peo-
ple are living with a mental disorder, 3
million people die every year from the
harmful use of alcohol and one per-
son dies every 40 seconds by suicide.
And now, billions of people around
the world have been affected by the

| COVID-19 pandemic, which is having

a further impact on people’s mental
health.

We must understand that mental
health is more than the absence of
mental disorders and it is an integral
part of health; indeed, there is no
health without mental health. It is de-
termined by a range of socioeconom-

| ic, biological and environmental fac-

tors.

The World Health Organisation’s
constitution states: "Health is a state
of complete physical, mental and so-
cial well-being and not merely the ab-
sence of disease or infirmity". An im-
portant implication of this definition
is that mental health is more than just
the absence of mental disorders or dis-
abilities.
~ In 2013, the World Health Assem-
bly approved a "Comprehensive
Mental Health Action Plan for 2013-
2020". The Plan is a commitment by all
WHO’s Member States to take specif-
ic actions to improve mental health and
to contribute to the attainment of a
set of global targets. The Action Plan’s

overall goal is to promote mental well-

being, prevent mental disorders, pro-
vide care, enhance recovery, promote
human rights and reduce the mortali-
ty, morbidity and disability for persons
with mental disorders. 10 October is
also marked as World Mental Health
Day. :

Once we understand the issue we
can also think of bringing a solution.
The best way to bring solutions is to
get involved in the area and work for
positive change. Few designation or
job profiles related to mental health
issues are: Mental Health Counsellor,
Psychiatrist, Mental Health Social
Worker, Mental Health Nurse, Psy-
chologist, Elderly Care Worker, Men-
tal Health Advocate, etc.

To become psychologists or coun-
sellors we can choose psychology as
our subjects of studies. The course
and subject is available in many dif-
ferent colleges and universities across
the country and also abroad. One may
choose to become mental health
counsellors after they finish their
course in psychology. Similarly after
completing MBBS degree one may
choose to become psychiatrist which
deals on mental health issues. Many
students are confused and ask me the
difference between psychologist and
psychiatrist. Psychiatrist is a doctor
who can prescribe medicine where as
psychologist is like counsellors and
they can not recommend medicines.

After completing nursing educa-
tion one may choose to do specialisa-
tion in mental health to become a men-

“tal health nurse. Nurses“can choose

different specialisation in this area and
build their vibrant careers. Students
studying Social Work may do special-
isations in mental health to become
mental health social workers. Apart
from becoming mental health nurses
they can also specialise in elderly care
as both are interlinked. There are many
other job options apart from these in

the field of mental health issues.

Mental Health research profession-
als focus on finding out new illness-
es; try bringing medicines that can
help patients with certain illnesses and
study more about various illnesses.
We have very limited mental health
professionals in the country or even
outside which brings more opportu-
nity for students who want to be in
this field.

The National Institute of Mental
Health and Neuro Sciences (NIM-
HANS) is an Institute of National Im-
portance governed by the act of Par-
liament titled NIMHANS Act, 2012.
This institute is a multidisciplinary in-
stitute for patient -care, academic pur-
suit and cutting edge research in the
field of mental health and neuroscienc-
es in India. Apart from qualification
aspirants must have the skills like ef-
fective communication, spirit of team-
work, patience, etc. This is a challeng-
ing field hence we need to have prop-
er planning when we choose it as a
career path.

(Ranjan K Baruah is a career men-
tor and skill trainer and can be
reached at 8473943734 or
bkranjan@gmail.com)
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‘No’ to lockdown

SIGNIFICANTLY, a government-appointed panel
on Covid control has come up with its findings that
included a recommendation to avoid lockdowns
even as the safety protocols are strictly followed.
The arrival of the Chinese pandemic had shocked
the world and several steps that were put in place
with immediate effect from late March last were
based on assumptions. These needed close scrutiny
in conformity with the experience the nation — as
also the world ~ has gained from such a critical
situation. The committee has stressed that the festival
season that is currently on, which coincides with the
winter chill, is when abundant caution is a must.
Safety norms need be adhered to strictly, even as
these festivals are all about mass gatherings in public
places — be it the Navaratri or Ganesh festival, or
Christmas which too is approaching. In the event of
any relaxation in controls during this season, there
could be a monthly spike of the order of 26 lakh
infections a month. Notably, the committee went into
an elaborate study into the Covid situation.
Lockdown is no longer acceptable as it has cast a
heavy shadow on the national economy as also on
the livelihoods of people. While activities can resume
in all spheres, it is. also important that the safety
guidelines like social distancing, wearing of masks,
washing of hands and face etc are strictly adhered

to.

As per latest indications, a few Covid vaccines
could be in the market by March. The vulnerable

sections could start getting one or the other vaccine |

hopefully at an affordable price or with government
subsidy. Controlling the Covid spread is a national
endeavour, more than an Ain'dividual effort. The
national economy will not lift up from the present
depths if the virus continues to have its sway. It is
thus important that vaccines or any other preventive
medical intervention should not overlook the need
for their affordability to the common masses too.
These are the hands that push the economic activities
for the nation. To considerable relief, the panel has
concluded that India has already crossed the peak
by mid-September; and that the nation will record
minimal active symptomatic infections by the start
of the next year. Around 30 per cent of the

population has developed anti-bodies. The rate of

recovery is improving, and the rate of deaths is also
coming down. Activities are returning to normal.
Even the worst-hit Mumbai is rolling out its local
train services; meaning that the situation there too is
reasonably under control. It’s a time of wait and
watch but precautions of masking, hand washing
and distancing are non-negotiable. We can ignore

them at our own risk.

Are we
governed by

a mafia?

Editor,

As a citizen of a state
based on a government
elected by the people I am
greatly disturbed and
distressed by recent events
that have taken place within
the sphere of governance in
Meghalaya. The latest news
“PWD subverts rules to
allot work to VIP firm” (ST
Oct 14, 2020), simply
reconfirms the growing
belief with many that the
Govt of Meghalaya is now
run by a set of people out
to make a fast buck for
themselves than
providing service to the
people. Governance it
seems has been auctioned
to a mafia that is out to make
money at all costs
regardless of the conseq-
uences on the state and its
people. )

The above news item
relates to a tender called for
the construction of the
11.52 Km Laitkor-Pomlakrai-
Laitlyngkot road for Rs 30
crores. A tender is a process
by which the best
contractor for the work is
identified through a
predetermined set of rules
and procedures. Merit
based on price, work
experience, reputation and
a host of other requirements
etc are the criteria for
allocation of work. It

in-

ensures that the public is
provided with the best
available service provider. In
the above case all of these
conditions were discarded
and overlooked in favour of
the least deserving firm who
never even bothered to
comply with the terms of the
tender documents. A more
wilful, deliberate and
premeditated plot to deceive
and defraud the people and
the state is yet to be found
in the history of Meghalaya.
From indications above
this attempt to allocate the
work for road construction
to a dubious firm will simply
ensure that the people of
Pomlakrai and surrounding
areas will be now burdened
with a sub-standard road.
Should the people of the area
tolerate such nonsense?
Shouid the MLA , MDC and
other pressure groups of the
area remain silent conspi-
rators to this outrage? This
a clear attempt to cheat the
people and for whatever
reasons, the departmental
tender committee is wholly
responsible for this crime.
The Chief Minister, the
PWD Minister and the Chief
Engineer PWD should
immediately cancel this
work allocation, if they have
the guts and if they are not
party to the crime. For it is a
crime; an attempt to cheat
the Govt and the people.
The Chief Secretary ,
who is the Chief Vigilance
Officer should start initiating
immediate legal action

Charm of the
Black Diamond

The saying that there is
only one thing permanent
in the world and that is
change rings true in almost
every instance. However,
there are certain exceptions
and those are the links that
the  Government of
Meghalaya has with coal.
The bond between the
Government of Meghalaya
and the black diamond is so
deep that it is beyond the
ordinary human being’s
understanding. The truth is
that while everything else
in the world changes, the
relationship between the
Government and the said
mineral remains the same.
No matter which party
comes to power the charm
of the black diamond
captivates the entire ruling
dispensation irrespective of
their political colour.

The battle against illegal
rat hole mining of coal in the
state persisted. since the
early nineties and the
government then defended
the system on the plea that

.it is a traditional livelihood

activity of the people in the
state and it is legal. Despite
the fact that there is no
document to support the
claim that coal mining in
Meghalaya is legal, every
successive government
continued in the business
as usual mode until April
2014 when the National
Green Tribunal banned
mining and transport of coal
from Meghalaya. It was

only after studies were ¢

published that many rivers
and streams in Jaifitia hills
were polluted and the water
in these rivers was
contaminated with acid
mine drainage that the court
brought the entire system
to a grinding halt.

Then there is the whole
sordid saga of the state
government - trying to
contest against the ban and
supported the coal lobbyist
in their fight to persuade the
Tribunal to lift the ban,
which of course did not
happen. Now that the NGT
has lifted the ban on coal
mining subject to the State
Government complying
with the court directives, the
latter is doing nothing to
come up with a policy which
is a requirement of the NGT.

The ban on coal mining
ban was a major issue in the
last election to the State
legislative assembly, but in
spite of the fact that the
NGT has lifted the ban, the
State Government has -done
precious little to enable coal
mining to start in the state.
The MDA government

against the Chairman and
members of the
Departmental “Tender
Committee. If need be they
should be suspended and
penalised so as to send a
message that Govt of
Meghalaya does not
encourage corruption by its
officers.

This MDA Govt has been
associated and correlated
with too many activities that
smack of official involve-
ment with dark criminal
deeds against the interests
of the people. The stink of
involvement of a senior
minister with the illegal
transportation of coal
simply refuses to die down.
Demands for the arrest of
the minister is making the
rounds. There is a rising
crescendo of demand for
more transparency ar§d
accountability in Cov1‘d
related expenditures. Pubhc
scepticism in this regard is
growing. There 15 suspicion
that the Govt decision to
construct a super mall at
Barik Point is simply to
facilitate a land grab attempt
by another well. heeled
minister. The BIP is raising
misgivings ~ about the
financial integrity and
propriety of the GHADC,
JHADC and the KHADC,

All in all there seems to
be growing evigicnce that
the rich are entering politics
simply to rob and exploit the
poor. Political power devoid
of any social responsibility
or shame seems to be the

By HH Mohrmen

which came to power with a
promise to allow coal mining
to resume if it is voted to
power is yet to do anything
in this regard. The NPP
which won the election with
the issue of coal ban as one
of their election agenda has
not been able to come up
with any kind of policy to
resume  mining and
transportation of coal from
the State.

So why is the Govern-
ment dragging its feet on this
issue? What makes the
Government dilly-dally in
working on the recomme-
ndation of the court order
to allow mining to begin?
The lifting of the NGT ban
should have been a golden
opportunity for the State

.Government to come up with

policy to resume coal
mining in the state.
Unfortunately the Govern-
ment is not doing anything
to that effect. The people of
the State have the right to
ask why the MDA

government is deliberately
delaying the matter relating
to the coal mining issue. Is
there anything behind this
sordid affair that the
Government does not want
to regulate and introduce
environment friendly mining
system in the State?

Why does this
Government . choose to
remain mute and not seize
the opportunity to solve the
issue once and for all? Is it
because the Government
wants this arrangement fo
continue for its ulterior
motive? The question that
people are asking is, who is
benefitting from this state of
affairs? If this is allowed to
continue isn’t it true that it
will ensure that only those
in the corridors of power are
benefitted from the deal? Is
it not true that the prevailing
situation is like a goose that
lays golden eggs for those
who are in power? What is
the point of organisng
campaigns for planting a
million trees in the State

when the Government is not
sincere in coming up with a
policy to monitor and control
mining in the state? What is
the message that the
Government is sending to the
masses by not taking the
issue of illegal transpo-
rtation of coal head-on? The
general public understand
that mining is allowed and
sure enough coal mining
activities have started in
many places and collection
of fresh coal is seen in many
places now.

The Government is not
even sincere in the case of
people involved in illegal
transportation of coal in the
state. The prime accused in
the murder attempt of Agnes
Kharshiing and her friend
not only remain scot-free but
they are seen hobnobbing
with those in power. It was
alleged that even higher-ups
in the Government are
involved in the -illegal
transport of coal from the
State. '

ST File Photo

The Conrad-James drama
reminds me of the song, “He
ain’t heavy, he’s my brother.”
The recent statement of the
Chief Minister defending his
elder brother against the
allegations that he is
involved in illegal transpo-
rtation of coal is on expected
lines. But Conrad will find it
hard to convince a large
section of the population in
the State with his latest u-
turn because it is not
consistent with his earlier
act. The question is, if the
Cabinet Minister was not
involved in the coal transpo-
rtation, why did the CM
relieve him of the Home

. portfolio that he held earlier?

Black diamond has not only
enchanted those in the
power, whatever their
political leaning is, but for
reasons beyond one’s
comprehension  all the
pressure groups of every
hue remain silent on the
matter too. Mum is the word
when it comes to coal mining
and illegal transport of coal.

In spite of the fact that
the impact of coal mining
extends to almost all the
districts of the State and
illegal transportation of coal

‘encourages corruption at

every level and it has only
benefitted people who are
close to the corridors of
power, no pressure group
had raised their voices
against the system that
allows this to happen.
Perhaps because it is
fashionable to oppose
uranium mining whereas
opposing the system that
allows illegal transport of
coal is not cool at all. Raising
voices against the illegal act
is like stirring a hornet’s nest
which has the potential to
strike one and all. Any kind
of mining is bad and the
impact coal mining extends
to almost every part of the
state. On the same lire the
pressure groups decision to
protest against immersion of
goddess Durga while
remaining silent on the
drastic impact of mining on
the rivers in the coal mining
areas, is also questionable.

‘Maybe we have to re-|

examine and do something
on this selective opposition
and have our priorities right.

A study of the history of
elections in Meghalaya
would help one realise that
are at least two issues
which continue to appear
before every election. It

- seems like every party has a

secret understanding that
there are certain issues that
have to be postponed to
ensure that they remain
election issues every five
years. ‘The two major
election issues which keeps
reappearing every election
are the Assam-Meghalaya
border issue and the influx
of people from outside the
State. The two have always
been the contentious issues
come election time. But it

now. looks like we will have'

the issue of coal mining as
another item in the list of
issues in the -ensuing
elections in the State.
Governments come and
go but when it comes to coal
mining, the only thing that
changes is their name.
When it comes to black
diamond, parties will
change their colours to
black once they switch sides
and sit in power. Black
diamond has the charm to
change any party to its
colour once they are in the
Government and the
proverbial saying that it is
but the same wine in a new
bottle becomes a reality.
(Email: hhmohrmen67
@gmail.com)

I TOTHEEDITOR :

latest vogue in politics and
political parties seem to be
encouraging it. Mafia dons
seem to be taking over the

"governance of the state.

Tragic unless we the people
put a stop to it!

Yours etc.,

Samuel Nongkynrih

Viaemail

NEET & choice
of medical

colleges

Editor, '

Through your esteemed
newspaper I would like to
bring to the notice of all
about the MBBS seats via
Government quota in our
State of Meghalaya for the
students who have qualified
for NEET UG 2020.

Firstly, I convey my
heartiest congratulations to
all the students who have
qualified. T would also like
to encourage each student
as well as concerned
parents who are applying
for Government quota to be
aware of the available
colleges allotted to
Government of Meghalaya
for pursuing the MBBS
degree. Students should
update themselves rega--
rding the available seats
prior to final counselling.
Aspirants should be aware
of the rankings of the
colleges as well so as to
facilitate the higher rankers
to get their college of choice

based on informed decision.

It is important to know
that all medical colleges are
not equal. I would also urge
the Health Department to
maintain absolute transp-
arency in seat allotment so
as to .not deprive the
deserving candidates of the
opportunity to opt for the
college of their choice. Sadly,
in Meghalaya, the allocation
of medical seats has been a
subject of nepotism for
many years now with
undeserving candidates
getting in to the best
institutions while those who
have done well but have no
political backing get into
second or third best
colleges. .

Lastly, I would encourage
those who haven’t qualified
for NEET this year to not
lose heart and to give it
another try, for the toil and
hard work is bitter but the
fruit is sweet.

Yours etc.,

A concerned doctor,
Name withheld on
request

A horrific crime

Editor,

It is shocking to read
about the horrific crime of
burying alive a 90 year old
man in West Khasi Hills, on
allegations that he engages
in black magic. That this
should happen in this day
and age shows that our
mindsets are still in the
medieval age. Our state has
been having cases in the past

of people being lynched,
mobbed and attacked on the
assumption of the victim
practicing witchcraft. This
time again the crime
committed by three young
men against their aged
uncle defeats all sane
thinking and instead
exposes the heartless souls
of the three men who buried
the helpless man alive,
purely on the assumption
that their uncle must have
practiced witchcraft and
had cast a spell on his niece.
Superstitions have such a
strong influence on people,
despite their having
adopted the Christian faith.
Such people fear no God
and can kill without
compunction. The three
men have taken the life of a
fellow human being when
they have no power to
create life. What if the 90
year old man was innocent?
Even if he is not, should they
have taken the law into their
own hands? It's about time
that such heinous acts are
dealt with a strong hand by
the court of law so that
others may be deterred from
committing such heinous
acts in the future.
Yours etc.,
Jenniefer Dkhar,
Via email

All is not well
with Wangala

By anty Rhode Sangma

As an ardent supporter
of 100 Drums Wangala
festival, I am sad to read the
letter,“Much ado about
Wangala,” (ST Sep 22,
2020). I have been following
100 Drums Wangala for the
last many years as a diehard
fan and I have not come
across any internal disputes
on organisational matters in
the past. It was smooth
sailing all along under the
able stewardship of our
former Chairman Mr LK
Marak, who ran the office
consecutively for the last
few decades without any
mishap. It is perhaps for the
first time such a rift has
surfaced in the organisation
since its inception and this
is.not a good sign for the
future of 100 Drums
Wangala.

In the meantime, a new
internal problem has
emerged out of organising
committee in the form of
misappropriation of 100
Drums Wangala Festival
fund by the Chairman, in the
run up to hold the festival
at Chibragre amidst the
Covid pandemic.

There have been serious
allegations against the
Chairman LRC Momin for
his dictatorial working style
and abuse of his official
power at the same time as
an elected Chairman. The
matter has come to light
when the Head Assistant of
the Rongram Block Devel-
opment office representing
the Ex-officio secretary of
100 Drums Wangala Organi-
sing Committee has replied
to the query of one of the
members present at the
meeting at Asanang. He
informed that the Chairman
has withdrawn an amount
of rupees ten lakhs on two
occasions from - the
Wangala fund without the
knowledge of the
Committee members. The
amount was spent on some
unauthorised constructions
in the new site at Chibragre,
etc. o
Why is the self styled

- working Chairman hell-bent

on organising 100 drums’
Wangala festival even with
30 drums? The very name
itself says 100 Drums
Wangala Festival ~and
definitely not 30 drums
Wangala festival! Perhaps

he doesn’t know the history -

of why and how it was
started! Every year 11 group

~of dancers are present

wherein one group of 10
drummers and 10 dancers
performed and one group is
kept on standby so that the
very purpose of the name
100 . Drums Wangala
Festival is not broken!
They say that if the annual
festival is organised the
funds will come from the
Centre. Is it all about
money? Why put hundreds
and thousands of people at
risk? Will the self styled
Working Chairman Ronald
Rikman Sangma or Nokma
Council President Skylance
Momin take responsibility
should anything happen?
Why don’t they get this

that 100 Drums Wangala

Festival is just a showcase
of the dance of the
forefathers and not the
actual Wangala that the
traditional Garos practice!
Nobody's stopping the real
Wangala happening in the-
Songsarek villages as it's
their religion and not just a
symbolic dance. But to even
think that by not organising
100 © Drums Wangala
Festival for one year, the
Committee will be losing the
funds is disgusting and
selfish. How could one even
think of dancing and merry-
making when the rest of the
world is suffering? Do
Ronald Rikman Sangma or
Skylance Momin think they
are safe? And that the virus
cannot touch them? God
forbid! I welcome the move
from the people of Asanang
not to host 100 Drums
Wangala festival this year
by putting people in danger!
Hence every right thinking
citizen should object to this
mindless act of certain
people in the organisation
just for the objective of
getting money from the
centre! The lone surviving
founder member of the 100
Drums Wangala Festival Mr
Leander K Marak also
objected to Organising the

festival during pandemic.
Some argue that even the
Behdenkhlam festival was
organised so why not the
Wangala. Those who say
that should know that
Behdienkhlam is a religious
festival of the Niamtre
(indigenous faith) of the Pnar
devotees in Jaintia Hills,
organised by the Sein Raij
whereas the constitution of
100 Drums Wangala Festival
Organisation clearly states
that it is a purely non-political
non- religious observance.
It’s just a symbolic
representation on how our
forefathers used to dance
and hence the misinterp-
retation of the real Songsarek
Wangala dance and .the
display of 100 drums
Wangala dance should be
clarified to one and all! But
this is what happens when
mindless self-proclaimed
failed politicians try to make
political capital out.of a
festival. When everybody is
objecting to holding the
festival, why make it an ego
issue and push for
organizing-even 30 Drums
Wangala Festival? Money
shouldn't be the only

agenda here. What happens'

if the Wangala festival
becomes the reason for the
spread of Corona? In the Oct
2 meeting some dancers were
brought in a pick-up truck
with absolutely no social
distancing! God save the
villagers who innocently
followed what a section of
organizers directed them to
do! The original members of
100 Drums Wangala Festival
still object to organising the
festival during the pandemic
and the decision has been
taken with the host villagers
of Asanang. Only a handful
of "new members" who have
just joined the Organisation
without following the
Constitution want the
festival to happen at any
cost, There are people who
joined the organisation so
that they get the videog-
raphy photography project;
there are self- proclaimed
designers who are trying to
get their designs included for
all the dancers which was
not accepted by the original
members of the Organisation.
These are the disgruntled
‘members who are creating a
rift with the help. of a
businessman who will
obviously look for greener
pastures.

The Chairman was unwell

. for some time and during his

absence, he has intentionally
(illegally) appointed his
friend (businessman) as
Working Chairman, which is
against the Constitution as
there’s no post for Working
Chairman there. Actually he
should have handed over
charge to his Vice Chairman
to run the office as per the

Organisation’s Constitution.

Since then, they have been
carrying out illegal transa-
ction of 100 Drums Wangala
festival fund for the project
which has not been even
submitted to the Govern-

ment, as informed by
insiders.
The members have

expressed their unhappiness
at sudden emergence. of
internal politics being played
by the Chairman and his
cohorts openly which is
against the spirit of
promoting our rich tradit-
ional culture like Wangala
dance. Some members of the
new faction are reported to
be claiming themselves as
the founding members of 100
Drums Wangala Festival
Organising Committee. The
fact is that Mr Leander
K.Marak, former Chairman is
the lone living testimony of
the said Committee which
was started was back in
1976. .

The. general pulse of the

Wangala Committee mem-
bers and the well wishers is
that the Chairman should
resign from his post imme-
diately on moral grounds and
a general body meeting be
convened to elect new office
bearers to save the
Organisation from complete
disintegration. Meanwhile

the office of the Wangala' *

Committee at Asanang
should be sealed till an
amicable settlement is
reached in the Organisation.
The Chairman should clean
up his backyard before going
for Wangala at Chibragre.
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“It5 hard to get that real good Jeeling
about festivals sometimes.”
—Meg White
The Shillong Times
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Governance a casualty in Meghalaya
THE allegations by an elected representative that
the MDA Government is losing Rs 1200-1500 crore
of revenue on account of the illegal extraction and
transportation of coal should be taken seriously. This
amount is not small change for a state like Meghalaya
that relies heavily on central government dole. Sec-
ondly, the entire state machinery appears to be fa-
cilitating this illegality thereby sabotaging the rule of
law. That the officer on special duty (OSD) to the
former Home Minister is being mentioned by the
Lok Ayukta should have pushed the government to
replace the OSD and to correct the anomalies. In-
stead the Government chooses to challenge the Lok
Ayukta in court which is unprecedented. It is only
in the present government that OSDs have been
used to cut deals. Earlier, people who held this post
conducted themselves with dignity. What irks the
public about this Government is that the OSDs also
screen out who can meet the Chief Minister and
who cannot. This is not what democracy is all about.
The Chief Minister cannot avoid meeting people
when they ask for an audience, not to address their
personal grievances, but to flag an issue of public
concem. ’

The BJP, an alliance partner in the MDA Gov-
ernment has been firing on all cylinders to keep the
issue of corruption alive. The Party now plans to
approach the High Court to address corruption in
the three district councils — a point that has been
simmering for a long time now and which the NPP
—the leading coalition partner has been trying to
sweep under the carpet. Another sore point about
the present coalition is that dialogue seems to have
degenerated to diatribes in the media. The State

NPP President and newly elected Rajya Sabha

member, uses pejorative language bordering on ar-
rogance while countering the allegations of the BJP
President Emest Mawrie and spokesperson,
Bemard Marak. This would not go down well with
the BJP and the NPP might have to pay the price
for such arrogance.

The failure of governance and the impunity it
brings into how institutions and individuals function
are serious issues. They erode public trust and con-
fidence which take a long time to correct. When

institutions are compromised it is difficult to bring

them back on the rails. Asitis, lawlessness is on

the rise in the state. The law keepers who are told
to facilitate the movement of coal-bearing trucks
are not going to do it without compensation. There
will be attrition even in the police morale. This is not

a good sign for Meghalaya.

How to live and thrive

in the lockdown

For so many students
sitting in their homes and
not knowing when the
lockdown will end for their
particular schools or col-
leges, thisis a difficult time.
Opening up has risks. Not
opening up has other wor-
ries. Some have lost a loved
one to Covid-19. Others
have faced severe restric-
tions due to quarantine, or
are helping family members
struck by the disease, or just
anxious about what will
come next.

There are harrowing sto-
ries emerging of some who
are unable to cope as they
are couped up in their
homes. You can be among
family and still be very alone.
Worse, people get on each
other’s nerves. There is a
fight for space, for hogging
the bandwidth and actually
on every trivial matter be-
¢ause it is not the reason
that is important. It is that
the nerves are frayed. The
cohabitation stress is taking

“atoll. ‘
Young audiences, all a

bundle of youthful energy,
desperately want a way out
of this situation that has

_snatched them away from

friends and locked them in
with parents. Oh, the hor-
rors! The pressure to break
out is therefore the most for
college students. Hostel life
beckons, friends are
waiting...how much can a
phone make up for a lost, late
evening dinner, a missing
handshake, a warm hug? A
recent survey . - by
‘YourDost’, a Bengaluru-
based online mental health
platform found that college
students were the most af-
fected by the pandemic and
lockdown. The survey
showed that “students reg-
istered 41 per cent increase
in emotions of anxiety/fear/
worry, 54 per cent increase
in anger/irritability/frustra-
tion, 27 per cent in hopeless-
ness, sense of sadness was
increased by 17 per cent,
and 38 per cent increase in
the feeling of loneliness/
boredom.” This is a worry-
ing state of affairs.
Difficult as it sounds, we
would want young audi-
ences to pause and ap-
proach the challenge with
ways that are simple and
potentially powerful. Call it
a strategy, if you will, but it
is more than that because it
will help us manage not just
the immediate but also cast
a long shadow on how we

shape up and emerge from

this situation. -Can we come
out of the lockdown as citi-

By SaamduChetri and Jagdish Rattanani

zens who are smarter, wiser
and equipped with at least
some tools and experience
to manage change of a high
order? That would be such
an asset.

