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On July 24, 2019, ten central 
trade unions gave a call for holding 
nationwide protests on August 2 
against the government’s move 
to introduce two labour codes in 
parliament, claiming that their 
objections to the draft laws were 
ignored totally.

“Central trade unions INTUC, 
AITUC, HMS, CITU, AIUTUC, 
TUCC, SEWA, AICCTU, LPF, 
UTUC and Independent Federations/
Associations—take strong objection 
and condemn bul ldozing of 
codification of labour laws and other 
laws in spite of strong objections 
from the trade union movement,” 
a joint statement issued by the ten 
central trade unions said.

The unions condemned the anti-
worker moves of the government 
and called upon the workers, their 
unions and federations, irrespective 
of affiliations, to observe August 
2, 2019, with countrywide united 
protest and raise the demand to 
withdraw the proposed anti-worker 
legislations. The central trade unions 
also called upon the Members of 
Parliament to oppose the ruling 
party’s move.

Statement by Several Peoples’ 
Organisations

This a statement released 

by Working People’s Charter 
Secretariat. The statement is 
based on contributions from a 
large collective of organisations, 
trade unions, academics and 
activists, namely Aajeevika Bureau, 
Rashtriya Hamal Panchayat, Delhi 
Shramik Sangathan, Hawkers Joint 
Action Committee, Meena Menon, 
professors Ravi Srivastava, Praveen 
Jha and Babu Mathew, along with 
Ashim Roy, Rahul Sapkal, Sister 
Lissy, Dihari Mazdoor Sangathan 
and the NCCEBL.

On July 4, the Economic Survey 
argued that a higher national 
minimum wage is  central  to 
addressing inequality and widespread 
poverty in the country. A couple of 
weeks later, the government of 
India trashed its own analysis by 
proposing a “starvation wage” of Rs 
178 a day—a minimum wage hike 
of merely Rs 2!

Experts allege that it is a precursor 
of what is in store for millions of 
workers as the cabinet passed two 
of the four proposed labour codes—
Code on Wages as well as the Code 
on Occupational Safety, Health and 
Working Conditions.

Working people are a national 
asset—undermining their well-
being is nothing short of a calamity. 
A need-based minimum wage 
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should be guided by Supreme Court 
jurisprudence, as laid down in the 
Raptakos case, which is based on 
tests and principles laid down by 
the judiciary. Any recommendation 
for a wage level below this should 
be supported by a robust rationale.

The two codes were tabled 
for discussion on July 23 by 
Santosh Gangwar, minister of 
Labour and Employment. With 
this, the parliament has struck the 
proverbial hammer on the fate of 
millions of workers, robbing them 
of the possibility of decent work 
and wages, an equal workplace and 
avenues for access to justice.

Primarily driven by the interests 
of the industry, this predatory piece 
of legislation is all set to alter the 
labour protection landscape in 
India beyond repair and reclaim. 
It shows that there is a clear drive 
to “informalise the formal” which 
has been central to the overall 
architecture of the emerging labour 
regime.

New minimum wage precursor to 
darker days to come

The new minimum wage of Rs 
178 per day translates to Rs 4,628 
per month. It goes against the Labour 
Ministry’s own expert committee 
recommendation of Rs 375–447 per 
day, let alone the 15th Indian Labour 
Conference’s suggestion of Rs 692 
a day, Rs 18,000 a month. The 
new national minimum wage, half 
of what was recommended, truly 
portends a death knell on India’s 
labour protection framework.

The rhetoric on labour codes 
make it appear as if it passionately 
argues for a minimum wage. A closer 
look at the provisions of the wage 
code, however, busts this myth.

First and foremost, it violates the 
Supreme Court and the 15th Indian 
Labour Conference guidelines for 

a “needs based” criteria (covering 
nutrition, healthcare, education and 
provisions for old age) to fix the 
minimum wage—something that 
was adopted for Central government 
employees, but ignored for the larger 
mass of unorganised sector workers.

No principles, whatsoever have 
been laid down with regards to 
determining minimum wages, and 
the entire exercise has been left to 
the discretion of the central advisory 
board.

Wages are also proposed to be 
determined by state-level advisory 
boards, something that Indian 
industry has long wanted. Experts 
argue that such an arrangement 
would lead to a race to the bottom 
as different states would compete 
to attract investments by lowering 
wages—an observation that is borne 
out by facts on the ground.