The story we need to tell
ourselves is that six months,
even a year, is not a very
long time in our long and
happy lives. This may not
be easy to young minds to
fathom as many of us grow
with the idea that a year,
particularly an academic
year, is too much to lose.
This is the Indian context.
Globally, many students do
take time off to travel, to do
projects elsewhere, and
away from their universities.
It becomes a source of good

learning that is a very dif-
ferent form of academic
achievement. So. think of
this as an opportunity where
you can use your head,
heart and hands to. nurture
the self. When we are 50, 60,
and 70, we can hopefully
look back to these days and
tell our children and grand-
children some powerful sto-
ries about how the world

changed one fine day in -

March 2020, when an un-
seen, unheard of and un-
known species wrought col-
lective havoc on mankind
by the changing the way we
lived, dramatically, drasti-
cally and maybe decisively.
So what is that story of the
lockdown that you treasure?

A good way to begin is
to make a new friend, a very
different friend, a close per-
son who we live with but
don’t know fully and well
enough. This is yourself,
the innerself, the ocean that
is embodied in you. Think
about you — do you know
yourself, do you really un-

.derstand yourself, do you

really “meet” yourself? Let

this be the beginning of a

new enquiry.

The first problem: We
don’t know about classes,
exams, jobs, placements and
a host of other things. Noth-

ing is predictable. But look
again, and think again. Is this
really new? Uncertainty was
always there — right from our
birth. That this uncertainty
is manifest today in itself
makes it less uncertain. The
bigger problem is the uncer-
tainty we don’t see and
don’t know. The author
NaseebNicholasTaleb gives
this example of a turkey that
is sure of its next meal — it is
so certain because food is
good, and it is growing fat,
actually being fattened for
the Thanksgiving dinner.
Come one day, and there will
be a nasty surprise. We are
in waters we know are un-
certain. This is better than
being in waters that we know

and understood when often
we do not. In sum, don’t take
the standard prescriptions
for granted. Instead, En-
quire. This is our head at
work.

Second, amid this uncer-
tainty, what is it that brings
me joy, happiness, and an
element of playfulness.
Books and certificates apart,
it is good to pick up an ac-
tivity that is a source of joy,
a new discovery, an element
of fun — and usually some-
thing we have never tried
before. Is classical music a
source of joy, or painting, or
singing, or just dance?Or
could it be listening to dis-
tant radio broadcasts or read-
ing the classics? Explore.
This is our heart at work.

It is not easy to always
talk with meaning and con-
nection to our loved ones.
That is easier said than done.
But we must equally know

- that one of the biggest re-

grets of many successful
people is that they did not
spend time or talk or listen in
to what their loved ones
hadto say. Do you have a
parent, a. grandparent,
asibling, who you haven’t
sat down to listen to in
years? Do it now. Make
something out of that con-
versation. Make it an ongo-

ing discussion. Write it as
a diary. These treasures will
hold out fora long time, and
become your support
onmany a wintry night. En-
gage. This, too, is our heart
at work." '

Many youngsters know
that stress at work and in
school means that they eat
in not very healthy ways.
Their sleep habits are
equally unhealthy. Here is
an opportunity to govern

_ these two. One of the best

diets offered is the one that
probably your Mom fol-
lows — eat as much, as long
as you cook it yourself. You
know the ingredients, you
understand the oil, you
know the masalas. Pick up
cooking as something that
will stay with you forever —
whether you are a boy or a
girl. Prefer traditional, In-
dian, food. Roti-daal or idli-
dosa is preferred to pasta
and pizza. Why? Because,
in the former, you usually
start from scratch with the
most fundamental ingredi-
ents. Let your family sen-
ior be the guide. Then, with
everybody around, and to
your heart’s content, Eat,
This is your heart and your
hands at work.

Enquire, Engage, Ex-
plore, Eat. This will also
drive a routine that can
regulate the day and help
us sleep well. Sleeping well
and deep of course will
help give the energy to ex-
ercise till you break out into
a sweat, with mindfulness
in every breath. Open small
niches. of conversation,
share your thoughts. And
build it up to an experience
that this lockdown can be

a memorable one, hopefully |

leaving all of us richer and
ready to be a fuller partici-
pant in the world whenever
business is back.There will
still be some who need help
to do this, and if you feel

you are anxious, feeling

low or easily disturbed and
often not in the mood, do
not ‘hesitate to reach out to
your trusted friend or ad-
viser — in the house or out-
side.

(Dr. SaamduChetri is
the former executive direc-
tor of the Gross National
Happiness Centre in Bhu-
tan which ‘he popularised
globally as an alternative
to GDP as the only metric
of growth and wellbeing.
Jagdish Rattanani is. a

_ journalist and a facylty

member at SPJIMR. Views
are personal) (Syndicate:
The Billion Press) (e-mail:
editor@thebillionpress.org)
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Can’tempathise

with corruption

Editor,

The letter captioned ‘Em-
pathising with Ampareen,’
by Jonathan S, reflects on
the emotions that humans
feel when someone near and
dear to us is being harmed
just as we feel concerned
when they are not in good
health, even as this scam is
being screened by law of the
land. However, I disagree on
certain points raised by the
writer regarding the contri-
butions made by the MLA
of East Shillong towards
those who need her inter-
ventions. As a legislator, she
or any other MLA is duty

bound to assist the people’

of the constituency in their
need, be it to provide safe
drinking water, good roads,
drains, street lighting, PDS,
other social developmental
schemes and above all se-
curity of the constituents.
But to extend help only to
those with personal needs
does not justify the position
that an MLA holds. As an
elected representative she

represents all the constitu-

ents cutting across party
lines, caste, creed or religion
and not only those that
voted for her.

To extend generous as-
sistance beyond expecta-
tions to supporters from the
public exchequer does not
add to the credit of an MLA.
Doing good to others and
showing the right path are
two conflicting attitudes of
the human mind. ‘I may be a

good person but am I doing
the right thing?’ The writer
also pointed to the illegality

that the legislator might have

committed even though it
was not for pecuniary gains.
But that does not justify the
fact that she had committed
the act only to help others
or to have been merely vic-
timized by the corrupt sys-
tem. If that is the case then a
thief who steals to feed his
family stands justified for
the act he/she commits! Can
that be a rational argument
for any right thinking citi-
zen? -

Ampareen would have
been applauded if she had
brought to light such prac-
tices that were prevalent in
the education department

.then, whereby posts for

teachers were allotted not
on merit but on recommen-

dations made by public rep- -

resentatives. Helping those
who are known to the legis-
lator by depriving the rights
of those who are not known
to her are the bases of the
entire accusations. No sane
mind will help someone by
infringing upon the rights of
the other even for a political
reason. If that is the case
then the entire approach of
a competitive exam for jobs
should be done away with.
In that case departments or
service commissions could
advertise for jobs by asking
candidates to submit the leg-
islator’s recommendation in-
stead of conducting the ex-
ams to fill up vacancies.
How legal will that be?
Ever since the Education

Scam came to light all those
with conscience and reason
knew that whatever hap-
pened did not just happen.
As the Education Minister
then the white ink saga could
have been avoided consid-
ering her past records as an
academician. Many futures
were marred because those
in the Education Department
played God, merely because
they were elected to be in the
seat of power. Many parents
toil and sweat to send their
children to get the best edu-
cation so that one day the
system absorbs them in the
form of a job and the conti-
nuity of livelihoods is main-
tained.

For a mistake that can in
no way be termed as a mo-.
mentary lapse of a few irre-
sponsible people in power,
others cannot be made to
suffer. Many deserving can-
didates lost their golden
opportunity to prove their
caliber while even those who
were found tainted also face
an uncertain future. The cor-
rupt practices -of a few in the
government system demor-
alises many in the end. And
to correct and reform the sys-
tem, we elect legislators to do
their jobs judiciously and to
make laws but not to abuse
the laws according to their
whims and fancies. Alas!
They do so and citizens at
large are least bothered ex-
cept for a small number. Take
for instance this scam; with
the exception of those who
are directly affected and a
few others, most are not
even aware of the gravity of

the situation when rules are
openly violated in the name
of ‘helping’ someone.
There is a saying, ‘If you
cannot change the system,
be' in the system.’ But this
cannot always form the ba-
sis for not correcting an er-
ror. We can as well echo an-
other version, ‘If you can’t
change it now keep on try-
ing’ . .
Lastly, it is illogical to say,
‘go after the crime; not the
perpetrator,” for how would
you get to the loot without
catching the thief?

We sincerely empathise |

with the legislator and oth-
ers accused in the scam for
they may have been victims

. as cited, but we all hope that

justice shall prevail, and that

the truth will certainly fa-
vour the righteous.

Yours etc.,

Wankitbok Pohshna

Shillong-11

Where is my
LPG?

Editor,

- There is no LPG supply
in various parts of Kench’s
Trace and Harisabha area of
Greater Laban. The last two
supplies were made in the
first week of June and Au-
gust, 2020. Since then there
is no supply of LPG cylin-
ders. On enquiring, an office
worker of M/s Longkmie
Gas Agency said that the
owner has changed and
since then supply is af-
fected. Now, if that is true,
what are we gullible custom-
ers supposed to gather from
this? Does change of own-

ership mean that the supply
will be stalled indefinitely
until wisdom prevails in the
new-owner ahd we start get-
ting our cylinders? And what
crime have we the consum-
ers committed that we are
made to suffer because of
ownership change at the

_ said gas agency? It has been

noticed over the years that
no sooner does the festive
season start than the supply
of cylinders takes a backseat
and if someone tells me that

“there is no black marketing

going on then it would be dif-
ficult to believe. The District
Administration of East Khasi
Hills must look into the mat-
ter and see that supply of
LPG cylinders is restored in
various parts of Laban,
sooner than later.
Yours etc.
BC Paul
Shillong — 4

Odd-even
scheme for a
healthy town

Editor,

~ As in other states, the odd
and even scheme for the ve-
hicle movement in Shillong
has brought immense relief to
city dwellers. The roads now
are not as congested as ear-
lier.-The credit directly goes
to the CORONA VIRUS.

Moreover, lesser number of .

vehicles on the road invari-
ably means “swiftness of
communication” leading to
the fast growth of the
economy.

It goes without saying
that we have an excess of

vehicles in Shillong town,
probably more than double
or triple the capacity of the
town’s roads, resulting in
the slowing down of com-
-munication and economic
growth. Many people now
wish that this odd and even
systém should continue
even after the COVID
malady is over. I think the
Government should look for
viable options so that the
public does not suffer. Inci-
dentally, the usefulness of
two-wheelers these days is
beyond explanation. Due to
the disgusting traffic “frus-
tration” many businessmen,
government employees,
teachers et al have already
switched over to two-
wheelers. Now they are
happy go-getters.

Hence, one believes if
two-wheelers are exempted
from odd-even regulation,
people will heave a sigh of
relief. In view of pollution
and traffic congestion, two-
wheeler and bicycles
should be encouraged.
Many European countries
have fast been adopting
environment-friendly mo-
tors and bicycles. Our pri-
ority should be towards cre-
ating a healthy environment
than fulfilling the greed of
human beings/capitalists.
Yes, excessive greed has
only contributed to ecologi-
cal disasters. The traffic
congestion and pollution
should not take a toll on our
health and disrupt commu-
nication.

Yours etc.,
Salil Gewali,
Shillong-2

(SIX).

- Hail Durga!

Deepa Majumdar

This article is dedicated
to Sri Sarada Devi, our
historical Durga!

As Durga Puja arrives
this momentous year of the
pandemic, I imagine prayers
rising like fragrant vapors
from Earth — ecumenical
prayers imploring the great
Goddess Durga to heal
Earth and all her creatures
of Covid-19. Her eyes radi-
ating an uncrowned regal-
ity, and her stance, the leo-
nine strength of Shakti
(strength), her deca-arms
express her ambidextrous
character — both blessing
andchastising. Although
our suypreme benefactress,
and the originary origin of
all that is auspicious, Durga
castigates as well. Yet even
her chastisementsare hid-
den blessings.Like honeyed
arrows, they find their tar-
gets, redeeming the human

hearts they reach, through
divine castigation that is the
greatest Jof her
blessings. When we medi-
tate on her majestic visage
and glorious glance of sheer
mercy, © our
heartstremblewith awe.

I can well imagine how

inspired a sculptorhas tobe,
to forge in Durga’sicon, the
right expression in hereyes.
Indeed, it is she herself who
inspires her sculptor. To dis-
miss this glorious image of
Durga as a mere idol — as
vulgar ideologues of the
Abrahamic religions might —
speaks of a frightening
dearth of faith, belief, and
mystical fervor — a febrile,

blinding materialism that
cannot see past the material

image to the Light within

this awe-inspiring icon. By

-imploring her presence, her

votary elicits this divine

Light in the icon of the great

Goddess ~ not willing, nor

- summoning it, but pleading

for it. A direct echo of the
fervor of her votary, She,
who is Pure Consciousness
or wakefulness itself, awak-
ens accordingly — in direct
proportion to the degree of
his bhakti (devotion) — rec-
ompensing his bhakti with
her divine Presence. It is She
who bestows this bhakti
upon Her votary. Again, it
is She who puts sight into
the eye of his soul — awak-
ening it, and enabling it to
see hertrue nature, which is
the living Durga.

A numinous ideal of
Shaktifor every human per-
son, Durgais especially
present in members of the
female gender -
whetheradultorchild. For
any human endeavor to
succeed, the votary must
first -propitiate Durga. As
the source of strength
orShakti, She is the
numinous ideal of a chaste
feminism. All demons of pa-
triarchy— especially those
who commit rape and do-

mestic violence— risk her di-
vine wrath — a non-violent
volcanic wrath that can re- -
duce them to ashes in this
life and in the hereafter. Na- - .
tions and civilizations that
abuse women go to rack and
ruin by her fiat. :
If in 2020, we interpreted -
Mahishasura, as a symbol of -
all the forces of moral and
natural evil in the world right
now —whether Covid-19, cli-
mate change, racism, vio-
lence against women, or the
plight of the poor - we .
would not be remiss. Cring- .
ing at her holy feet, as she -
pierces him effortlessly with
her spear, Mahishasura is
neither matter, nor nothing-
ness, but the opposite of
Shakti. If Durga represents
Shakti, or the strength that

" comes from God conscious-

ness and the practice of the
moral virtues that lead to thiis

PTiPIOTO

highest consciousness —
then Mahishasura repre-
sents’ pursuit of worldly
power, which robs us of
strength, making us empty
and violent. Although

. Shakti and power are polar-

opposites, all too many peo-
ple worldwide confuse the
two.

If effortless grace and
benefaction mark Durga’s
mien, then calm: majesty
marks her eyes that pour
forth the ceaseless pleni-
tude of Shakti. Radiating the
strength of pure chastity, her
majestic glance expresses
awe-inspiring nonchalance.
Neither guilt-ridden, nor .
murderous, She slays

Mahishashura with inimita-
ble nonchalance! From her
supra-moral podium of pure
Grace, She destroys him for
his own good, as it were.In a
posture. of marvelousShakti,
She strides a ferocious lion,
which expresses her con-
tained ferocity, as it helps
her destroy evil. Her ten arms
also symbolize this plenitude -
of Shakti— thus adding to her
resplendent majesty.

One of the most endear-
ing features of this level of
Hinduism is the affection the
Godhead inspires in her vo-
tary for herself — quite the
opposite of the fear that the
Abrahamic God inspires.
His affection overflowing,
the votary of Durga, takes
liberties with the great God-
dess, even as he extols her
virtues and her awe-inspir-
ing Shakti. This is exactly as
it should be. For the God-
head is not some frighten-
ing punitive Judge to be en-
countered after death — but
our most intimate immanent
Friend, ever present in the
here and now. Lodged in the’
depths of our own hearts
and in that of every being,
Durga is the divine Substra-
tum and Creatrix of all that
exists!

E m a i 1
dmajumda@gmail.com
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“Nothing is as seductive as the

assurance of success.”’
— Gertrude Himmelfarb
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Reassurance from PM
WHEN the Prime Minister addresses the nation,
big revelations are generally expected. But Narendra
Mod:i’s address on Tuesday carried little more than
a promise that the nation is all set to reach the
vaccines against Covid-19 pandemic in the coming
few months and the usual advice to people to help
check the virus spread and not be lax. He stressed
that while the days of the lockdown are over, the
pandemic is still on a roll. The PM’s promise is that
when the vaccine arrives, everyone will getitina
planned, phased and fast manner. The government
is already making arrangements for storage, trans-
portation and distribution of the vaccine in a safe
mode.

Notably, this was the seventh nationally televised
address to the nation by the PM since March last
when he shut down the nation for three weeks ata
stretch, followed by a series of lockdowns. The way
forward is to live with the pandemic for now and
see it away through resort to vaccines and observ-
ance of Covid protocols.

While the PM’s address confined itself to Covid-
control, what many expected was also a reference
to the building up of tension along the northern bor-
der region. Congress leader Rahul Gandhi was right
inurging the PM to enlighten the nation on when the
PM “is going to drive out the Chinese” from the
land it occupied in recent incursions in Ladakh re-
gion. This might bring back memories of the large
swathes of land in Chinese occupation since the
1962 War, when India stood back stunned. There
has been no effort to get back those territories by
successive governments. Under PM Modi’s term,
engagements with China on friendly terms reached
its zenith only to witness an about-turn and new of-
fensive from China in recent months.

On the Covid scene, however, there were reas-
surances from the PM about the positives vis-a-vis
the Indian scene; that the recovery rate is among
the highest in the world and deaths are relatively
less so far. The festival season being close at hand,
aword of caution from the PM alerts the citizens
about the need to maintain the social distancing and
other norms, like wearing of masks. This is more so
as the season of festivals is approaching and the
general tendency is to crowd around in public
places. v

A reassurance from the PM is that the days of

India’s current border
dispute with China owes its
origin in 1950 when China
sent its troops to Tibet tak-
ing control of the remote
mountainous region that
declared independence in
1913. The Chinese military
further crushed a massive
Buddhist uprising in Tibet
in 1959. Dalai Lama, the Ti-
betan Buddhist spiritual
leader, fled Tibet with ‘his
close followers. He was
granted asylum in India by
Prime Minister Jawaharlal
Nehru. Angry Beijing laid
claim to almost 80,000 sq km
of India-controlled territory
in Sikkim and protected.
country, Bhutan, the same
year. In September 1959,
Chinese premier Zhou Enlai
in a’letter to Pandit Nehru
made a formal declaration
that claimed China’s sover-
eignty over the Ladakh re-
gion in eastern Kashmir.

Within three years,
China formally attacked In-
dia. The war lasted less than
a week by which China took
control of around 40,000 sq
km of territory in Kashmir,
called Aksai Chin, as India
badly lost the war. China

stance over Kashmir and

to Pakistan. The very next
year, in 1963, China and Pa-
kistan reached a settlement
over an area between north-
ern Kashmir and Moslem-
dominated Xinjiang region
while India and China ac-
cused each other of trans-
gressions in contested bor-
der territories. China con-
demned the merger of
Sikkim with India in 1975.
The two big Asian coun-
tries did not have top level
diplomatic relations for sev-
eral years. Only in 1976, In-
dia and China restored dip-
lomatic representation to
the ambassadorial status
after a 15-year pause. All
these are part of history,
now,

Could the latest round
of the Chinese military
build up along the Line of
Actual Control (LAC), spe-
cially in the Ladakh region,
has something to do with
the revocation of Article
370 of the Indian Constitu-
tion? The constitution
amendment removed the
special status of Jammu &

changed its earlier neutral |

came diplomatically close #

lockdown are over. The economy needs a push up
from the bottom to which it has sunk and normal

activities must resume on all fronts.

[ TOTHEEDITOR

NEIGRIHMS
atthe crossroads!

Editor,

After the controversial
Director of NEIGRIHMS
was repatriated to his par-
ent department, the Insti-
tute is left with a spare-tyre
Director, the Head of De-
partment, Anesthesiology.
For NEIGRIHMS this is a
case of, “from the frying pan

into the fire. The care-taker -

director is being given
charge for a period of 6
months by which time a new
Director is expected to join.
But this Acting Director
wasted no time in agenda-
setting. The first thing he
did was to remove a senior
Doctor from the post of
Medical Superintendent
and appointed a junior doc-
tor in his place. The priority
of this Acting Director is to
place his loyalists in all im-
portant decision making
positions with no respect
for rules or normal practices
and making sure he runs the
show.

Initially he criticized the
plasma therapy approved
by Health Experts from the
Government of India and
got a befitting reply from the
DHS, Government of
Meghalaya for.criticizing
the antigen test. The ques-
tion is, can one man run an
organization where there are
more qualified persons
around? This institute is run
like a privately owned hos-
pital not a public utility,

Kashmir. The provision was
part of the conditions un-
der which Maharaja Hari
Singh ceded Kashmir to In-
dia in 1947. The article

By Nantoo Banerjee

granted special semi-au-
tonomous status to India-
administered Kashmir. The
abrogation of Article 370
upset both Pakistan and

China. It made J&K and

Ladakh as part and parcel
of India and allowed Indi-
ans to buy property there.
The state now stands bi-
furcated into.two Union
Territories -- Jammu &
Kashmir and Ladakh. J&K

would have a legislature, a
la Delhi. Ladakh won’t.
Ladakh would be ruled di-
rectly by New Delhi.
Ladakh’s new status was
difficult to be digested eas-
ily by the People’s Repub-

lic of China. For long, China.

did not recognise Ladakh
and present Arunachal
Pradesh as parts of India. -

Interestingly, China’s di-
plomacy towards India has
been as inconsistent as In-
dia’s towards China. Social-

ist Nehru’s diplomatic ro-

manticism towards China
soon, after it became the
people’s republic under
Chairman. Mao, his ‘Indi-
Chini Bhai Bhai’ campaign
and Panchsheel (five prin-
ciples of peaceful coexist-
ence) Treaty, which China
accepted in 1954, failed to
bring the two countries
closer. Even Bhimrao
Ambedkar chided Nehru in
Parliament on Panchsheel
treaty with China after the

latter’s treatment to Bud-
dhists in Tibet. Nehru sim-
ply failed to understand
China and went up to the
extent of declining a US of-
fer to India of a permanent
seat in the all powerful UN
Security Council. In the

. words of Congress leader

and former UN Under-Gen-
eral Secretary Shashi
Tharoor, Nehru “declined a
US offer” to India to take a

permanent seat at the UNSC
in 1953. Nehru, said Tharoor
in an interview in 2004,
wanted China be given the
seat, instead. China never
quite appreciated Nehru’s
unbelievable gesture.

Today, China is
staunchly against any ex-
pansion of the UNSC and
India’s permanent member-
ship in the UN body. How-
ever, it must be noted that
China maintained a ‘blow
hot, blow ¢old’ relationship
with India over the years,
depending on its own na-
tional interest. For instance,
during the best part of
1980s, China took a neutral
stance on the Kashmir dis-
pute although in 1986,
Beijing condemned and dis-
puted New Delhi’s procla-
mation of Arunachal
Pradesh as a state. During
1990s and 2000s India and
China were engaged in sev-
eral  dispute resolution
mechanisms as well as con-

Military stand off may last until China recognises LAC

Both sides have failed
to build trust

fidence-building measures
pertaining to border is-
sues. China even took a
neutral stance over the war
between India and Paki-
stan in Kargil. During the
next decade, as India got
closer to the US, China
changed its position once
again at the UN and other
international forums to
support Pakistan against
India. China announced a
massive investment of
over $50 billion for the
China-Pakistan Economic
Corridor (CPEC) project.

Regarding India’s cur-

hazy historical concept
and approach on the terri-

did not accept that Ladakh
was part of India. The na-
tionalist Kuomintang
government of the pre-1949
Republic of China had re-
peatedly contested the
British drawings of
boundaries in the region,
including the famous
McMohan Line (1914) be-
tween the borders of Tibet
and India.

While independent In-
dia  recognised
McMohan Line as its in-
ternational boundary with
China, Beijing refused to.
accept the lines drawn by
the British colonial power,
asserting that it was not
signatories to the British
treaties. Unfortunately,
this has been at the root
of the India-China border
dispute over the 4,000-km-
plus-long Line of Actual
Control. However, it would
be grossly wrong on the
part of Beijing to conven-
iently craft a new border
line with India on the ba-
sis of its centuries-old
prejudiced perceptions.
The LAC provides the
best solution to India-
China border dispute if the
two Asian powers struly.

wish to end military ten- |

sion in the region and
grow. Until China accepts
the reality, the war-like
situation along the LAC

will continue. (IPA Service)

hence accountability does
not exist.

The tenure of Deputy
Director (Administration)
ends in December 2020.
This means that if every-
thing goes as per schedule,
by January 2021 this Insti-
tute will get a new Director
and a DDA (unless the lat-
ter gets extension). The ad-
vertisement for the post of
Director is already out but

. itis a mystery as to how the

advertisement for the post
ofthe Deputy Director had
vanished. Surely some-
thing fishy is going on!
Only time will tell.

For a while now
NEIGRIHMS has been
taken for a ride by which-
ever way the Director of the
day wants and their wish is
supreme. Several super
specialist doctors have left
during these past few years
and the (dis)credit for this
goes to the captain of the
ship — the Director. The
problem started with the
appointment of an engineer
as an administrator, a post
advertised for appointment
on deputation but the en-
gineer working in the same
institute as an executive
engineer (civil) joined the
post. The result? He has no
capacity or appropriate
qualification to checkmate
the Director when it comes
to government rules and
procedures which is the
principal role of the Deputy
Director (Administration).
Unfortunately for
NEIGRIHMS the DDA is
not only a ‘yes’ man of the

Director, but, the man who
also controls all purchases
in the Institute and is
known as the ‘GURU” is his
chief adviser. The Guru was
appointed as a Liaison Of-
ficer with the Ministry by
none other than the Deputy
Director who is also the Dis-
bursement Officer. Now,
when the Disbursement Of-
ficer and the Purchase man
connive then the result is
corruption. Though due
care had been taken to cover
the tracks of this arrange-
ment, there is no perfect
crime in this world.

There was a time when
both these guys signed
cheques when payment is
made to suppliers and con-
tractors. Really! Is this place
an Institute of Excellence as
someone rightly ques-
tioned? .

The Shillong Times car-
ried a report “CBI seeking
Centre’s nod for
NEIGRIHMS probe,” (Aug
10, 2020), as claimed by the
ex-Directot, Dr DM Thappa
which was also confirmed
by the CBI office in the city.
I wonder if the CBI will also
look into matters concern-
ing the illegal activities
flourishing in this Institute
and endorsed by the Union
Ministry of Health and Fam-
ily Welfare. Or are the
“Babus” in the central gov-
ernment not accountable for
this mess? Surely not all are
accomplices to the crime! Dr
Thappa also claimed that
with the help of the Deputy
Director a private pharmacy
(Life Care Pharmacy) was es-

tablished by shutting down
an Institute run pharmacy.
The truth is, there are many
relatives of staff members
who are doing business in
NEIGRIHMS for a very
long time by violating all the
rules and guidelines of the
government starting with
the ‘Guru’ who. single
handedly controls all pur-
chases amounting to crores
of rupees annually. His
own brother is the main link
for suppliers to be able to
do business in the Institu-
tion. His other cousin is a
permanent staff in the Pur-
chase section appointed
under the shadow of his
recommendation (of course
signed/endorsed by a Com-
mittee). No, this is not co-
incidence and not all hap-
pening without the knowl-
edge of the Administration.

Gone are the days where
quality is considered a pri-
ority in this Institute. Now
it’s a case of the cheapest
one winning the contract.’
Suppliers and contractors
walk around like kings, not
only because they are well
connected but in one way
or another are relatives of
staff working in the Insti-
tute. In a situation like this,
fairness is the last word
when it comes to winning a
contract for supply or work.

As is always the case,
evil prospers because the
truth is silent. Bu the truth
can no longer be hidden
because this is the last
chance for this Institute to
come out of the black hole!
AIIMS, Guwabhati is ex-

pected to be fully opera-
tional in 2 to 3 years and
then what will happen to
NEIGRIHMS? Undoubtedly,
our state and people will be
the main losers. All AIIMS
are under the PMSSY where
they are directly controlled
by the PMO. NEIGRIHMS is
neither under PMSSY nor at
par with AIIMS because no
one bothers to build it. All
are busy in building their
own selves! In fact they are
more serious in pursuing
greater autonomy for the In-
stitute which is the last thing
NEIGRIHMS needs.

This Institute needs a Di-
rector who not only realizes
that autocracy is dead in a
democratic country but also
a person who has a stake on
this Institute; someone who
not only has qualifications
but a good character and
personality and a leader who
takes everyone along when
it comes to building the In-
stitution; a quality which the
incumbent Director is lack-
ing.

It was only during the
time of Dr R K Sharma’ as
Director that this institute
went full throttle ahead. The
reason is not his qualifica-
tions and experience, but
because he is a resident of
Shillong. As someone who
really wants to see this In-
stitute achieve higher levels
of excellence, 1 humbly re-
quest all those who have a
say in the functioning of
NEIGRIHMS to keep per-
sonal ambitions aside; keep
out religious and community

feelings and work for the
uplifiment of NEIGRIHMS
- the one of its kind Health
Institution in the region till

‘date.

All those who want to
see this Institute grow, do
pray that this time a posi-
tive change should come.
This is a golden opportu-
nity for Mr Toki Blah and
other Governing Council
members to get proactive
and make sure that every-
one gets the message that
NEIGRIHMS belongs to
the people, not to individu-
als. Our highly educated
Chief Minister should real-
ise that it’s a matter of pride
for the State to have an In-
stitute at par with other
National -Health Institutes
which our local population
trust:

When other states are
pushing their candidates to
the top post why can’t we
have someone who really
has a stake in this Institute
and our local community as
Director? Is it wrong to say
that NEIGRIHMS is for
Meghalaya first and then
for others? Do something
before it is too late because
as we all know, opportunity
doesn’t knock twice. -

Yours etc.,
Name withheld on request,
Via email

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

the |

Leading scientists feel that the U.S. admin
has failed to deal with pandemic

Top medical, scientific
journals call for ouster
of Trump in polls

By Lawrence Albright

Two esteemed medical
and scientific journals

"have broken with almost

two centuries of non-parti-
sanship and weighed in on
the upcoming Presidential
elections in the United
States.
~ Scientific American
Magazine, in its October
2020 issue, published an
editorial entitled “Scientific
American Endorses Joe
Biden,” while the New Eng-
land Journal of Medicine
published a statement
signed by all 34 editors of
the journal, “Dying in a
Leadership Vacuum,” which
urged votets to deny Presi-
dent Donald Trump a sec-
ond term in office. Scientific
American has never en-
dorsed a presidential can-
didate in its 175-year his-
tory. The New England
Journal of Medicine’s non-
partisanship dates to its
founding in 1812,
“COVID-19 has created

mined them.”

The editors note that the
Centers for Disease Control
and Prevention, which was
the world’s leading disease
response organization, has
been eviscerated and has
suffered dramatic testing
and policy failures. The Na-
tional Institutes of Health
have played a key role in
vaccine development but
have been excluded from
much crucial government
decision making. The Food
and Drug Administration
has been shamefully politi-
cized, appearing to respond
to pressure from the admin-
istration rather than scien-
tific evidence. America’s
current leaders have under-
cut trust in science and in
government, causing dam-
age that will certainly out-
last them.

The New England Jour-
nal of Medicine calls for
voters to deny Trump a sec-
ond term, but it does not

a crisis throughout the. endorse Joe Biden by name.

world. This crisis has pro-

duced a test of leadership.
With no good options to
combat a novel pathogen,
countries were forced to
make hard choices about
how to respond. Here in the
United States, our leaders
have failed that test. They
have taken a crisis and

-turned it into a tragedy,”

the New England Journal of
Medicine’s editorial de-
clared. ’

As befits the focus of
the journal, the emphasis
of its statement is focused
exclusively on  the
coronavirus pandemic and
the Trump administration’s

‘response. It was presum-

ably written before the
news that Trump himself
had become infected with
COVID-19. .
Continuing in their con-
demnation, the editors
wrote: “The response of
our nation’s leaders has
been consistently inad-
equate. The federal govern-
ment has largely aban-
doned disease control to
the states. Governors have

varied in their responses,

not so much by party as by
competence.”

Trump has regularly
tried to shift blame to gov-
ernors for the country’s
botched coronavirus effort,
but the journal’s statement
made clear said that the bulk
of the blame still rests with
the White House.” “What-
ever their competence, gov-
ernors do not have the
tools that Washington con-
trols. Instead of using
those tools, the federal
government has under-

Scientific American’s edi-

torial, like that of the New
England Journal of Medi-
cine, is sharply critical of
the Trump administration’s
response to the COVID-19
threat, but goes beyond the

,pandemic to assail the

Trump administration for
wishing to eliminate the Af-
fordable Care Act without a
plan to replace it; for pro-
posing billions of dollars in
cuts to the National Insti-
tutes of Health, the Centers
for Disease Control, the Na-
tional Science Foundation;
and for continually pushing
to eliminate health rules
from the Environmental Pro-
tection Agency—a move
that would put more people
at risk for heart and lung dis-
ease attributable to pollu-
tion.

It also castigates Trump
for his ongoing denial of
the reality of climate
change. “The changing cli-
mate is already causing
an...increase - in severe
storms, wildfires, and ex-
treme flooding,” says the
editorial, noting that Biden
has plans for dealing with
both the pandemic and en-
vironmental issues.

“Although Trump and
his allies have tried to cre-
ate obstacles to prevent.
people from casting ballots
in November, either by mail
or in person, it is crucial that
we surmount them and
vote. It’s time to move
Trump out and elect Biden, -
who has a record of follow-
ing the data and being
guided by science,” con-
cluded the Scientific Ameri-
can editors. (IPA Service)
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Normalising corruption
WHEN allegations of corruption become a daily
affair and charges are traded over media, the pub-
lic faces a fatigue which then turns to disinterest. It
is then that the public begin to normalise corruption
as something that cannot be cured and hence must
be endured. Even as the slanging match between
the BJP (vide its president and spokesperson) and
the NPP goes full throttle, the two BJP MLAs (one
of whom is a minister) don’t seem to be on the same
page with their party leadership in the state. It’s al-
most as if the two BJP ML As and another defeated
leader want to convey to the state BJP leadership
that they should leam to endure the pain of coalition
politics or get out of it. The minister and the MLA
certainly are not ready to part ways with the NPP,
Hence the state BJP is left non-plussed and virtu-

ally orphaned.

In this game of trading charges, governance has
taken a hit. Firstly, Covid had derailed the govern-
ance process when a major chunk of resources had
to be invested in fighting the pandemic. Then the
allegations of illegal mining and transportation of coal
had eroded the public trust and made corruption a
matter of course. The public know that corruption
is being facilitated by the state. They find the gov-
emment denial facile. Time was when Meghalaya
was under the grip of non-state actors who held it

ransom and extortion and kiilings were rampant. |

Subsequent governments through various interven-
tions were able to clip the wings of the HNLC and
later the GNLC. In the latter case the military com-
mander Sohan Shira was allegedly killed in a gun

battle with the state police. Meghalaya’s police force

is capable of outperforming itself when circum-
stances demand but what it needs is a strong, cred-
ible leadership. The barometer for good govern-

ance is the ability of the state to uphold the rule of

law under all circumstances. And in this, the police
force is a critical actor. It has to perform its duties
independently and not at the behest of politicians,

But that is easier said than done. Politicians have

time and again used the police to facilitate their acts
of omission and commission and police have com-
plied. This amounts to collusion and governance is

the casualty.

The State BJP has been crying wolf for the past
one month to no avail. As a result the public has lost
faith in the efficacy of the BJP which came to power
in 2014 on the bandwagon of, “Na khaunga, na
khaane dunga” (we will neither tolerate corruption
nor allow others to indulge in corruption). The public
see a gap between promise and delivery and has
therefore lost all interest in accusations of corrup-
tion and has normalized it. But where will this rapid
erosion of governance take Meghalaya?

TOTHE EDITOR

Questions on
COVID
expenses

Editor,

The state government
has recently given an out-
line of its expenses during
the COVID pandemic
amounting to Rs 400 crore
( I hdve deliberately made
it Rs 400 and not Rs 399!
For, a crore here or there
makes no difference!). Go-
ing by the public reaction,
1 haven't seen anybody
endorsing the figures
dished out by the Govern-
ment. Most people believe
that at least 25% of the ex-
penses could be seriously
questioned. I know when
the RTI reports are made
available our worst fears
will come true. I am not
one of those who would
pass judgment without
factual base. Truth is that
right now we have no evi-
dence of avoidable ex-
penses. o

However,  am a little in-
trigued by one expendi-
ture provided by the gov-
ernment relating to sup-
port to labour force and
the daily wage earners.
The figure quoted is Rs 51
crore. This looks incred-
ible. We know for a fact
that the State Government
had decided to pay an ex-
gratia of Rs 700 per ben-
eficiary. It was also offi-
cially stated that only
those who are registered

with the Labour Depart-
ment would be eligible. As
far as I know, there are no
more than 30,000 labour-
ers who are registered
with the Department.

Therefore, the expendi- -

ture on this head should
logically be Rs 2.10 crore.
If the figure quoted is
genuine, then there
should be 1.75 lakh ben-
eficiaries to account for
Rs 51 crore.

Therefore, the ques-
tion arises whether the
figure of Rs 51 crore is a
typographical error or
genuine.

I would request the

government to clarify the
following : 1) How many
labourers received the ex-
gratia? 2) Whether only
registered labourers were
the beneficiaries? 3) If
not, why was this devia-
tion from the earlier
stated position? 4) At
what rate was the ex-gra-
tia disbursed? 5) Whether
unregistered labourers
were also included? 6) If
yes, then on what basis
were they selected? 7)
Whether the coal mine
workers were included or
not?

I don’t know whether
the Labour Department
will be kind enough to re-
spond to these queries. If
they have nothing to
hide, I hope they will. I
shall eagerly look forward
to it.

Yours etc.,
Donbok Pohrmen,
Jowai-5

Beijing warns

India ups the ante
against China. Beijing is os-
tensibly rattled. Although
reports of a trade deal with
Taiwan have not been offi-
cially confirmed by Indian
agency, Beijing has issued
a veiled warning to New
Delhi. Obviously, it is not
Jjust India-Taiwan, Beijing is
reacting to the latest devel-
opment in the Quad, and the
ensuing defence pact be-
tween India and the US. As
New Delhi decides to take
on China, the latter makes a
desperate attempt to bully
India. «

Chinese Foreign Minis-
try’s Spokesperson Zhao
Lijian commented, “The
one-China principle is the
common consensus of the
international community, in-
cluding India, and also
serves as the political foun-
dation for China to develop
relations with any country.”
New Delhi has so far recon-
ciled to and respected one-
China policy. But, given
China’s belligerence against
India and its meddling in her
internal affairs, New Delhi is
seeking to pay back in its
own coin. .

Recently, India partici-
pated symbolically in the
National Day of Taiwan
drawing sharp response
from Beijing. The Chinese
embassy in New Delhi is-
sued an advisory to the In-

dian media against felicita-

tion of Taiwan on its Na-
tional Day. The Ministry of
External Affairs in New
Delhi rebutted by saying
that media in India is free and
vibrant unlike in China.. Me-
dia follows its independent
line on politics, national ‘as
well as international. -
The cooperation be-
tween Taiwan and India is
rising especially since a pro-
independent Prime Minister
took over in Taiwan. During
the pandemic, Taiwan: sup-
ported India with supply of
critical medical items. Trade
between the two countries
is on the rise and Taiwan
has a trade office
Mumbai. The growing prox-
imity between New Delhi
and Taipei is not lost on
Beijing. Zhao sought to em-
phasise, “China is firmly
opposed to any official ex-
change of any form and the
signing of any agreement of
official nature between Tai-
wan and any country have
been diplomatic ties with
China”. On a serious note,
observers interpret the
Beijing’s diplomatic advi-
sory to India as a military
threat. The vibe emanating
from China points to Chinese
military taking action if New
Delhi were to seal a deal of

in

 India-Taiwan trade talks

"By Dr. D.K. Giri

any sort with Taiwan. How-
ever, this was on cards. New
Delhi has to take the bull by
the horns and pitch for
closer relations with Taiwan

including a diplomatic con-

tact in future.

Since containing China
consists of a multi-pronged
strategy it is in order that we
factot the development in
the Quad. New Delhi has
invited, for the first time,
Australia, the third partner
in Quad to participate in the
joint naval exercise along
with Japan and the US. This
exercise underlines the
strategy of developing
Quad into a real security
grouping. Apparently, the
rogue behaviour shown by

"Beijing at the time of a glo-

bal erisis caused by the pan-
demic, which again was un-
leashed by China, has con-

solidated the Quad.

- The partners in Quad
have responded warmly to
India inviting Australia to
join the Malabar Naval ex-
ercise. The US Navy Chief
of Information said, “Sea
power x-4” with the flags of
India, the US, Japan and
Australia will be sailing to-
gether in November. The

Japan’s Chief Cabinet Sec-.

retary Katsunobu Kato-said
in Tokyo, “If this is to be
regularised; it will be wel-
comed by Japanese govern-
ment”. Responding to the
invitation, the Australian
Foreign Minister Marise
Payne said, “We have the
invitation from' India and
Australia will participate in
exercise Malabar 2020. The
exercise will bring together
four key regional defence
partners i November 2020”.

Arguably, the United
States views Quad as a

countervailing body to .
China. May be otheér part-

I

Editor,

The Shillong Times re-
ported on October 17, "Co-'
rona Centres No More
Free". While I welcome the
move, 1 feel that this
should have been imposed
a long time back. Be that
as it may, now that the
Government has fixed Rs
380 for a day's meal, in-

_cluding breakfast, lunch

and dinner, for everybody
who is admitted to corona
care centres run by the
Government, I am wonder-
ing whether the rate fixed
earlier for the same food
supplied by private suppli-
ers is justified. According
to some reliable sources,
the rate fixed so long was
Rs 650 per head per day. If
this is true, then-how come
the rate has suddenly been
slashed? Has the menu
changed drastically or has
the Government decided to
lessen the burden on the
users of the corona care
centres by subsiding the
cost? For all I know, no
supplier can bring down
the cost by Rs 270 per
head, unless the menu is
different or Government
subsidies are available.
You may do a bit of in-
vestigative journalism, in
case the authorities do not
respond to this letter.
Yours etc.,
Deliancy Syiemlieh,
Via email.

Corruption
charges won’t
stick

Editor, '

I am sure Chief Minis-
ter Conrad Sangma is tired
of rebutting the corruption
charges leveled on his
Government by the BJP.
Time has come to drop the
BJP from the coalition.
‘Thé NPP can survive quite
well without the support
of the BJP with just two
MLAs. Someone has
rightly pointed out that if
the BJP really cares about
corruption it should just
take the matter to court on
behalf of the GHADC.
Why wait for the “caged

parrot” called the CBI.
which the BJP in Uttar .

Pradesh has been merrily
using to save Republic TV
from the TRP scam? When
BJP alleges that the NPP
is corrupt it is only taint-
ing itself since the Party
is still part-of the coalition.
In 2023, people will judge
th¢ BJP, NPP, UDP,
HSPDP, PDF with the same
yardstick that they judge
the NPP. None of the coa-
lition partners can get
away by saying they were
not part of the grand
scheme of corruption. By
association all of these
parties are tainted be-
cause they are tacitly sup-
porting the illegal trans-
portation of coal since t.he
MDA took over the reins

ners too see it the same way,
But for long term partnership
between these four democ-
racies, Quad should mean
more than China. It should
be a partnership based on
shared values and interests
including rule of law, free-
dom of navigation, respect
for territorial integrity and
sovereignty, peaceful reso-
lution of disputes and free
trade. .

India-Pacific  region
draws attention from other

countries like Germany, UK

and France. Germany, which
is holding the EU presidency
at present, is spearheading
an-India-Pacific strategy for
the European Union. Ger-
many has hinted more than
once that any engagement
with India will always have
the China angle in the equa-
tion. Out of all the four mem-

bers in Quad it is India that
shares a long border with
China and is facing Chinese

hostility for many years. So,

the onus is on New Delhi to
keep the Quad going for a
secure and-conflict-free In-
dia-Pacific region. The secu-
rity and prosperity of many
countries depend on it and
China is the elephant in the
-room. The third thorn in Chi-
na’s flesh is the India-US de-
fence deals in the forthcom-
ing 2+2 ministerial meeting
India and US are going to
sign the Basic Exchange and
Co-operation Agreement,
which pertains to geospatial
intelligence, and sharing in-
formation on maps and sat-
ellite images for defence. The
BECA is sequel to LEMOA
and COMCASA,; these three

-defence-pacts are considered

to-troika of foundational

pacts leading to deeper mili-

tary, co-operation. ‘
‘ On’thé pacts, the Logis-
tics Exchange Memorandum

of the state. So the NPP
need not fear about the
next election: The Con-
gress Party is in disarray;
the BJP will never be ac-
cepted in. Meghalaya, not

~especially after how the

Party is hounding minori-
ties and now the 83-year
old Fr. Stan Swamy who is
booked under the NIA. The
regional parties will never
come together under a sin-
gle umbrella but will have
to support one or other
national party. So as far as
NPP is concerned it can
safely win the 2023 elec-
tions. The Party controls
the ~purse - strings of
Meghalaya and he who
pays the piper calls the
tune. So Conrad Sangma
and his. family should not

worry too much!
) Yours etc.,

D A Sangma,
Via email

Accept.
- Stammering

Editor, \

International Stammering
Awareness Day (ISAD) is
celebrated on October 22
worldwide. The day is des-
ignated to bring public
awareness on the issues
faced by millions of people
— one percent of the world's
population — who stammer.
In India too, millions of peo-
ple are confronting the chal-
lenge of stammering. It cre-
ates trouble for education,

New Delhi

of Agreement (LEMOA)
was signed in August 2016.
It allows each other’s mili-
tary to replenish from oth-
ers bases: access supplies,
spare parts and services
from other countries land,
air and ports which then
can be reimbursed. The
Communications Compat-
ibility and Security Agree-
ment (COMCASA) signed
in 2018 after the first 242
dialogue allows US to pro-
vide India with encrypted
communications equip-
ment and systems. In sim-
pler terms it is like
Whatsapp or Telegram for
the two militaries.

While LEMOA lays the
bases for mutual trust on
exchange of valuable as-
sets, COMCASA connects
two militaries and BECA fa-
cilitates sharing classified
information in real time with-
out any risk of being com-
promised. All these pacts
put together mean both
militaries coming closer and
building trust in the face of
an ‘increasingly aggressive
China.

The sceptics might read

| a US strategy in these pacts’

to wean India away from its
dependence on Russia. In-
dia was putting off US
overtures because of deep-
rooted links between Paki-
stan and Pentagon. The US
was could still rely on

- Rawalpindi for access to an

exit from Afghanistan. Both
these = premises have
changed. The US is suc-
cessfully nudging India to
engage in Afghanistan,

g partly to replace Pakistan

and the Chinese aggres-

® | sion has pushed New Delhi
® into America’s émbrace.

Apparently, New Delhi
has blown the bugle al-
though not so loud, against
China. The India-Pacific re-
gion manned by Quad is the
real bulwark against Chi-
nese aggression. New
Delhi is the critical anchor

in making India-Pacific a -

viable strategic instrument.
Japan may have originated
the idea and Washington
may have given it a push
but it is India that has made
Quad happen while cau-
tiously dealing with China.
That caution needs to. be
thrown to the winds and

- New Delhi must embrace

the challenge of sustaining
‘the momentum in the Quad.
Taiwan is a pinprick for
China, but it should not
become another Tibet. The

~ countdown for China has

begun and there is no turn-
ing back for New Delhi. ---
INFA (The writer is Prof,
International Relations,
JIMI)

interpersonal relation-
ships, social activities, and
finding employment. Our
society recognizes that
every individual must
speak fluently. Stammers
are isolated and many
times judged incapable of
jobs and marriage. Commu-
nity is giving advice to
people who stammer to

speak slowly, breathe re- .

peatedly, and to develop
self-confidence. This kind
of advice does not assist
them and makes their life
more complicated. The
need of the hour is that
people should accept
stammering as a human di-
versity and accept it gra-
ciously. If you come across
anyone who stammers, lis-
ten to him/her patiently,
give the person time to
speak, and do not make any
assumptions about any-
thing on the basis of stam-
mering. Exclusively equal
opportunities and full par-
ticipation may empower

- people who stammer in so-

ciety. At the same time, the
people who stammer
should frankly - accept
stammering and talk to
more people and remove
the fear of stammering.
Yours etc.,
Amit Singh Kushwaha,
Satna (M.P.)

-Articles and letters
appearing on this page
are the views of the
writers/authors and net
that of The Shillong
Times

India-U.S. Relations under
a Biden presidency

Reasons for

discomfort of

Modi and BIJP

By Nitya Chakraborty

With less than two weeks
to go for the Presidential
elections in USA scheduled
on November 3, talks have
started about what is going
to be the impact of the com-
ing to the White House of
Joe Biden as President and
Kamala Harris as Vice-Presi-
dent on the India-U.S rela-
tions. All indications sug-
gest that unless, there is a
major change in the opinion
of the voters in the crucial
swing states in the last
minute before November 3,
the Democratic candidate
will have a clean sweep of
the electoral college by get-

ting much more than the re- -

quired majority of 270 votes.
- The India-US relations’
both political and economic
are now at a peak level un-
der the Trump Presidency
and Narendra Modi as the
Prime Minister of India. In

no other time, the Indian -

Government identified so
much with the electoral am-
bitions of a leading political
party of USA, especially
with its President. Trump
has publicised the support
of Modi in the election cam-
paign among the Indian
American voters who total

to play a crucial role in mak-
ing difference in the swing
states' of Florida, Pennsyl-
vania -and Michigan.

Last year, at the Houston
meeting of the NRIs, Modi
supporters gave the slogan
Aaap Ki Bar Trump Sarkar
in the presence of both
Modi and Trump giving the
signal that the Indian PM is
fully supportive of the sec-
ond term for the Republican
President, This is a case of
putting all eggs in one bas-
ket- this time in the basket
of Trump and such things
had never happened in the

history of Indian foreign
policy when the country's
PM openly supported a
candidate of a particular
party of USA before the
Presidential elections.
Democratic Party leaders
are naturally jittery with the
Indian Prime Minister but
that will not matter if Trump
wins for the second time.
But if Biden wins, which is
likely, some change is atti-
tude will follow once the
new president takes over on
January 20, 2021.Biden is a

centrist fellow in the Demo- -

cratic Party and he is a.close
follower of former President
Obama. On his own, he will
be taking moderate posi-
tions on some of the issues
relating to India and will cer-
tainly not be vindictive to-
wards PM Modi, but he will

be under tremendous’ pres-

sure from the Left within the
Democratic Party to take
strong positions on human
rights issues as also treat-
ment of minorities.

The central policy mak-
ing leadership of the Demo-
cratic Party now consists of
supporters of Bernie
Sandrers and they will have
a role in deciding on issues

1.8 million and are expected '

concerning India. Sanders is
highly critical of Narendra -:--

(00

Modi and he considers him -~ -:

among the authoritarian rul- -

ers along with the Brazilian - -

president Jair Bolsonaro and -

others. The issues relating .
to human rights violations
will be under scanner by the
Democratic leadership.

The bill introduced by the
Democrats last month gives

some indication of the con-

tours of the US policy to-
wards both China and India.
Though in US system, the
President has enough pow-
ers of his own and he may
not necessarily always go
by the Party programmes,
this outline gives enough
indications ‘about the
changes which will be tak-
ing place in the U.S. policy
under Biden compared to
Trump era. ,

First and foremost, the
Democrats policy paper
mentions of Chinese coer-
cion in Europe but does not
mention:Chinese. incursions
or aggression against India.
The . document ignores
QUAD (initiative which India
is publicising, In sum, Biden
presidency will look at China

from their business collabo- ’

ration perspective and the

is little place of India there.
India has to give a total
relook at its China policy
once Biden era starts.

The Democrats are giving

big emphasis on human - -
rights and it has been men-- - -

tioned that US cooperation

and largesses are linked with -
the good report on the sta- - .

tus of minorities in the recipi- -
ent country. India will be -

questioned by the Demo- .-~
crats more fiercely if they -
come to power on the rights -

issue in Kashmir and the

unfair treatment to the mi-

norities in India. Alread

adverse reports are lying -
with the Congress panels -
and the Democratic mem- -
bers will make use of those
-to corner India. Most of the -

upcoming Democratic lead-

ers of Indian origin are close -

to Sanders and that will have -
an impact in their views of
the Modi government.