Reports suggest that in the 
period between 2010 and 2015, 
several industrialists relocated from 
Okhla Industrial Area in Delhi 
to Uttar Pradesh and Haryana as 
the latter offered 25–35% lower 
minimum wages than Delhi. Flight 
of capital would become extremely 
convenient in such a regime, pushing 
state governments to compromise on 
worker’s wages and welfare.

One may well question the 
intention of the government of India 
in even announcing such a national 
minimum wage. In our judgment it 
is primarily a signal to the industry 
that the jungle has been let loose, 
only wilder this time, and wages 
can be pushed down to the lowest 
levels possible to suit the interests 
of capital.

Chowkidar not even a worker 
per law

Despite its claims, both the codes 
exclude millions of unorganised 
workers. The Occupational Safety 

and Health Code does not cover 
workers  employed  in  smal l 
enterprises deploying 10 or fewer 
workers, or those in the informal 
sector. As per an estimate, this is 
over 85% of India’s labour market, 
especially including those in medium 
and small enterprises, which often 
tend to be more risky and vulnerable 
to occupational hazards and safety 
violations.

The wage code also does not 
cover the large mass of informal 
workers because its definition of 
“employer” is ambiguous and 
narrow. For example, the code 
says, “Employer means a person 
who employs, whether directly or 
through any person, or on his behalf 
or on behalf of any person”. Most 
workers would struggle to establish 
their employment relations to benefit 
from the Code provisions.

Equality not a mandate labour 
codes support

Disturbingly, the code does 
not have any provisions to prohibit 
discrimination against workers from 
Adivasi and Dalit communities. 
There is pervasive evidence on the 
exclusion faced by such workers in 
the form of low earnings, wage thefts, 
abuse, harassment, low opportunities 
and minimal upward mobility. The 
new law is blind to it all.

Your wages can be stolen 
What happens if a worker does 

not receive due wages or does not 
receive them in time? As per the new 
code, in case of a dispute, a worker 
can now approach only a quasi-
judicial, appellate authority, not 
within the jurisdiction of courts—a 
violation of the Civil Procedure Code 
section 9 that requires mandatory 
judicial review of decisions. What 
is worse is that a claim can only be 
filed by an appropriate authority, 
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employee or trade union. This leaves 
out all workers in casual, informal, 
undocumented work, denying them 
any formal avenues to seek justice.

India’s informal economy is 
structured through long serpentine 
chains of contractors. Migrant 
workers often do not know who 
their employer is. The new wage 
code weakens the liability of the 
principal employer to pay wages to 
contract labour, if the contractor has 
failed to do so.

This has grave and far reaching 
consequences on the access to justice 
for informal workers, especially 
in a scenario where the volume of 
wage thefts from such workers is 
unacceptably high. Notably, the 
Occupational Safety and Health 
Code does talk about Principal 
Employer liability but it stealthily 
passes the buck to the manager or 
the supervisor.

I t  appears  as  though the 
government is trying to legalise 
contractualisation, instead of 
abolishing it. It is worth recalling 
that the contract labour act was 
legislated in 1979 with a view to 
abolish the contract system, while it 
is likely to become the new normal 
under this code.

‘How to supply cheap, pliable 
labour’

The entire tenor of both the 
codes reeks of eagerness to appease 
industry and create the much-hyped 
labour market flexibility and ease of 
doing business. This is exemplified 
by the flexible provisions for 
overtime, a move that can potentially 
legitimise 14-hour workdays as the 
norm.

Second ly,  by  pe rmi t t ing 
recoverable advances, the new wage 
code leaves marginalised workers 
vulnerable to coercive labour. This 

will be especially detrimental to 
distressed labour migrants employed 
in the informal sector, who are 
willing to accept advances to provide 
for their families while they are away, 
entrapping themselves in coercive 
labour relationships and new forms 
of slavery. This is also in complete 
violation of the legal presumption 
declared by the Supreme Court that 
clearly links advances to forced 
labour.

Furthermore, the code has 
almost completely rejected the 
existing regulatory framework, 
attempting perhaps to eliminate all 
forms of inspection mechanisms for 
the unorganised sector. This means 
that the majority of the workforce 
will be outside the ambit of the code, 
leaving them completely vulnerable 
to unfettered exploitation.