The Governments come
and go but the foreign of-
fice remains permanent and
it is the face of all diplomatic
activities, Prime Minister
Narendra Modi and his rabid
supporters of Republican
Hindu coalition in America,
have made matters messy
and one sided, but the for-
eign service officers in USA
who are very competent,
have to take the responsibil-
ity of removing the misap-
prehensions of the Demo-:
crats It is now up to South
Block to give a new direc-
tion to their staff in Wash-
ington and New York once
the Biden Presidency starts.
Their task is formidable but
not impossible. The damage
Modi and the BJP have done
to India's image, -has to be
repaired and that task only
the seasoned diplomats can
do. (IPA Service)
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“The stimulus was a casesaqf political
patronage, corporate welfare, and
cronyism at thetriworst.”

= Paul Ryan

The Shillong“'l‘hles

Val Ne: LXIH Ne.79

Time for festivgl cheer

THE season of festival, altiwugh restrained brings
with it good news on a few fouts. One report is
that the Centre has set a*}s 50,000 &rore for
highly subsidized vaccinafion of # 1.34 bilion peo-
ple against the Covid-19 pandemic. Anotheris the
disbursal of bonus to over 30 lakh government
employees even in these tryin$ tizhes. The flow of
about Rs 3737 crore as bottus plus rolling out of
money through a leave travel ¥oueher scheme for
government employees could bring cheer to sev-
eral lakh families. With state governments too ex-
pected to follow suit, thmgbﬁbnm as a major
step to boost the saggmgxﬁyketéeﬂnmems, which
could in tum give a boés’tﬁﬂletﬁt:mal ecomomy
setona revival path. Othd' faimcs too crave for

Notably, there is crrhcsm as@to W‘hy such apa-

tronage to the govemmem;stnﬁ‘mﬂmlrfamiﬁes  That's |
whowerewell-pmwctadhﬂlemseoftﬁxs;san- ‘Meghaly

compensatedforﬂ:\ewuy iy
time. Yet, govemmentsm

weak! Nothmg goes to show
strong leadership. This was e ‘

- ters thit polities is the quick-

Someone had rightly said
that politicians are insecure
and intimidated men. They
advance politically only as’
they placate, appease, bribe,
seduce, bamboozle or oth-
erwise manage to manipu-
late the demanding and
threaterting elements in
their constituencies. Voters
who went to the polling
booth hoping to vote for
change a#d did not get a sin-
gle penny to press the EVM
are foolishi idealists because
we can hardly make a differ-
‘ence. The ideals we vote for
are our imagisative under-
standi
‘desirable bt which is in-
creaslngly‘becommg impos-

_ sible,. The yotér is a now a
-blackmailer and each one

who has any clout and says
he/she can bring voters to
the booth.fo ¥ote for a can-
didate js-assured of a regu-
lar goverhment contract.
That’s how it has worked in
1 for several dec-

to gs)‘vem:k The constituent

has : bdm bought and -
meboughtlwmh \
=',ﬂ!dypmdmoneywsoth
' mmnoundandbhck-’

ublig, t]

“No one cates for
-the pubhc and if we believe -
that care for any--

tiemselves we must
get ‘our heads examined. -

The youtly of Méghalaya
have: u&“fmm close quar-

est ‘way-to eatapult then to

;| -name, faime and a cushy life--
| style they would have never

afforded considering the cir-

's.| cumstances they come from.

I-am talking here not of the

| PA Sangmia brood that were’
-'golden spoon .
- and whéwe paths were- al-:

botna

‘the ready laid out'by’a doting

it | father. Fam speaking here of |

Improve law e
and orderin %
the State

Editor, IO

Apropos the news item’ :
published in The Shillong
Times under the caption -
“Ichamati issue spills into o
city,” (ST Oct 23, 2020), I
would like ask this pertinent
question. Since when has .
submitting a representation. .
or filing a complaint before
a constitutional head of the
‘Union/state or any other
public authorities been
made an offence in .5
Meghalaya, following 0
which an FIR could be
‘Jodged? It seems here that
people, especially the
ized section, are ‘to
forfeit their right to ventilate’
their grievances before..
concerned authorities and
to seek protection to their
life, liberty and livelihood. -

The recent develo =%

umw thereof to all’
converned drawing his kind
i to‘ the detenorat—

Awith a-prayer “ o

ments that took place in
Ichamati as gathered from
newspaper reports seem to
suggest that attempts are
being made by some vested
interests to silence all
voices which speak out
against any discrimination

or atrocities and which seek <

ion from the authori-

ties. Above all, what the citi-
zens want from the govern-
ment is ion to life and
which the govern-

ment should ensure to its
citizens by maintaining law
and order. But sadly under

the present MDA govern~

: ment,lbehevedsemum

ovsct e life and prop-
my of citizens. 1 wonder
now; by sybmitting the
above mentioned represen-
tation 3’1 had committed
any offence. Weuld the au-
thorities enlighten citizens
‘in this regard? =~
Hope the present MDA
govemwnt will do the
needfifl $04mprove the law
an@ osder situation in the
state and restore the confi-
denee ofte citizens on the
govemmﬁ; machinery.
“7 o Yours etc.,
Amoeta Syzrem,
W Vla email

nds of young

Hdihor,

. We: see - from press re- g
poits (Fifes of India, Octo-
¢ ber 20, 2020) that the vio-

lence algng the Mizoram-

* " Assain Border has been

- treated :gefiously by every-
one who should be con-
sﬂy, the Union
- Amit Shah
“took érest and called
the Mizoram CM to express
regret over the clash and
assured him of steps to re-

- store cordial relationships-
- betweeén the two states.

Moreover, the Minister for
DoNER, Dr Jitendra Singh-
and the. Unnm Home Secre-

‘spoke to the

Mizoram: :

CM also reoelved calls from
the Assan1 CM and Home
Minister yho expressed re-

le. in the

sam deputcd its Director
General of Pelice and other
top officials to hold talks
with Mizoram officials. The
statement by the Assam
DGP reveals the concilia-
tory approach of Assam to-
wards Mizoram. The Assam
DGP said "the border issue
has to be resolved through
a conciliatory approach and
not through confrontation".
He added that the first pri-
ority is to defuse the tension
along the border and to re-
store normalcy. ‘
Now contrast the above
to what usually happens

of that which is

; . wE % Ly
look for an “honest’ pohﬁ-'
y | cign, Ofite elected politi- -
. | cians will bend the rules and

then proceed to ‘rule,’ not .

~that state ‘uge their MLA.

#8econidly, As-

By Patricia Mukhim

people who haven’t made
ntuch of their lives and who
see politics as the only ve-
hicle to instant wealth and
fame. Who would not want
to be in politics when the
stakes are so attractive?
And in politics the ends jus-
tify the means. And then
having been elected who
would want to be in the dog- -
house after five years? To
get re-elected means the
MLA/minister must show
some work but the bulk of
hip wealth (money. from the

‘gubhc exchequer) is set

e to buy votes before

the next polls are held. The
MLA scheme money, comes

{

in handy here!
The fact that Meghalaya

“just-saw 877 infant deaths -
-and 61 pregnant mothers .

dying between April and
July this year. did not even
cause a flutter here. 1 won-
der if anyone will take up

* that he leaves behinhd him in

other men and women the.
conviction and the will to .
carry on in his footsteps. Is
there any such leader here
in Meghalaya? At least I
haven’t found any enduring
legacy left behind by any-
one, including those that
ostensibly fought for state- -

‘hood without giving a

thought to demarcating the
borders with Assam. So
much so today. we carry the
scars-of that imbecilic ac-
ceptance of a state without
borders. This continues to
be the proverbial thon in the
flesh for Meghalaya, with -
Assam caring two hoots
‘about our muted protests.
Mizoram and Nagaland are

.capable of inflicting deep

wounds on Assam but not

Meghalaya. And ‘Assam_

knows we are on a sticky
wicket because we don’t
even have a map of our erst-

" will tiever: know our territory

nmmmee on Women’
N powerment has con-:

resburces. In states like

-~ Sikkim, the MP uses his’

Come. electmn time- and': feid

‘these same youth are in the

he | fray. Street fights are only )

;4 | to-deceive the pﬁ ,
theyicgreanda:% ghtmg or

s party to emplay
ysung research associates
to pan out to different parts .
of the state and get data out.’
This: is: also’te-uhearth-what.

" thi'résl problems and needs -
Aaf.the villages beyond.the

staté capital. Even MLAs in

fynds partly. to’study the
vlems of the state in-
g0 that governance
mterventlons are more pre-
cise. 4nd address the core
issues with visible out-
es-after five years. I
yuegs the MLAs/MPs in
eghalaya will not spare
money for such people-ori-
emted interventions.
.The . . fact
Meghialaya is that we have.
produced very few MLAs
whe gualify to be leaders.
test of a leader is

whenever troublé erupts in

the Assam-Meghalaya bor-

der-as a result of Assam's
salami slicing tactics.

. Firstly, all concerned in-
cluding Meghalaya do not

Arélit the situation seriously.
Forget about the Central
ﬁésters calling our CM to
agshire him of necessary
actxon to ensure Justlce .
Moteover our CM can
never expect expression of .

regret from the Assam CM
‘or Home Minister as they

had.done to the Mizoram . vear: and e Timited mploy

€M. The Assam CM has.
never deputed a DGP and
other top officials to the
Assam-Meghalaya Border
whéhever trouble erupts.
At the most, only officials

_of the rank of DC are de-

putéd to the border during
‘suth times. These Assam
officials always speak in
confrontational tones to-
wards Meghalaya and the
Assam CM even refused to
‘have a Bordér Commission
to resolve its dispute with
Meghalaya while request-
ing for the same Border
Commission to resolve its
disputes with Mizoram,.
Nagaland and Arunachal
Pradesh.

The above contrasting
behaviour in my humble
opinion imply that the Cen-
tre tends to adopt a concili-
atory approach towards
relatively " strong” states
like Mizoram and Nagaland
while " weak" states like
Meghalaya are treated with
nonchalance. Similarly, As-
sam too adopts the same
approach. It defers to
Mizoram and Nagaland but

;" ducted a field research on -
,*this matter, using the state’s

bwmse we have not allowed

ried out. Sunple' And even

‘today no one wants'a cadas-

tral survey lest it be known -

-how much land is owned by
-which- politician, business-

man and bureaucrat. These
three categories are the only
real-players in the Casino
called Meghalaya!-

There was a timewhen

honour and dignity meant -

something. Politicians have
always needed money to:

- fight-elections. 8o come elec-

‘tion time-and businessmen/
contractors would visit them
and give their little packets

of notes with the hope of -

getting back double the bo-
nanza if ‘the man (sorry
about the gender bias here
but women .don’t figure
much in the politics of

e Meghalaya) is elected. Then,
‘abont

there was some dividing line
between big business and
politics. Now everyone in

-big'. business, including
‘those owmng constructlon

Meghalaya. I hope our Jead-
ers are listening but are
they? o
. Yours etc.,
Samuel Swett,
Shlllong-2

Govt lacks

technical skllls |

Edltor
With: the mcrease in the
number of graduates every

ment opportunities, there is
also a very low grade pro-
fessionalism ameng many
government organisations.
The fact that there are only
one or two.placements for.
any job offerings, makes.

many graduates with the

desired qualifications warit
to apply but the most an-
noying fact is that despite
the advancement in- technol-
ogy and technical skills,
Government organisations
like PHE , MeECL, MBDA
and others would still not
‘have the facilities for online
submission. of appllcatlon
forms.

“As-we all know there are
several job openings offered

by JIM and of course the

contractual post has never
mentioned the exact qualifi- -
cations of the desired can-
didates. What is mentioned
is either Social work/ MBA/
Engineering/ Social science/

management for one single
post. Any graduate who .

would come across the ad-
vertisement and peeded a
job would apply, when they

acts cégressively against.

Politics of patronage
~and privilege

compames have become
polmcxans because politics
is the biggest business to-
day. The only non-busi-
nesSman politician I know
is Mr Lahkmen Rymbui.
Every other politician has |
deep pockets.

For a long time many of
us: lived with the illusion
that we have been ap-
pointed policemen of the.
. human race. Alas! We are
"all captives of the pictures
in our heads. Our mistaken

belief is that the world we - ’

experience is the world that
really exists. But over the
'yeats there are several par-.
allel  universes " in’
M‘eghzlaya There is a uni-
‘vetse where the rich and fa- -
‘mous "move around in.
There is the universe where
the poor live desperate
lives unable to access ba-
sic health care and durifg
the pandemic not able to
buy: food and other basic
needs. There are other uni-
verses where the vested

. interests straddle, creating
their own reasons for exist-"

ence in that universe.
Meghalaya’s pain is that
its philosophers and think-
ers too have all joined poli- :
tics.  Wisdom dictates that-
when philosophers become
Jpoliticians they cease to be
philosophers. Politics is like

“a one way ticket to the top
‘for everybody who is some-

body. Naturally the state is
.devoid of voices that pro-:

€ mote reason and logic. Our

universities have only bred
an opportumstxc breed of
“academicians™ who don’t
“want to offend anyone.
Hence issues. that reqmre a
head-on analysis; issues
that afflict the state and its
polity are all drowned in the .
cacophony .of the ivory
‘towers “of universities. -
“There is a clever attempt to
skirt ‘controversy as“if the -

aim of academics is not -

intérrogate but to .accept-

the status quo. When peo- .

ple make noises ‘about
NEHU they are only doirg
it for their vested interests; -
not for the public good.

-And I say this with alt re-:|

sponsibility, so please’
chew on this truth dear re-.
vered professors, espe-
cially the locally bred ones.
wha actually have & duty -
.and responsibility to advo-
cate: better public. pohcies :
Let me end with verses.
from WH Auden’s poem,
September 1st 1939; “All I
havé is a voice/To undo the:
foléed He” oo

have either one of those
-qualifications. And in order
‘to wfé)ly those candldates
have to go and |
hard copy of their doza--
ments- and: then go dll the
way 1o the office to, submit
those forms if there were no-
wilk-ininterviews,

*"a pathetic condition espé

“cially when there is always
'some form of nepotism.
This is a total waste of time,
~energy and money for the
qualified youth."

There are also some or-
gamsatmns where job. ap-
plications requiré’ cash-in
the form of challan ot bank
draft. Online payment meth-
ods were especially made
to substitute these kind of
transactions and with the
‘pandemic it's all the more.
important that online pay-
-ments are facilitated, But
that’s not the case ¥ith
government departments
which are still stuck i in the
mud. ,

There are a number of
O] ers and IT gradu-

‘by the government and’
uahfied for the. JEE
(Mams), who would be able
to- fix these kind of small
problems. Government or-
gamsatlons should employ
‘these individuals before
employing any other staff,.
otherwise there is. no point
in creating a smart city or a
smart town. -
Yours etc.,
" Arthur Collen,
Vlaemall

" Articles and letters
appearing on this page
are the views of the |
writers/authors and not
that of The Shillong Times

- Uddhav . ,
couldn’t, do much when the
Sushant ‘Singh Rajput case

P! ,
ates who were sponsomda;-

(S

Centre & BJP
desperate to bail out
far right Republic TV

By Sushil Kutty

The Bharatiya Janata
Party and the Shiv Sena are

no longer handshakmg :

friends and won’t be unless
the Shiv Sena returns to the
earlier nuptial arrangement

‘— BJP on top! The two have

been at war since after
Uddhav Thackeray dumped

his dead father’s legacy and "

went secular than thou to
form government in Mumbai
with support from Sharad

Pawér’s NCP and Sonia

Gandhi’s Congress.
‘With control
Maharashtra - gone,

over
the

"BJP’s stallion has been
chapping at the bits. But the.

MVA mare has been nimble-
footed with wily riders from

the Congress and NCP to

mount ‘the charge, if re-
quired, in style! Now, with
the Bihar assembly election
round the corner and stakes
higher than ‘Blacktop’ at the
LAC, skirmishes have mul-
tiplied and proxies are at
each other’s throats even as
these sacrificial goats face
gnchmg in the bltter to and

It’s not rocket science to
decipher that, under the cir-
' cumstances, the death.of a
‘Bihar’ actor in Bollywood
is as much poll plank as it is
to log that the opposing
party’s diatribe is to- build
the atmospheric that
Uddhav Thackei'ay s MVA
government is up to its neck
in wrongdoings and there-
fore not fit to rule. Oust!
‘At a. certain level, the
proxies know the risks,
Whether it’s Republic Me-
~dia Network or ‘Bollywood,

risk-taking is part and. par--

-cel. Tt'll be naive to believe

that;Arnab Goswami and his.
Republic Media Network

don’t know what’s in store.

-Arnab G is- the face of the

‘nationalist’ BJP and the

Modi Government in the -
¢MVA-BIP War 2020.” And’

Bollywood for various rea-
sons. happens to be inthe
MVA tént. . . -

© At least in the Mumbal
Pohce lines, Chief Minister
. Fhackeray.

‘was given to the CBIL The
Supreme Couit was. in-
volved and the ‘Maharashtra

government did not and

could not invoke ‘consent’

and keep the CBI out on a-

limb. But since then too

~much saltwater has battered.
 the rocks on the seashore
and the Mumbai Police.

Commissioner has gone. too
far ahead in the game to be
given up at the altar.

| Ofcourse, it’s a dirty war.
The Modi
gives the impression to the

Gov ernment

hoi polloi that Modi is so
engrossed in keeping the

.| morale of the troops up at

the LAC, and fighting
Covid-19 countrywide, that

he's got no time for TRP.

wars and. Bollywood
bolognaise, however tasty
the sauce!

dlers forget that the caged

parrot is let out of the golden -

cage only when there’s need
to take over a particular case

that has the potential to de-.-

stroy competition and mark

supremacy. The CBI, sad to .

say, is 'a-hedgemon’s hand

to play, and the ‘central’ in’

it spells who controls it, and
‘who it serves! . ,

If intelligent Indians
haven’t noticed; fools
swould tell themn that it’s con-
founding and rather funny

that Chief Minister Yogi -
| Adityanath has been of late

too eager to hand.over
‘criminal ‘cases registered in
Uttar Pradesh — whether the
Hathras - gang-rape -or
Lucknow ‘Golden Rabbit
TRP case’ — to the Cenire’s

Central Bureau of Investiga--

tion. ,

It’s almost as if Yog1 has
been left instructions to do
so — ‘Better give it to big
daddy, sonny!” And be-
cause the BIP rules both in
New Delhi (not to be con-
fused with Kejriwal’s ‘Dilli’)
and in Lucknow, the cases
get equal treatment: Results
wouldn’t be different
whether investigated by
state police or central inves-
tigators. The same hand

controls the Joystlck'

So, it was that the West
Bengal and the Telangana
governments refused ‘con-
sent’ to the CBL These two
governments knew that giv-
ing ‘consent’ to the CBI to
enter their states was tanta-.
mount to inviting the execu-
tioner to a peace conclave.
Of course, it’s another mat-
ter that state governments
don’t want the CBI to pry -
into matters that state gov-
ernments want kept hidden,
under wraps! There’s a 50:50.

“chance that the Centre lets

in/out the caged parrot not
to deliver justice but to di-
vert justice to suit a narra-
tive that suits the Centre ]

" narrative:

‘The SSR case and the fall-
out Bollywood drugs inves-
tigations against certain ac-
tors were like  desserts
served to the "unknown kill-
ers” of SSR. People were
emotionally involved and
their feelings could not be.
hurt.-And the fate of major

‘elections in a state hinged -

on these cases. The Shiv
Sena had every intention to
contest the Bihar elections:.
and denymg ‘consent’ to the
CBI in thé SSR case would
have been ‘suicide.’ _
* Not so the TRP * scam’
case. This is a criminal case
on which both. the Modi’
Government at:the Centre
and the MVA Government in
Maharashtra want to have

scrutiny and ovessight over. -

Therefore, the tussle to get
control, and the tit-for-tat.
The - 'MVA Government
lodges a TRP-scam case in -
Mumbai to be investigated.
‘byihe Mumbai Police. Then, -
there’s a TRP case lodged. in
Lucknow: ‘and,r, lo behold,

there’s a nationwide TRP -

case to be mvestlgated by -
the intrepid CBL R
-~ Just in the mck of time!

So. to speak After Republic - -

TV got wise to Mumbai Po- t
lice’s intentions, and Just af--

ter Yogi. Adltyanath acting - '
for the Centre and “BJP’s
. friend”> Amab’ Goswami, the .

Uddhav Thackeray dispen-:
sation, executioner-style, re-
fused “consent”to the CBI -
* the doors locked and the
keys thrown into the dank

_seawater behind: the. Gate- .
, way. of India! :

The Uddhav: Thackeray
Government’s refusal of
‘consent’. came a day after
the CBI took. over the TRP
case lodged .in Uttar"
Pradesh, which had ‘Modi
Government’ written all over
it. The apprehension was

- that the October 6 Mumbai

Police TRP case against Re-
public TV .would be “sub-
summed” and buried to be
never exhumed if it's taken
over by the CBL

Republic TV’s counsel
Harish' Salve had already
asked that the case be trans-

“ferred to the CBL It’s also

not lost on anyone that both .
the BJP and the Modi Gov-

"‘ernment stand behind Re-'
. public TV with talk of a threat
But the,,perceptlon han- .

to press freedom building

" up. Earlier, in a reverse déja

vu, the Bihar Police had in-
stituted a case in the SSR -
death mystery and then, too,
the case had gone to the CBL
So, -what should one
make of all this? There’s no
denying that at least in the
TRP ‘scam’ case, the Yogi-'
Adityanath Government and
the Modi Government are
“using” them to wage war on
the opposition. And, if the
Uddhav Thackeray Govern-
ment is using the Mumbai
Police to target Republic TV
Network, the courts have
taken cognizance and both

‘the High Court and the Su-

preme Court are “keeplng
track.”

The powers to w1thdraw
“consent” accorded to a
state government comes
from the Delhi Special Police
Establishment Act. The CBI
cannot override it. But- the
Centre can still give the TRP
case to the National Investi- .
gation Agency (NIA), if sus-
picions are raised of a threat
to national security, of for-
eign forces behind the scam.
There’s already talk of a
Dawood Ibrahim link and
there are reports of a $50 mil-
lion ‘supari’ on the head of
Arnab Goswarm (IPA Serv-
ice)

N
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“To be trusted is a greater compliment
than being loved.”

— George MacDonald
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Erosion of public trust
PUBLIC trust is the essence of democracy. The
public elect a set of leaders and place their trust on
those leaders to deliver what has been promised in
the election manifesto. The word public trust dates
back to the origins of democracy where it is be-
lieved that within the public lies the true power of
society. Hence it is incumbent upon those elected
to govern not to break this public trust. One rea-
son why bribery was regarded as a notorious evil is
that it contributes to the culture of political corrup-
tion. Other areas where the public trust is betrayed
is when there is lobbying by special interest groups
or when there exists a cartel that drives government
decision making. All these signs are visible in

Meghalaya today.

That the Leader of the Opposition in the Assem-
bly had a first-hand account of how the coal auc-
tion business is used to cover up the illegal coal min-
ing and transportation cartel and that the District
Administration is part of the misconduct, suggests
that the venality dominates the entire governance
system. The administrators have been bullied into
carrying out political orders or face the conse-
quences. What is of concern is the silence of the
public or the civil society. No one is ready to take
on the government when that is their primary role.
To leave the business of checking corruption only

to the political class is to lower the standards of

democracy.

Time was when it was expected of political lead-
ers to adhere to moral rules more strictly than com-
mon citizens. For, given their high office, they de-
cide and act on behalf of those they govern. Moreo-
ver, by and large, their choices and actions affect
more people, often in more serious ways, than the
choices and actions of common citizens, not least
as an example to others. But when politicians break
all the rules and then cover up their tracks through
blatant political lying, there is a cause of grave con-
cern because the other actors in society also be-
lieve they can get away by subverting the law. When
politicians lack moral authority, the rule of law col-
lapses; interest groups jump into the moral vacuum
and manipulate the system by adopting the moral
high ground and pointing to the failure of the state.
This is being witnessed in Meghalaya today. The
political leadership has lost its moral authority to
rein in the reactionaries waiting in the wings to bully
the government to follow their diktat.

Once a government is pushed into a corner and
appeasement politics takes over there are very slim
chances that it will stand up to other forms of bully-
ing from other quarters. The downward slide is im-
minent. Covid has only hastened the slide.

TOTHEEDITOR

o 0 5 .
Political turmoil

O . .
crippling tourism!
- Editor,

We are in the 21st cen-
tury and if we still scrutinize
people on the basis of race,
caste, nationality, and eth-
nicity, it may incite social
unrest as in the other dis-
turbed nations of the world.
Let the Government decide
on the statuses of the peo-
ple. However, as a citizen of
the nation, it is a smart move
to allude to the government
regarding the probable in-
filtration of Bangladeshis
into the state, but just take
a moment and think, won't
it be an injustice to the In-
dian Bengali community as
a whole to consider them as
Bangladeshis? Organizing
protests and targeting mi-
norities is a crime against
humanity. It is my humble
request to the people of
Meghalaya not to engage
themselves in these trivial
issues that may invite mael-
strom and may turn out to
be regressive and counter-
productive to the develop-
ment of the state.

It is time for all of us to
consider ourselves to be
global citizens hence at-
taching ourselves to a par-
ticular group or community,
and treating others with dis-
dain will only add to our
woes. Meghalaya 1s no
longer the Meghalaya of the
"70s. Back then people were
hesitant to move from one
place to the other, but now
the situation has cl}anged.
People are not restricted to
their own country or to a

(SIX)

Indian super rich have raised thei: assets by 3 ‘5 pergent in April-iuly 2020
In pandemic, billionaires

wealth increases

Wealth distribution data
are notoriously difficult to in-
terpret. This is because vari-
ations in stock prices affect
wealth distribution, so that a
stock market boom suddenly
makes the rich appear much
richer, while a stock market
collapse makes wealth distri-
bution less unequal over-
night. In other words, the fact
that the rich hold a part of their
wealth in the form of stocks
makes it difficult to estimate
their total wealth which now
has one durable component
and another that is poten-
tially evanescent.

There are certain occa-
sions however when one can
say something definitive

about wealth distribution; -

and the period of the pan-
demic has been one such oc-
casion. There can be little
doubt that during the months
of the pandemic even while
millions of working people all
over the world were suffering
from acute loss of employ-
ment and income, the world’s
billionaires added hugely to
their wealth; and this certainly

meant an increase in wealth

inequality in the world.

According to a report by
the Swiss bank UBS, men-
tioned in The Guardian of
October 7, the wealth of the
world’s billionaires increased
by 27.5 per cent between April
and July this year, the period
when the pandemic was at its
peak. Their wealth by the end
of July had touched a record
high of $10.2 trillion or £7.8
trillion. The previous peak of
billionaires® wealth was $8.9
trillion at the end of 2017.
Since then.while the number
of billionaires has increased
slightly from 2158 to 2189,
their wealth has increased
considerably. In fact between
end of 2017 and end of July
2020, per capita wealth of the
billionaires has increased by
13 per cent. The point how-
ever is that this increase is the
net result of two contradic-
tory movements: a fall until
April 2020 and a sharp rise by
27.5 per cent thereafter until
end-July.

This rise has a particular
significance. Since large
masses of people hardly own
any wealth and what little
they own does not fluctuate
much in value unlike stock

market prices, an increase in .

stock prices increases ipso
facto wealth inequality in so-
ciety, and, conversely, a re-
duction in stock prices re-
duces wealth inequality. A firm
conclusion, we have seen,
about the magnitude of
change in wealth inequality

By Prabhat Patnaik

becomes difficult to draw.
The increase in wealth in-
equality after April however
is altogether different. Ac-
cording to a UBS spokesper-
son, when stock prices were
falling prior to April 2020 the
billionaires not only did not
sell off their stocks in a panic,
but actually bought up
stocks from smaller owners
who were engaged in panic-
selling; as a result, when
stock prices increased after
April, they got enormous capi-
tal gains. These gains arose
essentially because the small
stock-owners did not have
the capacity to hold on to
their stocks. Thus the in-
crease in concentration of
wealth during the pandemic
was not just vis-a-vis the very
poor who are without any
wealth anyway, but also vis-
a-vis small wealth holders. It
was not just the spontaneous
effect of a general rise in stock
prices; it was a specific act of
what Marx had called centrali-

sation of capital.

In Imperialism Lenin had
said that every crisis under
capitalism, whether economic
or political, becomes an oc-
casion for centralisation of
capital; one has to add medi-
cal crises to Lenin’s list, in-
deed every possible kind of
crisis. :

The usual mechanism for
centralisation is the ruin that
visits gmall capitalist produc-
ers during a crisis (it also vis-
its petty producers but their
decimation is covered under
the term primitive accumula-
tion of capital, rather than
centralisation), and hence
those, typically smaller banks
or credit agencies, that had
financed them. All these are
either taken over by larger
companies, or simply go un-
der, leaving the field open for
larger companies to encroach
upon the space hitherto oc-
cupied by them.

In addition to this mecha-
nism for centralisation, there
is also the sheer fusion of capi-
tals, the pooling together of
vast masses of small capitals
into a few large ones, such as
what the banks or the stock
market bring about. This con-
stitutes another mechanism,
a powerful one at that, of cen-
tralisation.

What we have seen dur-
ing the pandemic is yet an-
other mechanism of centrali-
sation, different from the
above two, arising from the
inability of small wealth-hold-
ers to face stockprice col-

lapses that the billionaires can
face. This ability of billionaires
has nothing to do with any
“courage”, or “guts” or “en-
trepreneurship” or any of
those supposed virtues that
capitalist mythology invests
them with; it has simply to do
with the fact that they are big.

Because they are big they
can afford to take stock-price
fluctuations in their stride, and
even make massive gains from
the inability of small
wealthholders to do so. In fact
ironically their ability to with-
stand stock-price fluctuations
arises not from their
being“risk-takers” but from

their being precisely the op-

posite, namely, averse to tak-
ing risks.

Their being rich implies
that they can afford the luxury
of not taking risks, i.e., the
luxury of “safety”. Hence they
hold their wealth in a diversi-

fied form to minimise risk, and

stocks are only one of the
forms in which they hold their
wealth. When stock-market
prices collapse to an unusual
degree, as happens with any

-unprecedented crisis, they can

remain unperturbed, while
smaller wealth-holders are
taken unawares. The large
wealth-holders use this op-
portunity to make gains from
the woes of smaller stock-
holders who start selling
stocks in desperation. ,
" An example will make the
point clear. If T have Rs 100 of

wealth then I would like tohold

itin a form that gives me a large
enough income even if there
is a danger of my making capi-
tal losses. My preference is
not because I like taking risks
but because I need the income
desperately. So I shall put all
my wealth, say, into stocks;
by contrast if [ have Rs 1 mil-
lion then I already have ample
income anyway and I can af-
ford to hold say only half of
my wealth in the form of
stocks and the other half in
the form of bank balances
which hardly give any income.
If there is a 10 per cent fall in
stock prices then whilé the
small stock-holder loses 10 per
cent of his wealth, the large
stockholder loses only-5 per
cent (i.e., 10 per cent on half
his wealth). The latter there-
fore can afford to take the fall
in his stride, while the former:
cannot. And when in despera-
tion, to prevent further losses,
the former starts selling
stocks, the latter, i.e., the large
stock-holder, buys up these
stocks and holds them till the

market turns more favour-
able.

Stock-market fluctuations
are common under capital-
ism; but the falls are much
sharper during crises, no
matter how they are caused.
And this is precisely the pe-
riod when the large wealth-
holders make a killing at the
expense of the smaller ones.
Centralisation occurs with a
vengeance during such pe-
riods.

This entire process while
carried out vis-3-vis small
wealth-holders, is reminis-
cent of the primitive accumu-
lation of capital inflicted
upon petty producers. If the
large wealthholders buy
stocks worth (genuinely) Rs
100 from smaller ones at Rs
100, then there is no net gain
for them. To"pay for this pur-
chase they have to either nm
down their cash balances or
to borrow from banks or to
sell some other asset they
own; in all these cases there
is no increase in the net as-
sets they own (or their “net
worth”). But if they purchase
stocks worth Rs 100 for only
Rs 50 because of a crash in
stockprices, and, say, borrow
this amount from a bank,
then when stock-prices re-
cover to their true value, they
would have expanded their
net worth by Rs 50. Larger
stock-holders in this case
would have enriched them-
selves at the expense of the
smaller ones by Rs 50, which
is analogous to primitive ac-
cumulation of capital.

The UBS spokesperson
claimed that the increase in
wealth concentration during
the pandemic was a phe-
nomenon alien to capitalism..
He could not have been more
wrong. It is entirely in con-
formity with the logic of capi-
talism; in fact it is inevitable
under capitalism that every
human tragedy which un-
leashes a crisis in this sys-
tem becomes an occasion
for anincrease in wealth con-
centration through the
mechanism just outlined,

This increase in wealth
concentration has happened
in country after country in-
cluding even in India, where,
according to the same
source, the wealth of Indian
billionaires has increased by
35 per cent over the same pe-
riod to $§ 423 billion (The
Wire, October 16). Over this
period, output has con-
tracted by almost a quarter,
and so has employment; this
contrast gives an idea of the
modus operandi of capital-
ism. (IPA Service)

state due to the free move-
ment. Students from vari-
ous states come to
Meghalaya for their stud-
ies, similarly, the students
from Meghalaya go out to
other states and abroad for
schooling and further stud-
ies. If a problem of race,
caste, nationality, and eth-
nicity takes over humanity,
free movement of the peo-
ple will stop and people will
be confined to their respec-
tive places.

We have been facing re-
strictions in movement from
one place to another since
the arrival of a tiny virus.
During this eerie and tumul-
tuous time did the medical
professionals treat the pa-
tients after scrutinizing their
legal statuses, caste, and
creed? No, if we allow reli-
gion, race, ethnicity, and so
on and so forth to be per-
vasive that will only divide
people and the problem of
racial discrimination will
persist and hinder this
world from becoming a glo-
bat village.

The word Meghalaya
has been derived from a
sanskrit word which means
‘abode of clouds.’ It is one
of the most beautiful states
in India and a must-visit
tourist destination. It
seems the ' people of
Meghalaya are oblivious to
the fact or pretend to be
unaware that the influx of
tourists from various parts
of the world can be signifi-
cant in booming the
economy of the state. But,
racial discrimination, com-
munal riots, and intermit-
tent picketing can be coun-

ter-productive for the tour-
ism industry. It is needless
to mention that Meghalaya
is endowed with profound
gifts such as beautiful land-
scapes, unique cultures,
lush green forests, flora, and
fauna; cascading rivers,
caves, wild-lives, waterfalls,
and the beautiful hills en-
capsulating the states.

It is time for the people
of Meghalaya to realize how
significant the tourism in-
dustry can be in introduc-
ing their state to the wider
population across the globe.
Therefore, a serious ap-
proach towards bettering
the political situation of the
state will help tourism to
flourish and to a larger ex-
tent that will solve the prob-
lem of unemployment as
well. o

Let me end my writing by
adding a Sanskrit sloka -
Janani Janma Bhumischa
Swargadapi Gariyest which
means - "Mother and moth-
erland are superior to even
beaven."  One has a right
to love his state or a birth
place, but not at the cost of
jeopardizing the beautiful
image of a beautiful state like
Meghalaya.

Yours etc,,
Tirtha Acharya
Via email

NPP gains by
default

Editor,

As a Congress supporter,
I am not surprised that some
Congress MLAs are plan-
ning to join NPP. Our MLAs
have no patience and no

sense of shame. They do
exactly what they wish to
and seem to get away with
it. They always want to be
in power and feel like fish
out of water when thrown
out of power. It is only in
Meghalaya that politicians

switch from one party to-an-

other when it suits them po-

litically. While the Con-

gress MLAs have become

known for their only love--

-power; the BJP MLAs are

no less. Can we forget that

one of the sitting BJP’
MLAs has changed party

so many times? Once this

person was in BJP, then

went to Congress, and then

reverted back to BJP. He
has always managed to be

in power. The other BJP

MLA has been in NCP,

UDP, Congress and now

BJP. Floor crossing for them

is like changing under gar-

ments!

I have also noted that
Congress is a sinking party.
We read news reports
about attempts at revamp-
ing the party within Decem-
ber. What has happened to
that? Now suddenly we
find former CM Mukul
Sangma has sprung into

- action. His statements are

appearing in the press more
frequently. He also went to
check coal dumps in Garo
Hills. He is the party's one-
horse cart. Mukul has not
been able to keep the party
MLAs intact. That is his fail-
ure. Unless the legislature
party is strong, the organi-
zation cannot be strong.
Therefore, both Congress
and BJP are heading for a
collapse. Congress be-
cause of its internal issues

and BJP for political ideol-
ogy and for choosing to
take up wrong issues. There-
fore, it is most likely that the
regional parties like NPP are
going to rule the roost as
along as Modi is the PM.
Yours etc.,
Badalin'M. Dohling,
Viaemail.

KHADC antics
on trade licences

Editor,

I am amused to read the
news captioned "KHADC to
renew trade licences within
2 months" (ST Oct 17,2020).
As a non-tribal trader who
has lived all my life in
Shillong, I can say that
KHADC has been violating
its own rules by not renew-
ing trade licences. I recall
when Paul Lyngdoh was the
EM in-charge of Trade, he
came up with modernisation
of the system. He introduced
biometrics, photographing
of the licensees at the Dis-
trict Council, police verifica-
tion and of course recom-
mendation of the Dorbar
Shnong. Besides, he also
raised the renewal fees ab-
normally high for augment-
ing revenue for the Council.
All these, I understand were
introduced primarily to
check benami trading and to
make the system fool proof.
In one of your reports, he
was quoted as saying that
some people in the KHADC
make quick bucks on the sly.

Like all law abiding citi-
zens, I too complied with all
the formalities, albeit with a
lot of effort. At every step

there was a hurdle. I man-
aged to cross all the hur-
dles, completed the pho-
tography and biometrics in
May 2019. Since then, I
have been waiting for my
renewed licence. Despite
repeated visits to the Coun-
cil office, I have not been
able to obtain my licence.

" Each time I visit, they tell

me, "we will let you know".
Now it is more than 17
months and it is time for
applying for fresh renewal.

Now the KHADC EM is
saying that all licences will
be issued within two
months. This is a cruel joke.

KHADC should under-
stand that it is not above
the law. If somebody chal-
lenges their whims and fan-
‘cies in the court, they will
cut a sorry figure. ;

- Lastweek, a trader ftiend
told me that he received a
call from KHADC office to
collect the renewed licence.
He was also told to bring
Rs 10,000 for under the ta-
ble payment. Why should
we pay this amount? We
have all paid our enhanced
licence fees fixed most un-
fairly. There seems to be no
fair treatment for the non-
tribal traders although they
never falter in paying all t‘he
prescribed fees and pay 1n-
come tax, GST etc which
contribute to the running of
the government establish-
ments. here. We are always
at the receiving end. What

a pity!
pity Yours etc.,

Name withheld on request,
Via email

Ah! NH 4

By Francis Suchiang

National Highway 44
starts from the bridge at
Nongthymmai (opposite
Jingkieng Power House) to
Umkiang. The bridge was
built by the British prob-
ably in the 1920’s. It could
bear the gross vehicular
weight of 12 tons in the era
of trucks of seven tons ca-
pacity. Meghalaya struck
coal in 1978, six years after
statehood. And the said
bridge never tortured for so
many years, snapped in
1984. Meghalaya practices
rat-hole mining, being
cheap as far as labour goes.
To make matters worse the
sale of coal at Lad Rymbai
and elsewhere had a new
economic doctrine. One can
load one’s truck as much as
one could. It resembles the
‘buy one shirt and get one
free’ deal that baffles me as
an economist. The trucks
were Tata S/Model 1210,
meaning 10x10=100 HP and
12 tons axle load. GOI min-
istry of transport concedes
low power trucks rein-
forced in the suspension
system (not allowed in
strict engineering terms)
the ‘load as much as one
could’ or marjee load in
Hindi turned out to be 35
tons, almost three times the
permitted load.

From Lad Rymbai to
Beltola the NH 44 has four
of the world’s notorious
gradients not seen in any
country, namely Sohshrieh,
Riat Turiem 4 km from
Jowai, Riat Puriang 17 km
from Jowali, ‘and
Sohryngkham 16 km East
Shillong. These gradients
proved to be the grave-
yards of the so called Tata
trucks. Sohryngkham and
Puriang traffic jams became
hell for commuters who
spent weeks. of sleepless
nights. Puriang was famous
as a labour room in Sumos
-as expecting mothers were
trapped in traffic jams. For
office goers of Jowai and
Shillong it turned out to be
a pleasant exercise. My
friend simply peeped
through the window pray-

ing to see empty roads, .

meaning undeclared holi-
day with no loss of casual
leave.

Sohryngkham village
utilized this opportunity in

giving tea and snacks to’

starving passengers. Stu-

dents appearing for exami-
nations became Carl Lewis

or Ussain Bolt, but if invigi-

lators are not kind. hearted,
then they lose one year. I
happened to be caught

once in such a traffic snarl

but luckily retreated back
home. In the thick of such
a situation, the place of traf-
fic jam of days or weeks
became a transit point.
Shillong buses and cars
turned back with Jowai
passengers and vice versa
after due calculated divi-
sion of fares. Mothers with
babies in arms and a leather
sujt case overhead moved
to their new vehicles. It re-
minds me of the 1947 parti-
tion when Gandhi wept bit-
terly as the Lahore Amritsar
road grew slippery with
blood of two brothers fight-
ing against the British Raj
together. The sharp con-
trast here is that there were
greetings and exchange of
smiles between stranded
passengers some of whom
with eyeballs deep down
the sockets on account of
sleepless nights.

In the human crisis of
this magnitude, the sheer
result of greed for money
and power, the conduct of
the victims was exemplary.
They quietly bore it, all to
the benefit of these five-
year gods whose memories
are very short indeed espe-
cially with one week of
feeding before polling day.
Yesterday I again wit-
nessed the games these
people play. They promised
free vaccine to all the Bihar
people and unfortunately
the E.C did nothing or per-
haps the model code of
conduct is no longer in
place.

Everyone was optimistic
when in 2014, the National
Green Tribunal banned coal
mining. To the contrary the
movement of coal multi-
plied as now the much big-

ger monsters, the 12 wheel-
ers equipped with tarpaulin
to block the satellite im-
agery took to the road. Two
judicious policemen trying
to climb the huge body to
inspect whether it was ciga-
rette or coal were transferred
to distant postings. Truck
drivers face sleepless
nights and loss of days as
they had to queue their ve-
hicles for pollution test or
else face fines. There are
only two pollution testing
centres and in Shillong
where the registration
number is now V, the forced
test proved a.nightmare.
There is no consumer pro-
tection system as in other
countries, where automobile
industries take care of the
customers as regards to
emission problems. These
countries have regular
checks not for fines but to
apprise the car owner of the
next step to follow be it tun-
ing of the engine or if the
catalytic converter needs a
replacement. If the guaran-
teed mileage is still in place. -
the catalytic converter'is

free except for the fixing

charge.

Why is NH 44 or its con- .
tinuation till Guwahati does
not last? The answer is (1)
These 12 wheeler over-
loaded, trucks from say
Jaipur AO not shed off some
percentage of load at
Guwabhati or from Silchar to
Shillong. With 40 tons load
they crawl on the notorious
gradients at 6km/hr (illegal
speed from the lower speed
limit). So Umling- Nongpoh
road becomes a workshop
of vehicles due to overheat
or worn gearboxes . Traffic
jams are bound to happen
and it is problematic for
those with train or air tick-
ets. There is no whistle al-
lowance to revive the lungs
of our traffic police blowing
whistle' non- stop to clear
traffic. There are times in
which a phone call from the
truck operators would put
our police into the job of a
chowkidar to guard the
stranded trucks with valu-
ables.

Over and above this,
these. 12 wheelers are not
equipped with two differen-
tials. With a single differen-
tial the torque of the 4 tyres
is sufficient to peel off the
bitumen, no matter how well
PWD does its jobs.

A matter of grave con-
cern is that the Transport
Department seems to be
unaware of the speed limit.
Look at the Shillong - Tura
highway. One who drives
will understand the lack of
super elevation and transi-

‘tion curve in sharp turn.
When asked about this, the
answer was that trucks have
to travel at limit of 40km/
hour. This is welcome but
what about our cars and
Sumos that need sensible
speed? Nongstoin Sumo
drivers complain of the
short life span of-tyres. So.
where is the middle limit? In
as much as there is upper
speed limit, there is as well
a lower speed limit. Any ve-
hicle below this limit is fined
heavily with a term tail
gating. In USA where the
registration number plates
are a must unlike in our
country where only few
comply, the driver simply
has to consult his mobile to
know of his penalty of slow
speed in case he is guilty.

For Shillong- Jowai com-
muters it is just sheer luck
or kismet that we are still
alive. From Myntdu bridge
to Khlieh Tyrshi a heavily
overloaded 12 wheeler
would crawl at snail’s pace
of 6km/hr. You need not
consult your speedometer.
Just look at a small boy walk-
ing behind his truck with a
wooden jam to throw unto
the rear tyres receding in
the event of diesel mis-in-

jection or gear changing. So
what if the jam refuses to
perform. If one is in a JCB
or WW II armored vehicle,
one is safe. But what can a

'small car do? Lives will be

lost.Unless our leaders and
the bureaucrats in the
Transport Department be-
come wise and aware of im-
pending dangers only kis-
met will govern our life span
in driving.
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‘Happiness exists on earth, and it is
won through prudent exercise of
reason, knowledge of the harmony
of the universe, and constant
practice of generosity.

— Jose Marti
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With us, a step forward
THERE is all-round affirmation that the time has
come for India to take solid steps to protect its ter-
ritorial integrity and sovereignty in view of the steady
worsening of the security situation in the geopoliti-
cal region. The designs by China’s Xi Jinping to target

India and usurp more of territory along the Line of

Actual Control are by now well-documented. The

killing of 20 brave Indian soldiers in the course of

the over 170-day long stand-off in Galwan Valley
woke India up to the perils that lay ahead. The
Chinese military build-up along the LAC is con-

tinuing with a feverish pitch. It is in the fitness of

things that India signs some prominent pacts with
the US in New Delhi this week to enhance military
level cooperation. This is short of a full-fledged mili-

tary pact.

While details of the agreements are yet to be re-
vealed, what has come to be known is that the Ba-
sic Exchange and Cooperation Agreement for Geo-
political Cooperation signed in the presence of vis-

iting US secretary of state Mike Pompeo and de-

fence secretary Mark K Ester will help the two sides

share modern military technology and satellite maps
of what’s happening on the ground. A closer eye
could be kept on what the Chinese are up to along

the border regions. Reports are that with new tech-
nology at hand, India should be able to fire missiles

with exact precision at a time when wars are mostly

about attacks from the air and less about battles on

the ground. This was evident in the US war on Iraq
when missiles flattened the entire Saddam Hussein
edifice in Baghdad in a matter ofa fe_:w days, mak-

ing his land army to run for cover.
It is reckoned that China has over the years

amassed such military power that it now has five

times the power of India in matters of hi-tech equip-
ment, fighter planes, missiles and tanks. Fears are

also that India may have to face a simultaneous war
with Pakistan and China in tandem. While India was
hesitant in the past to become part of big power
games and acted as the principal spur for the Non-
Aligned movement that stood for global peace, times
have changed. Today, alignment is the way forward
and more so when a titan like China is bent on pro-
voking India and grabbing more of its land. The huge
swathes of Indian land that China grabbed in the
1962 War still remain with China. Better military

ties with the US are the calling of the times.

TOTHEEDITOR ‘

Meghalaya
must show its
spine

Editor,

In continuation to my let-
ter captioned, " Border dis-
putes: different responses”
(ST Oct 23, 2020) published
by your esteemed paper
wherein I had sought to
draw attention to the con-
trasting responses adopted
by the Central and Assam
governments when it comes
to border disputes between
Assam and neighbouring
states, I had also mentioned
that the Central government
treats the disputes between
Assam and Meghalaya
nonchalantly while Assam's
disputes with other states
are treated with the serious-
ness they deserve.

In this regard, I wish to
draw the attention of all con-
cemmed that as per your pa-
per's report under the head-
line " Centre hopeful of re-
solving border disputes by
2021," we understand that
the Central government had
immediately deputed a Joint
Secretary in-charge, North-
east from the Home Minis~
try who met the Mizoram
Chief Minister and top offi-
cials in the Mizoram govern-
ment besides civil society
organisations like the

Communalizing the
Ichamati issue

In the last ten days or so a
lot has happened in relation
to Ichamati. A complaint to the
governor of Meghalaya; FIRs
against the three complain-
ants, NCPCR’s directive to
prove alieged harassment of
non-tribal women and chil-
dren, police enquiry,
GHADC’s expert Committee
to prove discrimination
charges, accusation of
benami business, an ex
Silchar MP writing to the
Prime Minister; Meghalaya’s
Home Minister’s theory link-
ing the re-emergence of
Ichamati issue to 2021 polls
in WB; the criticism of out-
side interference by a minor-
ity MLA; the demand to ban
KSU by an ex-governor; the
‘provocative’ Bangladeshi
posters by the students’ un-
ion; not excluding the war on
social media on the sensitive
subject.

We are not fully informed
of the Ichamati unrest. Qur
comments are based on sec-
ondary sources. Knowledge
of the ground realities is lim-
ited for many of us. In the
press and in social media
mostly, Ichamati is mentioned
but there are other villages
like Bholaganj, Majai and
Tyllap where uneasy simmers
have been brewing.

According to- sources
quoting  Census 2011,
Ichamati has a total popula-
tion of 627 people out of
whom 172 are scheduled
tribes. Bholaganj has a big-
ger total population with 1225
inhabitants of whom 168 be-
long to the scheduled tribe.
The October 17 editorial of
this daily informs that a sub-
stantial non-tribal population
have settled in the Bangla-
desh border of Ichamati-

Bholaganj even before East -

Pakistan came into being, The
exact composition may be un-
known but for the record, the
Indo-Bangladesh border un-

der Shella-Bholaganj Block

has a mixed population. His-
tory dates back to the British
era. Although there may be
illegal immigrants but unless
they are identified no one can
be targeted. The tension is
traced back to the murder 6f a
member of the Khasi Stu-
dents’ Union (KSU) in Feb-
ruary this year in Ichamati.
The student body was in the
village, 83 kms from Shillong
and 21.7 KM from the tourist
paradise, Sohra
(Cherapunjee) for a public
meeting to trump up support
against CAA and for the In-
net Line Permit (ILP). During
the meeting a clash erupted
between the members of the
Union and non-tribals result-
ing in the death of the activ-
ist. Following the ultimatum
by a militant outfit, The
Hynniewtrep National Libera-
tion Council (HNLC) in March
to Hindu-Bengalis to leave the
area there was an alleged exo-
dus of migrant workers. The
proscribed organisation also

By Albert Thyrniang

alleged that the violence in
Ichamati was part of a
Hindutva agenda. Vested in-
terests comprising individu-
als and groups judged this
‘exodus’ and certain ‘actions’
by GHADC and NGOs as per-
secution of Bengali Hindus in
Meghalaya. They went over-
board on social media depict-
ing that Hindu Bengalis are
unsafe in the State.

What made matters worse
was the memorandum sub-
mitted to Governor, Satya Pal
Malik by Prantush Sarkar,
Mridul Das and Binayak Roy,
on October 15 last. The trio’s
prayer before Raj Bhavan is
blatantly communal besides
levelling serious charges
against the State Governmenyt,
the Courts, District Council
and the Police that there was
misuse of official machinery
to harass and suppress the
residents of the area. The
memorandum claimed that the
7000 families, most of whom
are Hindus, would be ‘up-
rooted and de-established
from Ichamati and Bholaganj.”
The two page submission is
a chilling dare labelling the
District Council and Legisla-

tive Assembly ‘Christianised’ -

institutions. Disturbingly, an
extract reads “...one of the
major reasons for such step
motherly attitude by the state,
as the majority of the people
in the state are Christian with
74.59% of the total popula-
tion and majority of members
in the District Council and
Legislative Assembly belong
to Christian Religion-and with-
out any help of the state ma-
chinery, such illegal activities
in the state cannot be per-
petuated.”