Labour codes craftily written
Finally, it is most ironical that 

the parliament is about to debate 
on what could be the most poorly 
written piece of legislation in Indian 
history. Both the codes have no 
understanding of informal labour 
and its requirements from the law. 
There is a lot of ambiguity in the 
way provisions are phrased. At 
times the codes get too specific 
and at times too vague, reflecting 
either poor groundwork done or 
a deliberate ambiguity to allow 
for excessive discretion of the 
appropriate government.

The Occupational Safety and 
Health Code most notably subsumes 
the Building and Other Construction 
Workers’ Act, 1996 leaving out 
millions of construction workers in 
the lurch who were enrolled with 
the welfare board created under 
the Act. The code makes shoddy, 
vague mentions of provisions for 
construction workers, too visible 

to miss.
While many of us have been 

fighting for a change in labour laws 
ourselves and demanding a protective 
framework for informal workers in 
India, the proposed changes are far 
from what we have strived for. Our 
collective analysis shows that the 
new codes are crafty—in the garb 
of promoting worker welfare and 
enabling formalisation, it is seeking 
to repudiate basic human and labour 
rights to workers.

Higher minimum wages for 
workers in Delhi 

In a historic counter to this 
dismal state of wages in the Indian 
labour market and policy discourse, 
the workers’ movement has made a 
major stride forward in the National 
Capital Territory of Delhi.

The Working Peoples Charter, 
along with other trade unions and 
workers’ organisations of Delhi, 
successfully pushed for the first 
upward revision of minimum 
wages in 22 years in the NCT, 
based on revised estimates of living 
costs. Through these efforts, they 
successfully ensured the adoption 
of the recommendations of the 
Raptakos judgment, despite attempts 
by representatives of the industry to 
bypass the same.

T h e  D e l h i  g o v e r n m e n t 
is currently in the process of 
implementing the wage hike on the 
recommendations of the Minimum 
Wage Advisory Committee. The 
amendment takes into account the 
positive impact of inflation on the 
cost of commodities in the workers’ 
consumption basket. This effort has 
created hope for the entire nation to 
advance the agenda of needs-based 
minimum wage and implementation 
of the Supreme Court landmark 
order in the Raptakos case.



4 JANATA, August 4, 2019

The Bharatiya Janata Party 
government moved two Lok Sabha 
bills on Tuesday to legislate the 
Code on Wages 2019 (WC) and the 
Occupational Health, Safety and 
Working Conditions Code 2019 
(OHSC).

The WC seeks to amalgamate 
and amend the four laws covering 
minimum wages, payment of wages, 
bonus and equal remuneration. The 
OHSC does the same with 13 laws 
including the Factories Act, the 
Contract Labour Act, the Interstate 
Migrant Workmen Act and specific 
laws covering beedi workers, cinema 
workers, construction workers, 
dock workers, plantation workers 
and motor transport workers, sales 
promotion employees and working 
journalists.

In the name of simplifying laws, 
the BJP government is trying to 
attack all workers in the country— 
from the lowest paid to the highest, 
from those who live in villages to 
those in metropolitan cities, from 
those who work in the smallest of 
farms, fields and inside households 
to those who work in the most 
modern of factories and offices. This 
is an attack on the entire working 
class.

The Statement of Objects and 
Reasons of the two Bills relies on the 
recommendations submitted by the 
2nd National Commission of Labour 
in 2002. These were rejected by all 
trade unions and not implemented. 
The language of government gives 
the impression that it is statutorily 
bound by these recommendations 
and worse so, claims that the Bills 
have emerged through a tripartite 

process!
The BJP government’s own 

description of the Bills is evidence 
enough that it favours employers. 
The Bil ls  convey the BJP’s 
understanding that “facilitation 
for ease of compliance of labour 
laws will promote setting up of 
more enterprises; this catalysing 
the creat ion of  employment 
opportunities”. Over the last five 
years as the country rose on the 
global index of ‘ease of doing 
business’, unemployment rose to 
highest level in 45 years.

The Bills presuppose that the 
“use of technology in its (the laws’) 
enforcement” will reduce violations. 
In reality, the Bills use of technology 
is only to transform the entire system 
of labour inspection. No longer to be 
based on checks and complaints, 
instead workplaces will be inspected 
based on ‘random’ computerised 
selections with some even inspected 
online or over the phone. Employers 
can also be informed beforehand.