Continuing with the com-
munal tone the memorandum
alleged discrimination, stat-
ing that the Hindu residents
were denied EPIC, domicile
and birth certificates, ration
cards and job cards because
of their religion. In its'outburst
against local groups like KSU,
FKIJGP, HYC, they said that
the groups in connivance
with the District Council and
Police have shut down shops
and business establishments
of Hindus under the pretext
of not having valid trade li-
cence and NOCs from vari-
ous local headmen. No won-
der the FIRs were filed against
the trio for vitiating commu-
nal harmony:

Others who magnified the
disquiet on religious line are
some aggressive social media
users. The individuals may
have grudges but their inten-
tional exaggeration with com-
munal intent is highly objec-
tionable. They came live on
Facebook during rallies and
protests from Kolkata
(Meghalaya House) demand-
ing justice for ‘persecuted’
Bengali Hindus. One active
user uses terms like ‘over

ground terrorism’ and ‘crimi-
nal actions by NGOs’. An-
other, with the intention of
sensationalising the situation,
sarcastically asked, “How
long will it take from Ichamati
from Shillong?” while vowing
to visit the ‘troubled spot® on
a particular date to prove to
the world the truth of the alle-
gations. )

The over enthusiastic
folks also planted the narra-
tive of Meghalaya being a part
of India and hence everyone
is free to settle here. This is
only a partial truth. Except for
the cantonment areas and the
European Ward, Meghalaya
is under the cover of the Sixth
Schedule of the India Consti-
tution where non-tribals can-
not buy land and own prop-
erty. Trade is also regulated
by the ADCs. This aspect of

" the law is deliberately not told

on Facebook posts, live
streams, YouTube videos and
tweets that denounce ‘reli-
gious harassment, discrimina-
tion and persecution’ in the
state. They also harp on the
decline of non-tribals in
Meghalaya over the years for

the above reasons. The ‘out-

side interferers’ link Christians
and ‘Christian missionaries’ to
the purported atrocities in
Ichamati. Whether they are
loose cannons or part of a
larger sinister design, these
are intentional and malicious
attempts to sow seeds of com-
munal disharmony. '
The KSU’s vigil protest on
the "national highway in
Nongpoh might have been a
response to the ‘visit’ of the
‘unwanted guest’ but the pro-
vocative banners in Shillong,
"All Meghalaya Bengalis are
Bangladeshis” is communal
beyond limits. This condem-
nable incitement was all the
more unacceptable as the
postering campaign was done
on the eve of Durga Puja.
Equally confrontational was
the tweet+ 6f ~erstwhile
Meghalaya = governor,
Tathagata Roy who branded

the KSU a ‘terrorist organiza- .

tion’ to be outlawed like the
HNLC. The immature, contro-
versial ex-Governor wrote, “I
say this taking full responsi-
bility... KSU needs to be
banned just like HNLC. It is
an anti-national terrorist or-
ganization, threatening Indian
citizens, some of whom are
residents of Meghalaya since
British times...” While- in of-
fice Roy had equated the sta-
tus of non-tribals in
Meghalaya with the Kashmiri
Pandits in 1991. While the
state was up in arms against
CAA the ex-Governor and
wannabe West Bengal CM
also observed, much to the
displeasure of the local popu-
lace, that the religion based
law should have been passed
much earlier.

If the students’ pro-

‘Mahatma  Gandhi,
Gujarat pogrom, the demoli- -

nouncement is deemed ‘pro-
vocative’ so too the extreme
views of the seasoned poli-
tician! If he calls an unarmed
group a ‘terrorist organisa-
tion’ what about the Hindu
nationalist organisation, to
which he is associated with,
that was accused of involve-
ment in the assassination of
the

tion of Babri Masjid, the
Kandhamal violence and
other riots? What about
other Hindutva affiliate out--
fits who spread hate and in-
tolerance in the entire coun-
try? There is a strong possi-
bility that an element of that
ideology is also playing with
fire in Meghalaya. If the
‘Bangladeshi banners’ are
unacceptable what abeut the
likes of Amit Shah vowing
to banish all illegal migrants
to Bangladesh multiple
times? . ,

The genesis of the strife
in Ichamati is the CAB-
turned-CAA. As quoted by
the editorial the whole North
East is apprehensive of the’
Citizenship Act as large scale
influx of illegal immigrants
from the neighbouring coun-
try might render the micro-
scopic indigenous tribal com-
munities in the region minori-

ties in their native land. Be- |

fore its passage in Rajya
Sabha the central govern-
ment exempted CAA to IPL
status states of Arunachal

Pradesh, Nagaland, Mizoram |

and Manipur ignoring As-
sam, Meghalaya and Tripura.
Though protected by the
Sixth Schedule the tribal
communities in Meghalaya
fear CAA will encourage il-
legal immigrants to flock to.
the state turning it into an-
other Tripura where the tribal
population has been reduced
to about 30 percent and
marginalising them politically
and economically. The po-
rous Ichamati-Bholaganj in-
ternational border might be

one of the leaky spets for -

Bangladeshis to cross over
to Meghalaya hoping to take
advantage of CAA thus
worsening the already frag-
ile demographic composi-
tion.

Unfortunately, during the
public rally against CAA
clashes took place leading to
the communal rumbling, the
re-surfacing of which has
spilled over elsewhere in and
outside the state.Even at the
cost of trivialising the vexed

issue by dubbing it a simple

matter, the State Government
claims it is on the job to nor-

malise the situation through

talks with different groups.
Seeking goodwill from all
stakeholders to resolve the
turbulence is appreciated but
reining in the trouble makers
is. essential to prevent
Ichamati from becoming a
communal flash point.
E m a i I .
thalbert@rediffmail.com

Young Mizo Association
and assured them that the
Centre is keen to bring a
permanent solution to the
border disputes between
the two states by March or
later next year. The Joint
Secretary made the above
statement in the backdrop
of talks being held between
the Assam and Mizoram
officials on their border dis-
putes and the Mizoram's
government refusal to with-
draw its police forces from
disputed areas.

Implicit in the above re-
port is that if the Central
government exercise its
will, it can play pacifier and
interlocutor between
states. In the instant case it
acted with alacrity while the
Assam-Meghalaya border
dispute is left to fester for
48 years leaving our border
inhabitants at the receiving
end of Assam's repeated
aggression.

To complicate matters
further, Assam does not
even condescend to spare
the time to hold border
talks with Meghalaya. Last
time it cited the corona vi-
rus crisis. But, when it
comes to talks with
Mizoram there are no such
hindrances. Under the cir-
cumstances, there is no de-
nying the fact that the
Meghalaya Government is

really weak and at the mercy
of Assam. Therefore we
should now beg the Centre
to intervene and act as ref-
eree to settle the border dis-
pute within a timeline as it
has promised Mizoram and
in this regard the forthcom-
ing Assembly session may
pass a resolution to request
the Central government to
do the needful.
Yours etc.,
Samuel Swett
Shillong-793002

Curb the

trouble makers

Editor,

It is condemnable that
people from outside the
state would suddenly
emerge on social media plat-
forms and start building a
momentum of hate and ten-
sion by reviving the past
with a deadly motive of stok-
ing communal disharmony
in the State. and around. It
is appreciable that the State
Police sensing a time bomb
ticking were able to ensure
tranquility and peace during
these days of Puja celebra-
tions. Local media reports
have now stated that there
have been no tensions in
and around  Majai,
Bholaganj and Ichamati
which is categorically de-
clared and clarified by the
non-Khasi residents of

those areas. This raises the
question as to what were
the motives of the individu-
als in inciting such actions.
It is earnestly hoped that
peace and unity returns
and these mischievous ele-
ments be brought to jus-
tice.
_ Yours etc.,
Dominic Stadlin Wankhar
Shillong- 3

Irritating
Covid mobile

message

Editor,

Sometimes I wonder if
people are really “listening”
to the irritating COVID pre-
call message that comes
every time we make a call.
Whoever I have asked
have nearly all said that
they find the message not
just irritating but a complete
waste of their precious
time. The saying, “too
much of anything is bad,”
is what is perfectly applica-
ble here too. In order to
avoid hearing the same
message, many people
these days have taken an
alternative option like call-
ing by WhatsApp or by
sending messages. Even
the voice of Amitabh
Bachchan has literally
failed to cheer up his crazy
fans. Is this not an embar-

rassment for the wealthy?
In the first few months of
the pandemic, people never
grumbled. As a matter of
fact, the massive awareness
and warning against the
coronavirus was a must.
True, the Government must
force the message down the
throats of its citizens who are
habitually irresponsible and
insensitive. Moreover, the
government can’t take the
risk as the major part of the
population might not follow
the precautionary measures

~ against the virus. But we are

now into the seventh month
and if “some” people don’t
comply with the COVID
regulations then they won’t
be even after hearing the
same sermon for another ten

_years. One netizen expresses

his anger on social media
thus: “If I don’t die of
coronavirus, I’ll probably die
of an overdose of listening
to the forced coronavirus
ringtone.”

Obviously this pre-call
message has cumulatively
disrupted the routine affairs
of countless people while
putting many others on the
verge of chaos and loss. A
medical officer who has to
make frequent calls to his
juniors quips — “No doubt,
the Covid message can be
given once Or twice on each
alternate day but not all the

time. It has adversely af-
fected people’s day to day
activities”. Who knows if
some hot-tempered freaks
would not bang their cell
phones like they bang and

break their TVs or remotes

when their favorite cricket
team loses the game? Un-
doubtedly, the COVID mes-
sage has wreaked havoc on
business and commerce as
they are totally dependent

- on mobile communication.

Now let’s make one
small calculation. If a per-
son makes 4 calls in 24
hours then that means his
roughly 2-minute time is
wasted by this pre-call pat-
ter. If we multiply that by
100 crore citizens, it comes
to approximately 3800
years’ of time span per one-
day-one-night. Just evalu-

ate .and imagine how this |

overdone message has re-
tarded the pace of eco-
nomic development and
tempo of growth and
progress. Here 1 can’t say
much but I sincerely wish
that some group of math-
ematicians put these facts
and figures across to the
PMO. The Government
must take the public call
now.
Yours etc.,
Salil Gewali,
Shillong

Arnab Goswan.n' misusing media freedom
Mumbai police abusing

powers by witch
hunting journalists

By Sushil Kutty

The Maharashtra Gov-
ernment and the Mumbai
Police will not have to work
hard to compile the list of
FIRs filed against Republic
TV Editor-in-Chief Arnab
Goswami. There are hun-
dreds of FIRs lodged
against him piled high on’
Mumbai Police Commis-
sioner Parambir Singh’s
desk. There is no love lost
between the two and the
apex court has asked Arnab
to give an assurance that
he will do “responsible jour-
nalism.”* ‘

The

two - Arnab

- Goswami and Mumbai gov-

ernment/police — have been
at loggerheads since April
this year. “Loggerheads” is
putting it rather mildly, Chief .
Justice Sharad Bobde, put
it right when he snapped,
“Frankly speaking, I cannot
stand it. This has never
been the level of our public
discourse.” ‘

Directed at Goswami, the
CJI could have said it for
the Mumbai Police and he
wouldn’t have missed the
woods for the trees. Both
Goswami and the Mumbai
Police have been trying
hard at bringing the level of
discourse down to its na-
dir.

That said, there are folks
who wouldn’t baulk at say-
ing that the top court has
been taking things rather
lightly. The same court has
taken suo moto notice of far
less volatile matters and laid
out diktats.. Of course,
Arnab Goswami has an
“obnoxious” style of going
after alleged wrongdoers.

Especially, his antics-

“filled performance on his

7pm ‘Poochta Hai Bharat’
show, which takes the cake.
Goswami carries irrever-
ence to an altogether differ-
ent level. People take him
at face value and they iden- .
tify with his crass elo-
quence. '

Rival media baron and
TV anchor Rajat Sharma of
India TV says, “I don’t like
Arnab Goswami’s journal-
ism!” He is not alone. Top
anchors from maybe a hun-
dred other television news
channels don’t like
Goswami’s journalism.

They have been help-
lessly watching Goswami
humiliating and disparag-
ing them, designating them
members of “lobby- of
Lutyens Delhi media” and
accusing them of being in
cahoots with the corrupt.
Unverified charges and al-
legations, and it’s only now
that the Supreme Court is
saying, “I can’t stand it
anymore.”

Goswami’s loud, brash,
high decibel-belligerence
should have been made to
walk the plank at the very
outset and the man should
have been made aware that
saying the same things in a
manner fitting would have
yielded similar results, no
need to go all bark and spit-
fire.

Talking of people who
don’t like Goswami, there is
a plethora of political par-
ties which hate his pro-
grammes ~ Congress, Shiv
Sena, Sharad Pawar’s NCP,
Mamata Banerjee’s
Trinamool, Mehbooba
Mufti’s TDP and Farooq
Abdullah’s National Con-
ference to communist par-
ties CPI and CPM. :

Arnab Goswami makes
enemies “left, right and cen-
tre”, which is a primetime
show on rival NDTV, which
Goswami doesn’t lose an
opportunity to pull down
left, right and centre! But
that is his template: Loud
and brash. It’s a fact though
that more anchors in every
television news channels
are aping Goswami. Losing
TRPs is a great leveller and
the Arnab-style works
wonders.

It was falling TRPs
which made hordes of me-
dia to gun for Republic
Media Network. And it was
TRP which gave the
Mumbai Police the excuse
to lodge a patently suspi-

cious FIR against Republic
TV Network. The police
erred and the ‘Republic
pounced.

Surprisingly, the courts
haven’t questioned
Mumbai Police on this bra-
zen frame-up. The Bombay
High Court took note when
Maharashtra Government
counsel Kapil Sibal admit-
ted that “there’s no case”
but the court did not dwell
on it which didn’t gel with
the Aam Aadmi. Maybe the
courts and judiciary read
things differently.

The top court should
have. questioned the
Mumbai Police for digging
up the archives and pulling
out laws from the British-raj
era to nail journalists. The
top court should also have
asked what’s a notorious
encounter-cop doing head-
ing the investigations?

Inspector Waze brings to
the table a degree of sinis-
ter moves which is scary.
He was suspended from the
Mumbai Police for the al-
leged “murder in custody”
of a young man for which
he was suspended from the
police force. He quit the
force and joined the Shiv
Sena. In June, after Uddhav
Govt. came to power, he was
reinstated in service. His ex-.
ploits have been discussed
threadbare but there’s no
move to take him off and
out. .

. For the time being, the
top court wants a list of all

-cases filed against Goswami

and “some assurances” of
more “responsible report-
ing.” The loud, brash Jump-
ing-Jack of television Jour-
nalism, hated by rivals
Rajat Sharma and Sudhir
Chaudhary, has been asked

" to “explain how he is going

to go about this.” .

That said, the Supreme
Court spoke in a concilia-
tory tone and expected the
same from Goswami and the
Mumbai Police. The court
asked Mumbai Police to tell
what it “would not do” and
police counsel Abhijit
Manu Singhvi assured that
no-Republic TV journalist
will be arrested without due
process and summons will
come with a 48-hour notice.

Goswami has been giv-
ing a pasting to the Uddhav
Thackeray government on.
the Palghar lynching, the
Sushant Singh Rajput mys-
tery death and the Mumbai
Police handling of them. Ear-
lier, the Bombay High court
had said that “prima facie”
no case could be made
against Goswami. It was
against this ruling that the
case went to the top court.

The point is that an in-
flexion point has been
crossed. The Supreme
Court was told by the
Maharashtra Government
counsel that beyond a cer-
tain point there should not
be an “impression that
someone is above the law.”
CJI Bobde agreed and said
some people were being tar-
geted with “higher inten-
sity”, which called for a
greater “standard of protec-
tion.”

Then, again, he said that
freedom of press does not
mean journalists cannot be
questioned for commission
of “crimes while doing their
work.” CH Bobde stressed
that harmony in society was
paramount and that was an
indirect indictment of Arnab
Goswami'’s style of journal-
ism, which India TV’s Rajat
Sharma does not like and
which Zee TV’s Sudhir
Chaudhary could do with-
out. :

Not surprisingly, the CJI
struck a balance and said,
“Nobody is immune from
being questioned. We can
ensure the questioning
takes place with dignity and
privacy, but we also want
you (Armab Goswami) to act
with more responsibility.”
Everybody agreed. But will
Arnab agree to change his
style which is giving repub-
lic TV higher TRPs? (IPA
Service)
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“Hate speech and freedom of speech
are two different things.”

~— Leslie Jones
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Point and counterpoint
THE Citizenship Amendment Act (CAA) is a right
wing agenda to grant citizenship to Hindus living as
refugees in India. These Hindus are presumed to

have come to India from Muslim majority states of

Pakistan, Afghanistan and Bangladesh where they
are ostensibly persecuted. They are assumed to have
faced persecution merely because they are Hindus.
Bangladesh has denied persecuting Hindus. At least
Sheikh Hasina the present Prime Minister of Bang-
ladesh has said so in no uncertain terms. In Paki-
stan, Hindus and Christians face persecutlon, S0 too
in Taliban dominated Afghanistan. The fear of the
tribal majority states of North East India is that the
Hindus granted citizenship might be settled in their
states and upset the demographic balance. Assam,

Meghalaya, Tripura already bear a huge burden of
illegal migration. Tripura is the classic example of

how a tribal state has been reduced to a status where
the tribes are now a mere 30% of the population
and live on the fringes of development with little or

no access to education, even as all institutions of

govemnance are dominated by the Bengali speaking

population.

The revocation of Article 370 which gives spe-
cial status to the people of Jammu and Kashmir last
year has sent tremors that special statuses enjoyed
by the tribal majority North Eastern states like
Nagaland and its special status under 371(a) might
be revoked. The latest notification issued by the
Union Home Ministry relaxing the laws for buying
land in Kashmir and allowing non-Kashmiris the
right to own land there has created further appre-
hensions that such land laws might also be diluted in
these states. Up until now, non-tribals cannot own
land in Nagaland, Mizoram, Meghalaya and in the
hills of Manipur. This has been a grievance for the
non-tribals who are permanent residents of the states
and have lived there for generations. This simmer-
ing discontent has found resonance with the BJP

which overtly stands for Hindu nationalism and be--

lieves every part of India should be home to every
Indian. The presence of disciples of the RSS in the

North East who have been working silently includ- |

ing amongst tribals adopting the indigenous faith like
in Meghalaya has only accentuated the fears thata
Ghar Wapasi type of movement could also be un-

leashed here.

All these undercurrents might have provoked
certain pressure groups in Meghalaya to goona
provocative postering campaign before the Puja
celebrations thus adding to the fears of breakdown
of law and order. While the uncalled for reaction
from outside the state may be seen as irresponsible
interference, any attempt to create communal dis-

harmony should be dealt with a strong hand. That

Puja passed off peacefully is a glaring testimony to
the fictitious allegation of discrimination against the
Hindu community. If the non-tribals have other is-

sues like Trade Licenses etc, they will be better off

approaching the local authorities rather than exert-
ing undue pressure from outside.

dian govt must think of new mechanism to regulate social media a gian

Facebook has moral responsibillty
to disallow hate speech

A Wall Street Journal re-
port published in August
this year had accused
Facebook of political bias in
India. The report stated that
Facebook India’s public
policy head had intervened
multiple times concerning
the banning of several
Bhartiya Janata Party lead-
ers for posting ‘hate
speech’ on the platform.
Following these allegations,
in September, Ajit Mohan,
Managing Director
Facebook, India, had de-
posed before the Parliamen-
tary Standing Committee on
Information Technology.
Additionally, Mohan was
also summoned by the
peace and harmony commit-

_tee of the Delhi Government.

The committee had ex-
pressed suspicion over
Facebook’s probable role in
the ‘orchestration’ of Delhi
riots earlier this year.
Needless to.say, the ob-
jective and purpose of
Facebook from when it first
began have been gradually
altered by political and cor-

‘porate forces. The online

social media platform is now
being weaponised to spread
hate speech and circulate
fake news. These allegations
are not confined to India
but have surfaced in other
countries as well.

For instance, in March
2018, United Nations [UN]
investigators in Myanmar
had claimed Facebook’s in-
volvement in inciting vio-
lence and hatred against
Muslim minority groups in
the country. UN Myanmar
investigator Yanghee Lee

" said that the platform had

“turned into a beast”. The

UN came out very hard on -

Facebook for its inaction on
the circulation of hate
speech on -its platform

which purportedly led to.

large-scale attacks on the
Rohingya Muslims.

In light of repeated alle-
gations such as these, it is
essential to delve deeper

into how Facebook has op-

erated itself overtime, how
effective have been the
online hate speech laws es-
pecially in India, and how
Facebook’s
standards are failing to regu-
late hate speech content.
Since . its  inception,
Facebook has maintained
itself as an online platform.
But during a court proceed-
ing in the United States, the
social media platform
claimed to be a publisher

-and suggested that it could

make editorial decisions.
Facebook has conveniently
gone back and forth on
whether it’s a platform or a
publisher. It is known to be
flippant on its stance. Re-
cent events have shown
that Facebook is conven-

‘community -

By Jithendra Palepu

iently playing with words to
evade liability in different
jurisdictions.

For instance, in the
United States, Facebook
enjoys certain 11berty if it is
viewed as a publisher or a
média company. Therefore,
securing greater protection
under the garb of free
speech laws of the US. On
the contrary, it has resisted
being called a publisher or a
media company elsewhere,
but claims to be a platform
in countries like Germany
and Australia owing to
stringent restrictions.

In India, Facebook is
commonly understood and
seen as a platform or a fo-
rum and cannot claim to be
a publisher since it does not
take any editorial decisions
whatsoever. The Press and
Registration of Books Act
1867 define the word editor
as “the person who controls
the selection of the matter
that is published in news-
paper.” A plain reading of
this definition would sug-
gest that Facebook does
not take any editorial deci-
sions.

The social media giant

has the potential to impact.
. elections and public order.

Facebook has banned users
for their activity on the plat-
form which it has deemed to
be unfit or infringing. This
decision-making function of
Facebook flows from the
decision making power of an
editor of a publishing
house. Therefore, whether
or not we like it, Facebook
has ceased to be a social
media platform and is on its
way to becoming an edito-
rial activist.

Online hate speech in In-
dia is governed by the In-
formation Technology [IT]
Act 2000. Section 69A of the
IT Act enables the central
government to order the
blockage of public access to
information available via
computer resources. The
central government can or-
der such blockage if it is sat-
isfied that it is necessary to
do so. Section 79 of the IT
act provides that the inter-
mediary shall act as a mere
platform and not a speaker.
Needless to say, Facebook
takes shelter under this law.

As of now, there is noth-
ing in the Indian legal frame-
work that pertains to termi-
nology such as Forum, Plat-
form, etc. Currently, social

media platforms fall under-

the deﬁmtxon of ‘Intermedi-
aries’ in the IT Act 2000.
‘However, the Personal Data
Protection Bill 2019 seeks to
bring in a new definition for
these platforms under the
category of ‘social media in-

termediaries’. Currently, in
India the legal, political, and
societal factors are all acting

‘in favour of Facebook’s in-

terests. As a platform or a
forum, it is not responsible
for content creation. It is in-
volved in the transmission
and circulation of the con-
tent. Section 79 of the IT Act
2000 exempts intermediaries
for the content by any third
party. Section 79 was
amended in 2008 and now it
exempts a wide range of in-
termediaries from any liabil-
ity for any sort of content
by any third parties even
though such content is in
direct violation of other In-
dian Laws. If at all intermedi-
aries seek protection under
Section 79, they have to suc-
cumb to certain obligations
contained in the said sec-
tion.

Thus, to procure the pro-
tection the intermediary shall

‘merely provide access to

communication systems and
shall function as a platform
but not as a speaker. It is pro-
vided that the intermediary
should not initiate a-trans-
mission, and should not se-
lect the receivers’of the trans-
mission. Additionally, it is
required that the intermedi-
ary should not select or
modify the information con-
tained in the transmission
and ‘observes due d111-
gernice’.

This ‘observation’ of ¢ due
diligence’ include- the pub-
lication of rules and policies
and user agreements; the
obligation to refrain from
knowingly hosting, publish-
ing, and transmitting infring-
ing information upon receiv-

.ing actual knowledge of it;

and the obligation to take
down infringing information
upon receiving actual knowl-
edge of it. As part of ‘due
diligence’ compliance,

Facebook has come up with.

‘community  standards’
which are the ideal stand-
ards to be followed while
users are on its platform.
These community standards
are self-regulatory mecha-
nisms that Facebook de-
signed to curtail hate speech.

The existing legal frame-
work in India is not enough
to tackle the cases of online
hate speech. At the same
time, there is a dire need to
control online hate speech
on platforms such as
Facebook and Whatsapp
given their massive user
base in India. The existing
laws in India require the gov-
ernment to notify the inter-

mediary about the infringing .

content, so the intermediary
can take action. But what

happens when that govern-

ment’s leaders are them-

selves the perpetrators of
such infringing content
that constitutes hate

speech? This situation is

bound to put the govern-
ment in a tough spot and
thus, in such instances the
government tends to avoid
notifying the intermediary.
What should be the re-
course in such a case?

In Shreya Singhalvs
Union of India, 2015, the
Supreme Court of India
held that the intermediary
is only obligated to take
down the content upon the
receipt of actual knowledge
by a court order or by the
appropriate government or
its agency. But not based
on user complaints.

" The situation is very
dynamic in India, and thus,
calls for an alternate sys-
tem or mechanism wherein
complaints raised by an in-
dividual user are also wel-
comed. In which case, the
ultimate decision would be
with Facebook’s oversee-
ing board which could en-
sure quick removal of hate
speech content. In the on-
going case of Sudarshan
TV, Justice K.M. Joseph
opined that “media can’t
fall foul of standards pre-
scribed by themselves.” If
the intermediary upon hav-

ing the actual knowledge-

about the infringing or
hateful content has not
taken any action,-then the

intermediary will lose the |

immunity provided by Sec-
tion 79 and will be open to
all kinds of prosecutions
under various laws. It is
necessary to acknowledge
that - Facebook can no
longer be bracketed as a
social media platform.
Therefore, a mechanism of
strict laws will go.a long
way to -help curb hate
speech online.
Germany, for instance,
has imposed an ébhganon
on Facebook and other so-
cial media platforms to re-
port any sort of criminal or
infringing content directly
to the federal police. In case
of a default, social media
platforms have to bear the
brunt of heavy fines are
imposed as penalties. -
Encouraging hate
speech in the guise of free
speech is_directly violating
the ideals of the Indian Con-

stitution. Legislatures all

across the globe have been
very responsive and reac-
tive to online hate speech.
It’s time that the Indian
state gears up to combat
hate speech. Given the
massive user base that
Facebook has in India, it is
essential for the platform to
realise its moral responsi-
bility and-act on it. (IPA
Service)

TOTHE EDITOR

Who’s creating
unrest in
Meghalaya?

Editor,

The unsavoury develop-
ments in the socio-political
arena during the last fort-
night in Shillong has proved
our worst fears right. There
was always a suspicion that
the Hindu right wing ele-
ments have begun to pen-
etrate into tribal states of the
Northeast and are asserting
themselves like never be-
fore. The portents are very
clear. They are moving the
Governor (who is a BJP
man) instead of moving the
State Government; they are
moving the Prime Minister,
instead of seeking our Chief
Minister's assistance. Even
the Ichamati issue came to
a flashpoint after a petition
was submitted to the Union
Minister of Women and
Child Welfare and through
it the National Commission
for Protection of Child
Rights issued notice to the
Meghalaya Government.
This is not a healthy trend.
Worse still is the sudden
resurgence of these reac-
tionary elements located at
various places of the coun-
try. The distasteful com-
ments by the former Gover-
nor, Tathagata Roy from the
safe distance of Kolkata is
simply unacceptable.

Every right thinking per-

son will feel outraged by

such communal remarks by

a self-professed Hindu
ideologue. Even political
leaders from Cachar area are
hyper active on this issue.

Some of them have referred .

to.the presence of 70,000
Khasis and Jaintias who
live there permanently.
These pointers are unmis-

- takable evidence of the

right wing jingoism that has
taken over the politics of
the country. As minority
Christians, 1 feel, we should
also seek international help
in mitigating our fears of
being trampled by the
majoritarian rule in the coun-
try. The most blatant case
of religious intolerance in
the country today is the ar-
rest of Fr Stan Swamy.

All things considered, if
the Ichamati residents can
take the help of Delhi, so
can the Christians knock
the doors of international
bodies, mcludmg the UN for
reining in the "constitu-
tional terrorism" unleashed
by a regime that has won
elections by default.

Yours etc.,
Pynshngain Jyrwa,
Via email

Thanks for a

peaceful Puja

Editor,

I thank all concerned for
giving us a peaceful Puja
this year. We had a simple
celebration but most nota-

bly it was devoid of any
untoward incident. Some-
time Puja revelers create
trouble among themselves.
This time, such rowdy be-

-haviour was totally absent.

The Administration did a
perfect job and therefore
deserves our kudos. Had
the Puja got disturbed, I
shudder to think what might
have been the reactions
outside the State. Thank
God for the good senses
that prevailed among all con-
cerned.
Yours etc.,
Dibakar Roy,
Via email

Govtlacks
technical skills

Editor,

Along with the increase
in number of graduates
every year and the limited
employment opportunities,
there is also a very low pro-
fessionalism in many gov-
emnment organisations. The
fact that there would be only
one or two placements for
any job offering pushes a
lot of graduates with the
desired qualifications to ap-
ply, but, the most annoying
fact is that despite the
progress in technology and
advancement in technical
skills, Government organi-
sations like PHE , MeECL
MBDA and others still don’t
have facility for online sub-
mission of applications.

As we all know there are

several job openings of-
fered by Jal Jeevan Mission
(JIM). For these contractual
posts what is not specifi-
cally mentioned are the ex-
act qualifications of a can-
didate. The educational
qualifications sought are
Social work/ MBA/ Engi-

neering/ Social science/

Management etc., for one
single post. Hence any
graduate who comes across
the advertisement and
needs a job would apply, if
he/she has either one of
those qualifications. And in
order to apply, those can-
didates would have to get
a hard copy of their docu-
ments and then go all the
way to the office for sub-

mission if there is no walk- .

in interview. This is pathetic
especially when as we all
know there will be nepotism
and favoritism. Hence this
is a total waste of time , en-
ergy and money.

There are also some or-
ganisations where a job ap-
plication requires cash to
be submitted in the form of
a challan or bank draft.
Online payment methods
were especially made to
substitute these kinds of
transactions and with the
pandemic it’s all the more
important for online pay-
ments to take place.

There are a lot of pro-
grammers and 1T graduates

who were sponsored by the.
Government and qualified
for JEE mains , who would

be able to fix these sort of

. small problems. Government

organisations should em-

ploy these individuals before

employing any other staff

otherwise there is no point

in trying to create a smart
city or a smart town.

Yours etc.,

Arthur Collen,

Via email

Is Agriculture
notaState subject?

Editor,

It is indubitably unprec-
edented that in September
this year the Modi Govt.,
using brute majority in par-
Hament, passed 3 laws on the
farm sector: Farmers’ (Em-

powerment & Protection).

Agreement of Price Assur-
ance and Farm services Act,
2020; Farmers’ Produce
Trade & Commerce (Promo-
tion and Facilitation) Act
2020 and the Essential Com-
modities (Amendment). Act,
2020. Mentionably these
Acts took effect from Sep-
tember 27,, 2020 as President
Ram Nath Kovind has expe-
ditiously given his assent. In
the aftermath of the
enactments of these farm
laws, there have been wide-
spread agitations among the
farmers in India and as the
last straw, the State’ Govern-
ment of Punjab has of late
passed a counter resolution
to put paid to the Central
laws in question, thereby
indicating that the State

Government can arguably
defy Central Acts in a fed-
eral set up! The implacable
fear of the farming commu-
nities against the said Acts
is the abiding doubt that

" Agricultural Produce Mar-

ket Committees (APMC)
which are intended to en-
sure fair price for farm prod-
ucts shall subsequently
lead to corporate monopo-
lizing of the farm sector.
Additionally, a good
number of experienced and
bona-fide constitutional
experts are harboring a
view that the passing of the

“aforesaid Acts is nothing

short of a blatant breach of
the principles of a federal
structure as enshrined in
our time-honoured Consti-
tution given that Agricul-
ture is unquestionably a
state subject under Entry
14 of the List I which ex-
plicitly does not grant com-

_petence to the Central Gov-

ernment to legislate as the
issues relate to Agriculture.
In fine, the Modi Gov-
ernment has therefore set a
very undemocratic prec-
edent, which I fear, can be
conveniently adopted by
later unscrupulous rulers
leading to demeaning the
essence of Parliamentary
democracy and for which
India is placed in high es-
teem globally as the larg-
est democracy in the world.
Yours etc.,

Jerome K. Diengdoh,

Via email

: 0

NIA acting like another “caged parrot”

Leading investigative
agency filing fake
chargesheets

By Arun Srivastava

The Central Bureau of
Investigation (CBI) which in
recent times has suffered
severe crisis of credibility
and faith in the eyes of the
people has suffered yet an-
other shattering blow with
the Maharashtra govern-
ment withdrawing general
consent for operations
within its territory. Before
Maharashtra four other
states have also withdrawn
consent. Obviously this
should worry the CBI and
the onus is on the agency,
not its masters, to ensure, its
credibility.

The CBI has, in the past,
been called a “caged parrot”
that sings the Centre’s tune.

‘Professionally the CBI en-

joys highest order of trust-
worthiness, but for its own
misdemeanour of pleasing
the political masters by
agreeing to become an ac-
tive partner in their dirty
game. It has not only done
a disservice to the people of
the country but more than
that to the professional eth-
ics. No law abiding citizen
now desires that any case
of serious nature and de-
serves -an impartial inquiry

should be handed over to.

the CBI. It is only the gov-
ernment and vested interest
prefer to hand over the
cases to the agency that too
purely with the ill-gotten to
bury and hush up the case.

The UP government’s

“design to assign the inves-

tigation into the case of TRP

of sedition. It has already
implicated nearly a dozen
prominent academics and

_intellectuals in this case.

What is bizarre is most of the
arrested persons have been
labelled as “urban naxals”, a
coin evolved by the RSS.
These persons are accused
of being soft to Naxalites or
helping them. Though Su-

,preme Court says that as an

accused has an indefensible
fundamental right to bail if
the investigating agency
fails to file the charge-sheet
within the stipulated period,
a significant number of
these accused persons are
yet to be charged.

The true character of a
state is perhaps best ex-
posed by its choice of en-
emies. The latest victim of the
NIA is an 83-year-old Jesuit
priest, Father Stan Swamy,
who has devoted his life to
fight for the cause of most
oppressed among the Indian
people, the Adivasis in
Jharkhand. He has been -
jailed on grave charges of
treason and terror, of being
a Maoist, betng actively in-
volved in violent Maoist
enterprises, part of a larger
sinister 'Maoist Bhima-
Koregaon conspiracy.

Prominent intellectuals,
lawyers, writers, poets, ac-
tivists and student leaders
have been arrested for dis-
senting with the policies of
the government. He has
carefully documented the
monstrous pro‘ﬁts made by

manipulations by TV chan-
nels when Mumbai police
was already probing the
matter was purely aimed at

protecting the owners, edi- .

tors and anchors of the TV
channels who were involved
in scams. The move came
amidst the opposition's al-
legations that the Centre
was striving to circumvent
investigations by
Maharashtra police espe-
cially in the cases related to
the death of actof Sushant
Singh Rajput and the TRP
scam.

While the CBI is consid-
ered a Central investigative
agency, it was not consti-
tuted by an Act of Parlia-
ment like the National Inves-
tigation Agency (NIA). The
CBI was formed under the
law, Delhi Special Police Es-
tablishment Act 1946 (DSPE
Act). The NIA can take up
a case dealing with sched-
uled offences in India with-
out the consent of the state
government in question.

* Unfortunately the NIA is
also being used by the Modi
government to serve its po-
litical interests. It is worth
mentioning the Bhima
Koregaon case. While the
Maharashtra government
was reviewing the Bhima
Koregaon case and had or-
dered to hold back framing
of charges, the NIA at the
directive of the Home Min-
ister took over the case with-
out the state's consent. This
was done under the fagade
of NIA enjoying the right of
countrywide jurisdiction to
take over any case related
to terrorism. The Home Min-
istry had entrusted the NIA
with the Bhima Koregaon
case at the initiative of the
RSS only with the ominous
intention to implicate the
social activists and left in-
clined intellectuals. The RSS
leaders were highly critical
of the Koregaon case as it
was against their Hindutva
agenda. The NIA used the
Koregaon case to involve
the names of prominent ac-
tivists and to frame charges

big corporations, and the
inestimable price that people
dependent on the land and
forests pay. He had opposed
the manner in which land

was acquired at dirt prices

for the Adani power plant in
Godda, and how the bulldoz- -
ers destroyed the standing
crop. Adani Power signed in
2016 an agreement with
Bangladesh to build a 1,600
MW power plant in Godda,
Jharkhand. The coal would
be imported from Adani’s
mines in Australia.

In his own words, “If you
question this form of devel-
opment, you are anti-devel-
opment, which is equal to
anti-government, which is
equal to anti-national. A sim-
ple equation. This is why the
government calls me a Mao-
ist, although I am completely
opposed to Maoist methods,
and have nothing to do with

‘them”. He researched and

found that at least 3000
Adivasi and Dalit youth in
Jharkhand had been jailed
for years for being Maoists.

With Sudha Bhardwaj, al-
ready in jail in Koregaon
case, he co-convened the
Persecuted Prisoners Soli-
darity Committee and filed a
petition in the Jharkhand
High Court seeking their re-
lease. Astonishingly the NIA

‘has accused him of plotting

to murder Prime Minister
Narendra Modi. In the video
he recorded before his ar-
rest, he declared quietly, “I
am ready to pay the price,
whatever it is.” He is older
than the republic which he
fights to defend. For him, the
love of his country and the
love of his religion is the love
of its poorest people. Mean-
while people have been mo-
bilising mass movement to
exert pressure on.the central
government to release Fa-
ther Stan Swamy. They as-

" sert that the priest’s arrest is

unconstitutional and im-
moral and shows how the
Government machinery is
being used to silence voices
raised for tribal and Dalit
rights. (IPA Service)
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‘New mood’ in Bihar
THE assembly election scene in Bihar is warming
up further with the first phase of polling over and
the second phase set to start. Despite opinion polls
repeatedly claiming that the BJP-NDA alliance is
bouncing back to power, the scenario is one of un-
certainty as is the case with all polls.

As the campaign progresses, there is ground to
suspect the Nitish Kumar-led poll juggernaut is fac-
ing serious odds. The chief minister himself feels the
pinch on the campaign front and is increasingly be-
coming restless. The reasons are not far to seek.
For one, the BJP that is contesting about as many
seats as the Janata Dal United is reportedly aiming
to grab the CM post if a situation favours such a
switch-over. The BJP did better than the JDU in
the 2019 Lok Sabha polls. Opinion polls say PM
Modi is more popular in the state than the CM who
ruled the state for the past 15 years with only a
short break. Opinion polls are not the last word
and they on occasions have a tendency to misrep-
resent facts. The reality on the ground could be dif-

ferent.

There is some justification on the part of RID
leader Tejaswi Yadav that Nitish by now has a tired
appearance. There is a noticeable complacence on
the part of the CM in recent years -- a sharp con-
trast to the energetic manner in which he took on
the Lalu Prasad enterprise, made Lalu bite the dust
and later end up in jail over corruption cases. Nitish
Kumar as CM was also credited with restoration
of law and order. But all these are past credits.
Nitish's handling of the Covid scenario in the state
left much to be desired. He blinked when migrant
labour from the state raised a hue and cry for help
to return home. This is what his opponerits are now
screaming aloud. No leader can rest his oars on
past laurels. People are concerned about the present,
and tend tb forget the past. Trust BJP this time to
urge Nitish to take some rest if his stock falls in the
three-phase polls. The BJP is now singing a differ-
ent tune, though. Its leaders have gone on record to
say the party will back Nitish for the CM’s post.
The post election scenario works on an altogether
different dynamic. Nitish himself knows as much; a
~ reason also why he is losing his calm and compo-

sure. .

What seems to work at the ground level is also
LJP leader Chirag Paswan's decision to contest the
polls alone, outside of the NDA framework, and
fight the JDU in all the seats that Nitish Kumar's
party has put up candidates. Many suspect there is
a hidden understanding between BJP and Chirag,
to spite Nitish. Chirag made it clear, though, that he

- might even have post-poll alliances with Tejaswi to
rob Nitish of the CM’s post.

l TOTHEEDITOR

Locallanguages should be
part of Assembly debates

The Assembly session is

coming up soon. Those fa- .

miliar with the English lan-
guage will be posing ques-
tions in the Queen’s English
to those that have not had
the good fortune of being
educated in-elite institutions
in this country and abroad.
But I believe the latter group
have earthy wisdom and
connect with the people that
the English educated don’t
often have. I still recall how
the answer of the Agriculture
Minister, Banteidor
Lyngdoh on what scientific
agriculture actually implies
being turned into a national
joke because he was strug-
gling to answer it in English
and said things that were
translated in his head from
Khasi to English. That’s what
most of us do. We think in
our native languages and
translate that thought into
English. There’s nothing
wrong about not under-
standing something said in
a language that is alien to us.
There is nothing in the crite-
ria for being an MLA which
says that he/she should

_know to speak and write Eng-

lish. That is why MLAs and
MPs across this country
speak in their native lan-
guages in their respective
state assemblies. You hear
Tamil being spoken in
Tamilnadu, Kannada in
Karnataka and Kerala CM,
Pinarayi Vijayan is never
heard speaking in English
even when he speaks to me-
dia persons representing
national television.

Purists will argue that’

Khasi and Garo are not yet
recognized languages in the
Eighth Schedule of the Con-
stitution. But so what? The
Government needs to hire
translators who can do si-
multaneous translations in
Garo when a Khasi legislator
is speaking; in Khasi when a
‘Garo legislator is speaking
and in English for the ben-
efit of those that speak nei-
ther Khasi nor Garo. The rea-
son one is suggesting this is
because when a Khasi MLA
has the liberty of speaking
in the local language the
constituents will hear what
is being said in the Assem-
bly and they will know
whether their problems are
being adequately repre-
sented. They will also take
more interest in Assembly
proceedings and become
‘active’ citizens. Secondly,
when the MLA can speak in
a language he (gender neu-

tral) is fluent in he can give

Need for
unbiased
approach

Editor,

I am provoked by the
write-up "Communalising
the Ichamati issue" by

. Albert Thymiang ( ST Oct -

28). In my considered view,
the writer has paraphrased
the developments on the
Ichamati issue in a biased
manner. In upholding the
majoritarian view on the is-
sue, he has been unfair to
the residents of Ichamati.
Passing judgment by listen-
ing to one side of the story
will be a travesty of justice.
Not only did Thyrniang not
think that the residents of
these border villages have
a case; he made it worse by
deprecating the petition
filed before the Governor.
Why it should be an of-
fence to submit a memoran-
dum to the head of the state
is beyond my comprehen-
sion. Does he seriously
think that it is a criminal of-
fence? Under which sec-
tions of the IPC or Cr PC?
Actually, the atmosphere of
free thinking and tolerance
- for contrary views has be-
come impossible in the light
of such one-sided partisan
parratives. Intellectuals and
opinion makers like
Thyrniang should look at
these sensitive issues more
dispassionately  before
passing any judgment.

I am pained that the case
of the Ichamati residents
has been ignored deliber-
ately or by default. Since

February, after the unfortu-
nate death of a KSU activ-

ist there, life has become

hell for these residents. The

non-tribals (read non-

Khasis) have been living in
a state of constant fear and
anxiety. Many bread win-
ners have left the place out
of fear of reprisal or are
lodged in jail. Their physi-
cal absence has made the
life of their families miser-
able. Shops have remained
closed by the diktat of
those who are running a
parallel administration in
Meghalaya. The traders'
fault is that they could not
produce valid district coun-
cil trade licence. And why
so? Because the District
Council has been sitting on
their applications for re-.
newal of licence! Why can't
Thyrniang empathize with
this suffering lot? Why
can't he pressurize the Dis-
trict Council to issue the li-

cences, if the applicants

qualify for the same? By

withholding the licences,

the District Council has

brought further miseries on

the people of Ichamati.

I also find that
Thyrniang -suffers from
some stark lack of knowl-
edge about our Sixth Sched-
ule. If Thyrniang would care
to read the Constitution and
the debate that preceded it
in the Constituent Assem-
bly, it will be evident to him
that the framers of Sixth
Schedule explicitly wanted
Shillong to be out of the
purview of the Sixth Sched-
ule. In fact, the Sixth Sched-
ule lays down unambigu-
ously that the Shillong Mu-
nicipal Areas, including Eu-

By Patricia Mukhim

better, more relevant and
meaningful answers to the
questions put by col-
leagues. After all, the pur-
pose of putting questions in
the Assembly is not to em-
barrass anyone but to be able
to. check if government
spending is commensurate

. to the work visible on the .
ground and whether the ben--

efits of governance flow to
the people.

In December last year,
‘Santhali language was spo-
ken for the first time in the
Rajya Sabha when MP

been engaged on need basis
to translate.

Granted that Khasi and
Garo are not yet recognized
languages and we can blame
ourselves for not pushing
enough to get them the much
needed recognition but a be-

_ginning can be made by mak-

ing provisions for legislators
to speak in the language of
their foremothers. Let them
answer all questions and es-
pecially zero hour motions in
the language they are most
comfortable in so that all of
us can benefit from their en-

Khasi alphabet and pronunciation
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Sarojni Hembram of the Biju
Janata Dal from Odisha used

" it to raise a matter of urgent

public importance during the
Zero Hour. Santhali is spo-
ken mostly by the tribals of
Odisha. Hembram de-
manded the Bharat Ratna for
Raghunath Murmu, who in
1925 created the O1 Chiki
script for the Santhali lan-
guage. Murmu is revered by
tribals and is recognised as
a big cultural icon in Odisha.
Rajya Sabha, Chairman

Venkaiah Naidu, who has-

encouraged. MPs to use their
local language for raising
Zero Hour mentions, en-
sured that while English and
Hindi translationg are avail-
able to other members on

“headphones this was the

first time that Santhali lan-
guage was used in the Up-
per House.- All the other
members also welcome the
move.

Mr Naidu then informed
the House that the interpre-
tation in Hindi was done un-
der a new scheme by a non-
regular employee engaged

for the purpose. The inter- *

preter from Santhali was a Ph
D student. Rajya Sabha has
regular employees who
translate statements made
on the floor of the House in
different recognised Indian
languages into Hindi and
English. To enlarge the bas-
ket of languages used, out-
side language experts have

gagement in the August
House — a place where peo-
ple are not to be made the butt
of jokes of. I am sure many
legislators will outshine them-
selves if they are allowed this
liberty. The Meghalaya As-
sembly has seen many MLAs
sit through their five-year
terms without speaking a
word. If one were to analyse
the reason behind this silence
it is because (a) they don’t
feel adequate to debate in
English — an exercise that is
daunting for many of us (b)
they are not confident about
raising supplementary ques-
tions on their feet should the
need arise. :
Noted linguist Ganesh
Devy constantly reminds us
that India has 780 languages
of which 220 have been lost
in the last 50 years. Accord-
ing to the 2001 Census, India
has 30 languages that are
spoken by more than a mil-
lion people each. The Con-
stitution lists only 22 lan-
guages and protects them in
the Eighth schedule. Many
languages are kept out of this
Schedule even if they de-
serve to be included. This in-
cludes Tulu which is spoken
by over 1.8 million people and
has inscriptions dating back

to the 14th and 15th centu-

ries. Interestingly, Hindi, a
much younger Indo-Aryan
language has been gaining
prominence much before In-
dependence. When a tefined

language loses its status in
literary and daily interac-
tions, the way of life associ-
ated with it also vanishes.
The 2001 Census also
found that while Hindi is the
fastest growing language,
the number of speakers of
other languages has
dropped.

Khasi and Garo lan-
guages will only gain promi-
nence if they are spoken in
the seats of democracy —
the state assembly and par-
liament. If we don’t protect
and promote our own lan-
guages, . especially the
Khasi language which is
now in the endangered list,
our future generations will
soon end up never under-
standing their ‘real’ roots
and culture. That makes
them rootless humans with
a.very superficial under-
standing of their rich cul-
tural traditions. What is true
about Khasi language is
that not enough has been
invested in its promotion
and evolution. There is an
urgent need to add to the
cache of vocabulary and to
invent words that are in sync
with the times. New words
are constantly added to the
English language when
they become common par-
lance. Khasi too can do the
same. Language must grow
and hence it cannot be sac-
rosanct. .

The MDA Government
would earn laurels if it were
to make the first move in in-
troducing tri-language de-
bates in the Assembly.
Every MLA has been duly
elected by the people to rep-
resent their voices and their
aspirations. It would be a
sorry state of affairs if they
spend five years without
making a dent in the Assem-
bly simply because they
lacked confidence to speak
in English. Perhaps that is
one reason why they then
have to buy votes to make
up for their silence at a time
when they should be speak-
ing up. .

We should also under-
stand that there is a certain
politics assigned to lan-
guage. English when spo-
ken amidst a group that
does not understand it well
enough becomes the lan-

guage of hegemony. This |

should not happen in a de-
mocracy. That we bave al-
lowed this to happen since
1972 shows our lack of fore-

sight. We should not step |

_back .from addressing this
important issue.

ropean Ward and Canton-
ment, will be a free zone. It
will be appropriate to recall
that under the Sixth Sched-
ule District Councils are
empowered to enforce "rea-
sonable restrictions” on
non-tribals. Whether the re-
strictions as they exist to-
day are "reasonable” or not

is different matter. Over the -

years this provision -has
been subverted and the
rights of the non-Khasi resi-
dents of Shillong have been
taken away. I would like the

likes of Thyrniang to. dwell

.on this aspect of regression
of Shillong. .

If we want harmony, there
has to be justice for all and
at all levels. I don't think any
non-Khasi is asking any-
thing more than their Con-
stitutional and. human
rights. If that continues to
be denied to them, there is
bound to bé pressure on
those who govern the coun-
try. In such a situation, only
the lawful authorities of
Meghalaya (Government,
Police, District Council etc)
will themselves be blamed
for this "interference" from
outside. Let us not disre-
gard law. We all must learn
to submit before law.

My humble submission
therefore is that the Khasis
and other tribes who are in
majority in the state show
their sense of humanify and
large-heattedness in accom-
modating "others". It en-
joins in them that being the
majority community they
themselves solve the prob-
lems at hand without inter-
ventions of any kind---legal
or political.

Yours etc,
N K Sharma,
Via email

Make peace
with neighbours

Editor,

Apropos the report, -

“Shullai wants Centre to
iron out Assam-Meghalaya
border tiff” (ST Oct 24,
2020), the initiative taken by
South Shillong MLA -
Sanbor Shullai in writing to
the Union Home Minister,
Amit Shah is commendable.
This prompt move by the
MLA is perhaps in view of
the recent violent face-off
in the Assam-Mizoram bor-
der. The protracted bound-
ary disputes at about 12 dif-
ferent border areas in
Meghalaya and Assam
have literally become sore
points. Frequent confron-
tations in the past have also
led to brutal skirmishes re-
sulting in loss of lives: It
may be mentioned here that
at some places the Assam
government uses certain
communities as fencing
walls. The motive is known
to everyone. This only goes
to create “misunderstand-
ing” among the communi-
ties from either side.

All efforts made by pre-
vious governments from
both sides have gone in
vain. One believes the de-
cisive intervention by the
Union Ministry alone will
help iron out the differences
and to arrive at a permanent
solution. Mr. Samuel Swett.
in his letter “Meghalaya
must show its spine” (ST,

Oct 28; 2020) has rightly ex- from a distance. -

pressed the urgency for an
amicable solution. While the
Centre can hurry up to.as-
sure a permanent solution to
-the leaders of Assam-
Mizoram, why are such as-
surances not given to
Meghalaya for so many
years? Should we still re-
main complacent and sit
back? No, not at all. We have
witnessed enough
bloodbath. What is most
desirable now is if all politi-
cal parties, even social &
welfare organizations, irre-
spective of their ideologies
and affiliations, would come
together and write to the

Union Home Ministry as -

repeatedly as possible.
Hope the State BJP leaders
will take the lead role here.
This alone can draw the at-
tention of Delhi. The Cen-
tral Government would do
good if it urgently helps in
building peace with all our
adjoining states and also
the neighbouring state. The
situation should not go.
from bad to worse.

We also have a painful
saga and instances of bel-
ligerence concerning the "il-
legal" immigrants from the
neighbouring  country.
Should we not learn from
Tripura and Assam where
the indigenous natives are
under the mercy of the out-
side "fearsome" forces?
Striving for self-protection is’
the prime duty now. Meta-
phorically, the state must put
on a “thick mask” and no
virus of hostility should in-
fect us. We love peace and
so we can surely
“love our neighbours”

Yours etc.,
Salil Gewali,
Shillong

~ Lawon
mask-wearing

Editor,

The Rajasthan govern-

ment is soon coming up
with a law to make the wear-
ing of masks compulsory.
CM Ashok Gehlot indi-
cated that the state govern-
ment is planning to make it
mandatory for all to wear
masks in the state to check
the spread of COVID-19 in-
fection. A Bill shall be in-
troduced in the forthcom-
ing assembly session.

- Washing hands, wearing

masks, and maintaining so-
cial distance are the only
ways to prevent the spread
of COVID-19 until a vaccine
is launched. Rajasthan will
be the first state in the
country to bring a law on
mask-wearing. This is a

* commendable move to en-

sure people’s safety. The
need of the hour is for peo-
ple to follow COVID-19
safeguards and support the
government in the fight
against this global pan-

demic. ]
, Yours etc.,
Amit Singh Kushwaha,
Satna (M.P.)

Articles and letters
appearing on this page
are the views of the
writers/authors and not
that of The Shillong
Times
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His Dussehra address calls for speedy
building of Hindu Rashtra

RSS Chief Mohan
Bhagwat declares war
against Indian ethos

By Krishna Jha

While analysing the fea-
tures of fascism in the Ital-
ian context, Antonio
Gramsci had pointed out
that grounds were prepared
even before the dominating
forces unveiled themselves.
The various democratic
structures were slowly taken
over. Uniformity was im-
posed on culture replacing
Jits multiplicity. Efforts were
made to influence the psy-
che of people and either win
them over or do away with
opposing sections. To get
rid of any divergence, there
were attempts made to di-
rectly eliminate them taking
extreme positions or slowly
usurp the hegemony ma-
noeuvring all the way.

The Dussehra speech,
made by RSS chief Mohan
Bhagwat on October 24 this
year in Nagpur, reflects the
maturing up of the same
process that was initiated
by RSS in 1925, an organi-
sation that strived for exclu-
sivity, allowing no other to
prevail.

Bhagwat, in his speech,
also said that the organisa-
tion was not power centric.
However, the fact is that the
Bharatiya Janata Party
which is closely linked with
the Rashtriya
Swayamsewak Sangh or the
RSS has the country’s gov-
ernance in its hands since

2014.

The ruling BJP has tra-
versed a long way, and it
showed when in his speech,
the RSS Supremo openly

Rashtra" and Hindutva is
‘the essence of its self-hood
or the Swa. The phrase used
by him was not new; what
was new was his assertion.

He added, “To us, it is the
word expressing our identity
along with the continuity of
its spirituality based tradi-
tions and its entire wealth
of value system in the land
of Bharat". The traditions
and the value system that
were mentioned as part of
Hindutva, were brought in
to explain the self-hood, the
essence of Hindu Rashtra,
leaving no space for diver-
sity. '

Bhagwat was not am-
bivalent as he said that the
word Hindu Rashtra was
applicable to entire 1.3 bn
people of Bharatvarsh. The
Hindu Rashtra which had a
new name, that was
Bharatvarsh, was not India,
said Bhagwat.

. There is every possibil-
ity that Dussehra speech by
Bhagwat was a curtain raiser
for the coming days as In-
dia becomes Bharatvarsh.

Bharatvarsh, a Hindu
Rashtra, where entire peo-
ple are identified with it,
loses the heritage of com-

-| posite culture.

There is no other. The
variations are smoothened
up. Minorities are left to

face the ordeal.

Making the intentions of

the RSS clear, Bhagwat said
there were sections that-

declared, “India is a "Hindu

‘were keen to distort the true

-meaning of this term and

added, "1t is for this reason

that this term is the first tar- °

get of castigation by those
who instigate inter-group
conflicts, who are bent on
splitting our country and
society."

Bhagwat was very clear

when he said being part of
Hindu Rashtra, one was
Hindu, but it did not require
giving up one's. faith, lan-
guage, land or any other
identity marker. It only made
it imperative that there

should be absolutely no .

quest for supremacy. ‘

So, the Hindu Rashtra
has only one supreme force
ruling the country, and chal-
lenges to it would not be tol-
erated.

The idea that the Hindus
must have the exclusive
right to define the national
identity of Bharatvarshwas
in the nebulous form when
Savarkar propounded it. But
Gblwalkar, in his book, ‘We

“or Our Nationhood Defined’,
first published in March
1939, eight months before he
became the RSS chief, com-
pared the project of promot-

ing a Hindu Rashtra with

German anti-semitism. In his

book, he gleefully presented . - .

Hitler’s treatment of Jews as -

a miodel to be applied on In- - -
dian ‘Muslims and Chris- - .

PTI Photo

tians.

“To keep up the purity of -

the Race and its culture, Ger-

_many shocked the world by
her purging the country of
the semitic races — the Jews,’
Golwalkar wrote. ‘Race pride
at its highest has been mani-
fested here. Germany has
also shown how well nigh
impossible it is for Races and
cultures, having differences
going to the root, to be as-
similated into one united
whole, a good lesson for us
in Hindusthan to learn and
profit by.’

He added further, “From
this standpoint, [...] non-
Hindu peoples in
Hindusthan must either
adopt the Hindu culture and
language, must learn to re-
spect and hold in reverence
Hindu religion, must enter-
tain no idea but those of the
glorification of the Hindu
race and culture [...] and
must lose their separate ex-
istence to merge.in the
Hindu race, or may stay in
the country, wholly subor-
dinated to the Hindu nation,
claimihg nothing, deserving
no privileges, far less any
preferential treatment riot
even citizen’s rights.”

The circle is closing
down...yet we have our rich
traditions, nourished during
the freedom struggle, and in
the days of post independ-
ence while building our na-
tion, a sovereign, socialist,
secular, democratic republic,
as spelt out by our Consti-
tution.

We will remain one, keep-
ing alive all the Diversities.
(IPA Service)
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“Eternal vigilance is the price of

eternal development.”
— Gordon B. Hinckley
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Vigilance Awareness Week

The Central Vigilance Commission observes and
enjoins upon all public institutions in the country to
observe Vigilance Awareness Week every year
during the week in which the birthday of Sardar
Vallabhbhai Patel (October 31) falls. This year Vigi-
lance Awareness Week falls between October 27 -

November 2. The theme for this year is “Satark |

Bharat, Samriddh Bharat’ (Vigilant India, Prosper-
ous India).” The word vigilance when used in this
context means to maintain vigil so that there is no

laxity whereby public funds are misused. The Chief

Vigilance Commission is a supra-body created to
control corruption in all public funded institutions
including banks and public utilities.

No one needs to be told that corruption is a ma-
jor hindrance to the progress of the nation. Cor-
ruption sucks the lifeblood of the country and keeps

the large majority of people at subsistence levels
even while a very small minority cream offthe na-
tional wealth. Yet the same corrupt people take a
pledge to fight corruption year after year without
batting an eyelid because like every other observ-
ance, this too is a ritual. However, it must be said
that in a democracy unless citizens take responsi-

bility and become whistle blowers against corrup-

tion, this menace cannot be rooted out. Today the
large majority of the poor and destitute in this country
are so disesmpowered that they would not dare call

out corruption even if they are at the receiving end.
From distribution of poor quality rice.under Gov-

ernment schemes to inferior quality roads and
bridges constructed by contractors that have to shell
out money to politicians and engineers, we have it

all despite the years Vigilance Week observation.

Nevertheless Vigilance Week seeks to nudge the
conscience of those in charge of accounts and dis-
bursements of funds including those in charge of
purchases which is where leakages happen. Also
corruption is not merely stealing from the public
exchequer. It also means theft of time and thatisa
standard lapse in most states including ours where
government employees, especially the clerical staff
are not in their seats at the designated time of 10
AM. They casually walk in an hour or two later and
leave before the stipulated working time. And no
one has been able to set this straight. Besides punc-
tuality there is also the ethics of timely disposal of
work and optimising productivity by the use of tech,

nology.

Unfortunately, governments have not put in place
amechanism for checking the daily output from
every staff and to evaluate and monitor whether they
are getting value for money. India is notorious for
not maintaining strict working hours and timelines.
Those who deal with governinent departments

know what unnecessary delays they have to face.

Government employees don’t believe in the adage
“Time is Money,” but others who do business with
government live by that adage. Unless government
employees are trained to work like employees of
private organizations, this country will continue to

lag behind on all fronts.

Reimagining the

narrative of our nation

Homi Bhabha in his
eponymous work Nation
and Narration propounded
the concept of a nation be-
ing composed of multiple
narratives. His theory in a
very brief summary, among
many other things about a
nation, is that it is a ‘meta-
phor’ synthesised from a
political thought and literary
language’ of any age.
Bhabha outlines and de-
codes multiple literary nar-
ratives in his effort to me-
ticulously establish his
theory, which makes the
piece of work, both, a very

exciting and at the same time

a daunting piece to read and
assimilate. I was acutely re-
minded of his work because
of the state of affairs of the
narrative that seems to be
shaping our nation lately.
The narrative I am ob-
serving is least interesting,
yet daunting and very wor-
rying. I say this because the
current narrative seems to
be in a tearing hurry to
change the composite struc-
ture of how India, as a na-
tion, is to be perceived and
how she should be cultur-
ally shaping herself in the
future. It reeks of a licens-
ing of creative thought

‘process, much like the li-

censing act of 1737 in Eng-
land, which very sadly

ended the career of one of .

the greatest politital sati-

rists and playwright, Henry
Fielding. ’ '

In his work, Bhabha

quotes the erstwhile politi-
cal philosopher Hannah

Arendt, and I am drawn to

one particular observation
made by her, of how the so-
ciety in a modern nation is
“curiously” a “hybrid realm
where private interests as-
sume public significance.”
This observation, in fact will
not come as a surprise to
many of us today, where we
have hyperventilating news
anchors, actresses and po-
litical, aymies ready to com-
ment, shout and troll every-
thing from a death of an ac-

tor to how advertisements

are corrupting the ‘religious™
fabric of a community.
Bhabha and Hannah
made these observations
long before we in India saw
the influx of debates on such
issues. Call it the growing
commercialism, capitalism or
the onslaught of use and
misuse of digital platforms
to opine, in the last few
'years there has been a shift
in what our nation’s ‘narra-
tive through these mediums,
has been. At the cost of be-
ing labeled as ‘secular gang-

By Binodan K D Sarma

ster’ or even. an ‘urban
naxal,” I sadly have to say
that this narrative through
the brigade of these media
channels and social media
is restrictive, regressive and
radical to the extent that I
would draw an analogy to a
similar phenomenon ob-
served, though in a more
violent manner, during the
Talibanisation of Afghani-
stan. Is this a very harsh
analogy? Not really. The dif-
ference lies only in the fact
that the current brigade of
narrative is not defined just
by a religious ideology but
also by a regimented politi-
cal ambition. Is it being suc-
cessful? Will it lead to more
licensing? From the face of
it, the answer .is yes. I an-
swer in the affirmative be-
cause I saw the last bastion
of democratic expression,
advertising, fall last week.
I joined advertising four-
teen years ago because I saw
it as a medium of free will
and- expression. The
romanticisation of the mad-
men, their creative freedom
and arrogance has kept me
in the race in this demand-
ing field for the longest pe-
riod. We are creators. We are
the smarter race. We can tell
stories that built brands,
people loved or hated: We
told stories in sixty, thirty

. and even in measly three

seconds. We are -unapolo-
getic of our flaws and arro-
gant of our successes.

In the last fourteen years,
I have seen a lot of transi-
tion, from sixty second films
to three second thumb stop-
pers, from television com-
mercials to digital content,
from celebrities to YouTube
stars, - but  what never
changed was the spirit of
the industry - being bold. If
a story can be told, it should
and will be told. We have in
these glorious years shown
a husband take the wife’s
surname, talked of same sex
love, shown promiscuity of

‘married women to. good

smelling neighbours, shown
inter-religious harmony,

shown -third gender equal-

ity and even - Goddess
dressed up in haute coutre.

We consider ourselves
as a part of a brave new
world and we never were li-
cenced, yet. Our stories
were part of the cultural nar-
rative and in its own unique
way shaping our nation. We
always believe in progres-
sion, moving away from the
old to a new. We always are

about being bolder. But in
the last few years the transi-
tion and narrative around our
professional work also’ be-
gan to change. Being bold
came about with caveats.
People’s sentiments became
more important than an in-
sight. “Will it be safe?”
“Great insight, but as a brand
we cannot speak about it,”
“Not in these times, brother”
are some common feedbacks
we experienced from brands
we serviced. Something had
changed. The brands were
scared and boldness did not

‘come easy. Revenues were

important and so we played
it safe too. However occa-
sionally a great story would
be published, almost like a
burst of sunshine in winter
and lift our hopes. The bas-
tion is alive. Good days will
come. ’ i

The latest Tanishq ad was
exactly that and when I first
watched it, before the out-
rage, I smiled and spoke to
myself - “Good old madmen.
Still can tell a story.” The joy
was short lived. The outrage
that followed the ad with the
trolls, the warnings, the

propaganda and debate,’

leading to the brand with-
drawing the ad and thereaf-
ter issuing a public apology,
shattered my belief in the
bastion. It had fallen prey to
the narrative that a few
wanted us-to believe in. A
narrative that is shaping in-
tolerance towards anyone
who questions a structure
that right wing political mani-
festo is building. I would not
be worried of an attempt at
the narrative, if it would have
remained as an attempt only.
The worrying aspect is_the
mass - acceptance of the
same. :

Nothing is more worrying
than this, that a country that
boasts of being the largest
democracy and secular spirit
is now rewriting the founda-
tion of that very narrative,
through an online troll army.
Nothing is more worrying
than the fact that our premier
follows the handle of the
gentleman who exhorted his
online troll army of 1.2 lakh
followers to take on Tanishq
for the ad. Nothing is more
worrying than that in a span
of 24 hours, an army of right
wing media had distorted
facts, created stories, pub-
lished opinions, shared with

millions that the harmless’

and lovely ad is actually a
case of “love Jihad.” Noth-

ing is more worrying than

the fact that this episode
may drive the last nail into
the coffin of the free will
creativity that a few motley
madmen enjoy in their ex-
pression of ideas.

Not long ago, much be-
fore this Tanishq incident,
a harmless regional ad of
edible oil brand for Bengal
depicting fish being fried
met with the same treatment
from a right wing religious
group. The angst, similar,
disregard for religious
emotions. Fish is non-veg-
etarian and depiction of a
goddess frying non-veg
food is blasphemy. The re-
sult is a similar backlash;
the brand issuing an apol-
ogy dnd making an edit.
Even though the contro-
versy did not attain na-
tional debate, the ominous
bells had been rung. Just
that a few madmen had not
heard it yet.

Is this narrative of intol-
erance and propaganda,
across all issues a visible

" attempt to shape the mean-

ing of our nation to a radi-
cal one? Without doubt!
So much so that it cannot
even be ignored that there
is a shameless and meek
acceptance of this by think-
ers and political analysts
across, leave. aside the
common people. Will this
acceptance make us better
individuals? I wish I could
say that, because no coun-
try with a single-minded
radical narrative has done
anything better than forge
a world war that led to mass
destruction.

- Can we still do some-
thing about it? We certainly
can. By rejecting the trolls
and challenging the perpe-
trators. By endorsing
brands, people and ideolo-
gies that make feeble or
bold attempts to reject
such radical narratives. As
professor Timothy
Brennan would put it, by
writing our own logical
bold imaginative construct
of a nation that we want to
see. This imaginative con-
struct is what I see coming
from the last bastion of de-
mocracy - advertising. So
this is to my friends and
colleagues of the industry
out there; exhorting them to
not let our bastion fall, to
continue writing narratives
that can shape our nation
the way we want to see it.
We can take them on. We
always have. Amen N

E m a i 1 :
binodan.sarma@gmail.com

TOTHEEDITOR {

The matter

warrants top

priority

Editor,

A propos the article, ‘Lo-
cal languages should be
part of Assembly debate,’
by the editor (ST Oct 30,
2020), the suggestive write
up has appeared at a no bet-
ter time than this. It took me
back to 1968 when the
Kothari Commission, in its
main nine paragraphs
writes, “The child should be
taught in his/her own
mother tongue as this
would enable it to grasp the
subject without memoriza-
tion.” What a vision! Unfor-
tunately for us the Khasis
and Garos, we are much
handicapped by the acute
shortage of Science vo-
cabulary unlike our Bengali
friends. This is the reason
why Bengal produced two
world renowned scientists
- SN Bose (Statistics with
particle Boson named after
him) and J. Bose (Electro-
magnetic waves). In recent
times we had Amartya Sen
and Abhijeet Banerjee as
Nobel laureates in Econom-
ics. If our authors of Khasi
and Garo society could di-
vert more time in develop-
ing the Science vocabulary
then parrot-like study may
be eliminated as this has
caused children to miss
playing in parks and play-
grounds in the evening.

The Assembly is the
house of elected legislators
where policy matters are dis-

cussed and debated for the
betterment of the constitu-
ency and welfare of the
state. It is really very pain-
ful to witness our legisla-
tors, who because they are
educated in village schools,
could never convince the
House no matter how im-
portant their presentations
are as ‘English’ proves to
be an obstacle. So the leg-
islators whose names are
prefixed with ‘Dr’ and long

tails thereafter, dominate the

proceedings. Gone are
those days when the rustic
Mr Nit Shabong spoke in
English on the Govern-
ment’s faulty priorities. He
said “At lewduh near
Motphran we build a bridge
over a dry river but in
Sohiong, my constituency
we do not have bridge over
wet river.” Those were the
good old days when de-
bates were very meaning-
ful indeed unlike today
filled with coal, coal and
coal and the 34 lakh tons
remain undiminished in
spite of huge movement of
trucks. '

Let us not expect any-
thing from the Eighth
Schedule especially when
the climate in Dethi is now
thick with CAA, aban-
doned only temporarily by
ModiJi and Amit ShahlJi.
We could expect a shiver-
ing wintry cold when the
BJP in NPP clothing still
rules us. Instead let us uti-
lize the suggestion made in
the article to have indi-
vidual screens with subti-
tles in Garo and Khasi and
of course English for the hi-

fi legislators. I believe patri-

otism with mother tongue is
more pronounced.

Yours etc.,

Manbha Diengdoh,

' 'Via email

Window of no
‘opportunities
Editor,

Having completed my
graduate studies, I'm still

-tied between job applica-

tions and considering
whether to take a break this
year before delving into the
employment phase of my
life. While that is my prob-
lem, I'm still caught in utter
shock at the window period
given in certain job posts/
advertisements - the ones
published in newspapers a
day before, specifying the
last date of applications to
be the very next day! That's
hardly 24 hours, and these
job applications require
documents that may take a
day or more to assemble for
a mistake-free submission.
The unfortunate part of
this cycle within the State
of Meghalaya is that the
common assumption of
these job applications be-
coming a mere formality
holds true. While my future
can be-dwindled in the
hands of the authorities who

- put up one day window pe-

riods for employment appli-
cations, I still have to ask -
why is this still happening
within the State's public job
sectors and why isn't some-
thing being done? I might

already have the answer
-and it's the same one I've
been warned against for
some time now (even when
I'm writing this) - but with
the employment situation
like this, I've got nothing to
lose when I call out on.a
few big wrongs!
Yours etc.,
Kathie Decruse, .
Via email

No one’s above
the law!

Editor, .

Wikipedia defines a crime
as an unlawful act punish-
able by a state or other au-
thority. A crime is an offence
that is harmful not only to
-some individuals but to a
community, society and the
state. Thus crime has legal
bearing and if proven guilty,
the perpetrators of crime
must be punished as per the
law. The daily newspapers,
news channels, social media

. are flooded with reports of

one form of crime or another
committed by some person
or group. The impact of
criminal acts is that we the
general public are directly or
indirectly affected as crimes
penetrate deep down into the
system and the society that
we are all part of.

We need to ask ourselves
this question: Why are there
crimes? Simply put, there are
crimes because there are per-
petrators of crimes. A crime
can be committed for various
reasons. For example, a per-
son could be stealing to feed
a starving family afflicted by
poverty. A crime can also oc-

cur as an act of self defence
on being attacked; it could be
a show of strength on the
weak and feeble like women,
girls and children. Crimes can
also happen due to abuse of
power especially in the ad-
ministration through nepo-
tism, favouritism, bribes, etc.
Thus it may not be wrong to
attribute crime to poverty,
peer pressute, drugs, politics,
religion, family conditions,
the society, unemployment,
deprivation, unfair judicial
system. These are contribu-
tors towards crimes. The sad
truth is that perpetrators of
crimes have allowed their con-
science to take a back seat.
The criminal act overcomes’
their ability to think rationally.
Hence criminals have no fear
of the law and no humanity

left within them and above all

no longer fear God.

But whatever the reason
behind committing a crime, the
fact is that once a crime is com-
mitted, the perpetrator must
be punished. When a crime is
committed by an individual or
a group of individuals it is im-
perative that they be brought
to justice and the law must be
allowed to take its course. If
proven guilty, the perpetrator
must be punished as per the
laws of the land. The law must
act with no prejudice and un-
fairness. It does not and
should not matter if the per-
petrator is an ordinary human
being or someone high and
mighty in the society. The
purpose of the law is to judge
one and all with the same
yardstick. Therefore, a crime
committed by anyone must
not be brushed under the car-
pet but must be brought into
the public domain for others

to learn that no one can es-
cape the long arm of the law
as all are equal before it.

What are these laws?
Laws are system of rules that
a country or community rec-
ognises so as to regulate the
actions of the citizens and if
there are defaulters then pen-
alties can be imposed. Why
do we need laws and the le-
gal system? The purpose of
the legal system is not only
to punish a perpetrator of
crime but to provide justice
to the victim and also to help
curb such crimes from recur-
ring. The law is also needed
to ameliorate the harm done
by the offender on an indi-
vidual or even a society at
large. The law does not only
regulate behaviours of peo-
ple but also acts as a deter-
rent. : .

For the law to act as a de-
terrent, it is important that a
perpetrator of crime is
brought to book and the vic-
tim is provided justice. But
how is it that some perpetra-
tors of crime go scot free,
when others are victimised?
Very often it is also a case of
justice delayed and justice
denied. These are times when
the legal system becomes a
farce and a mockery. How-
ever, the duty of every law
abiding citizen is to abide by
the rules and laws that gov-
ern the State and its people
and if there are any violators,
they must be punished. No
crime is bigger than the one
that condones crime and
there is no worse criminal
than the one that considers
himself/herself above the
law!

Yours etc.,
Jenniefer Dkhar,
Viaemail

Musings of a

so-called Non-tribal

By Biswajit Ghosh

I am a Bengalee and a
bona-fide citizen of
Meghalaya. Let me make this
very clear — the Bengalees
of Meghalaya and through-
out this nation and abroad
too all are Bangladeshis by
blood and by root. After all
they are all from undivided
Bengal. The soil of Bengal
had given us innumerable
jewels whose sacrifices
have given us freedom from
the clutches of the British.
A good number of
Bengalees were part of the
freedom movement where
ladies played a vital role.
They gave away their valu-
able ornaments to raise
funds for the cause of the
nation. In the field of edu-
cation the so1l of Bengal or
so called Bangladesh had
made great contributions
towards nation building.
Our national anthem which
was recently recognized as
the world's best national
anthem was composed by
poet-philosopher Rabindra
Nath Tagore, a Bangladeshi
by blood and by root since
he was the son of undivided
Bengal.

Bankim Chandra

.Chatterjee who composed,

"Vande Mataram,” a na-
tional song, was also a
Bangladeshi by blood. So
too the former President of
India Pranab Mukherjee.
Freedom fighters Netaji
Subash Chandra Bose,
Kudiram Bose, Konoklata
-and many others are all of
Bengalee origin. The word
"Meghalaya" is derived
from the Bengalee words,
"Megher Alay" or the

abode of clouds as coined -

by Rabindra Nath Tagore.
Meghalaya is an integral
part of India and thé Indian

‘Constitution has granted’

Fundamental rights to its
citizens but evéryone must
follow the democratic path.
Here I would like to mention

a few words which have,

played a vital role in creat-
ing an unhealthy. atmos-
phere from time to:time.
These words are. ‘infiltra-
tors,” ‘illegal immigrants,’
‘outsiders’ ‘migrant labour-
ers”etc. All such words must
be condemned by each and

~every right thinking person

irrespective -of caste, creed
and religion because such'
words have  been
-weaponised - by certain
vested interests that create
havoc in' the society from
time to time to make their
existence felt. This is totally
uncalled for as it hampers
development. = '

I have a question to the

Goverament of Meghalaya,

and its clear stand towards
the above pejorative words
which have been part of
Meghalaya’s lexicon. Are
these words applicable to all
those who énter Meghalaya
from others part of India?
Doés Government of
Meghalaya have any re-
spect for the Fundamental
Rights of Indian citizens?
Our Fundamental Rights
grants us freedom of move-
ment and the freedom to set-
tle in any part of India. Let's
come to the real point of mi-
norities or-the so called
"NON-TRIBALS" . of
Meghalaya and their plight
since 1979. At that time the
non tribal population ratio
was more than 38%. Now
after a gap of thirty years the
ratio has come down to al-
most 9% or 10%. So it's clear
that the population ratio
gone down by 28% approxi-
mately. In such circum-
stances it's clear that no il-
legal immigration or infiltra-
tion has taken place till date.
However, if ther¢ are any il-
legal immigrants then what
steps have successive gov-
ernments taken to deal with
them? How many of them
were deported from the
State. Does the Government
have any record?

Truth must prevail at any
cost. Nowadays people are
very much aware and in-
formed of the facts as they
obtain in Meghalaya. Hin-
dus, Muslims, Sikhs, Bud-
dhists, Jains are all minori-
ties and are the so-called
non-tribals so there should
be a Minority Cell under the
Government for all non-

tribals. The Cell will have one
representative from each re-
ligious group since every-
one has the right to express
his or her views because
whenever we talk about our
rights and justice we are '
tagged as communal.

Some incidents that hap-
pened since 1979 can never
be forgotten. I remember
"Ghosh Dairy" Jaiaw; it was
a black day in the history of
Meghalaya. A young boy of
20 plus years was murdered.
He was cut into pieces with
an axe. Some houses were
burnt and people were at- -
tacked from all nooks and
comers by arrows and other
sharp weapons. There was
stone pelting and blood-
shed. This mayhem contin-
ued for more than two hours
but the Administration was
totally immobile. Roughly
about five hundred families
were evacuated from there
empty-handed. Where was

. law of the land then? Am I

communal? Those horrific
memories are still frésh inmy -
mind. Justice is ‘yet to be
given to those who suffered
or whose family members

“were killed. Again in 1989,

1990 in Mawlai Mawroh 9
members of a Bihari family
earning a livelihood by sell-
ing milk, were attacked. The
man was burnt along with
two 'minors below eight
years of age. All the bodies
were lined up at the
Barapathar cremation
ground. This memory too is
still vivid. And then another
incident during the 1991
Durga Puja on the third day
or "Navami" in the evening
a young girl was moving
towards Laitumkhrah in a taxi
when she was attacked with
a petfol bomb. The next day
was the immersion day of
Goddess Durga and our peo-
ple reacted to that incident,
Am I communal to remember’
these horrific incidents?

Now coming to the recent -
incident of Ichamati where a
tribal man was beaten to
death’ allegedly by non-
tribals, one understand that
the members of the victim's
family are suffering since the
deceased left behind his
small children and the fam-
ily is helpless indeed. Such
an incident must be con- .
demned by each and every
right thinking person in so-
ciety irrespective of caste
and community. The killer or
killers must get stringent
punishment as per law, but
the question arises as to'
why such an incident hap-
pened? How did it happen?
Where are the tight thinking
people of the society to raise
their voices against each in-
justice whether the victims
are tribal or non-tribal? In all
such incidents an independ- -
ent enquiry should be insti-
tuted and taken over by the
CBI. Justice must prevail
equally; otherwise the Gov-
ernment has to answer for all
these incidents.

After the Ichamati inci-
dent what happened in
Iewduh and its adjoining ar-
eas? How many lives were
lost? How many were in-
jured? It's very clear to all,
but in this case there is no
hue and cry for justice.
Should justice ot be given
to all equally whether tribal
or non-tribal since no one is
above the law and law
should take its own course?

Last but not the least,
let’s remember that love
begets love and pain begets
pain. Let us work collectively
for the upliftment of society
in particular and the nation
as a whole, as we are all hu-
mans with the same blood
running through our veins.
When a patient is admitted
in hospital and he or she
needs blood transfusion we
never ask the hospital au-
thorities where that blood
comes from and whether it
is-from a particular caste and
community; tribal or non-
tribal. :

Hence brotherhood
should be maintained at all
costs because we need to
work at building society not
to break and destroy its soli-
darity. :
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