In addition, employers are no 
longer bound by law to cooperate with 
inspectors. The newly designated 
‘Inspectors-cum-Facilitators’, 
under the Bill, are meant to assist 
employers in ‘complying’ with the 
law and can even forgive them for 
violations. Except ‘technology’, 
there is actually nothing in the law 
to ensure better compliance and 
implementation.

The failure to implement labour 
law over the last 25 years has been 
the most significant route through 
which workers’ rights have been 
undermined. All trade unions have 
long been demanding that non-

payment of minimum wages and 
such other violations of basic rights 
be made cognisable offences. Rather 
than responding to this, the Bills 
actually remove deterrents including 
the attachment of property in cases 
on non-compliance.

The stated effort in advancing 
the Labour Codes is to ‘simplify and 
rationalise’ the law with the objective 
of removing the ‘multiplicity of 
definitions and authorities’. Both 
codes fall well short of this claim—
in fact now there is a definition 
of employee and worker that run 
into each other and the creation 
of an additional authority—the 
Appellate Authority—between the 
conciliation process and the courts. 
Workers as a result will have to only 
wait longer for justice.

Both Bills also clearly define 
the responsibility of the labour 
contractor as final. This is an 
important departure which takes 
away the key responsibility of the 
principal employer for payment of 
wages and other benefits including 
bonus; as also the criminal liability 
for workplace accidents and deaths. 
The introduction of combined 
labour contract licences for all 
tasks in an establishment removes 
the possibility of identifying from 
the contract licence, a perennial 
task from a non-perennial task. It 
takes away the core principle of 
the Contract Labour Act and will 
provide employers a legal cover to 
hire contract workers in perennial 
and core tasks.

These two Bills and all the 
others the BJP government is 
seeking to legislate define the BJP 

India's Labour Laws Being Amended for Companies, Not Workers
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government’s understanding of the 
rights it (the government) must 
enjoy over a democratically elected 
parliament. The BJP government is 
seeking to arrogate to the executive, 
the rights and powers that rest with 
parliament especially when it comes 
to those that concern workers and 
the poor.

Our tax and commercial laws 
clearly define how the profit of an 
enterprise are of great concern to the 
BJP government. The same concern 
does not apply to workers. Hence 
there is one law for the rich and 
for big companies and another for 
ordinary citizens. In a violation of 
Article 14 of the constitution—the 
fundamental right to equality under 
law—the BJP government is seeking 
to grant the executive the power to 
define how a company’s profits are to 
be computed. This will affect every 
worker in the country not only in 
terms of bonus payments but also, at 
the lowest end, in minimum wages 
as employers will make claims 
on the ability to pay owing to low 
profitability.

Less than two weeks ago, the 
government gave us a fine display 
of the arbitrariness of the executive 
when it announced a Rs 2 increase 
in the National Floor-level Minimum 
Wage from Rs 176 to Rs 178 per 
day. Without doubt it was done to 
assuage employers that the Modi 
government was seeking to push 
through laws that were in the interest 
of employers and no one else. What 
it also did, for all to see, is convey 
that the government does not believe 
it owes anyone an explanation as to 
how it arrived at a 1.13% increase 
in the minimum wage from one 
year to the next. It must be their 
‘technology’ that did it.

This effort to legislate the 
Labour Codes comes at the end of 

five years during which the BJP 
government disrupted the tripartite 
system and virtually disbanded 
the Indian Labour Conference. 
Addressing BJP MPs for the first 
time after the general election, Prime 
Minister Narendra Modi said that the 
task of government must now be to 
help ‘ease of living’. A Rs 2 increase 
in the daily wage of a family of four 
will certainly ease the living of the 
few over the many.

Going by tenor of labour 
minister Santosh Gangwar in the 
Lok Sabha on Tuesday, it is clear 

that the government is determined 
to push this legislation through 
within the next few days without 
reference to parliament’s Standing 
Committee for Labour. This may well  
happen.

Our task however remains to 
resist this attack and advance the 
working class struggle in all ways 
that are possible. And this we will 
do.

[Gautam Mody is general secretary 
of the New Trade Union Initiative 
(NTUI).]

The National Committee of the 
IFTU totally opposes the Central 
Govt.’s moves for privatisation 
and corporatisation of the Indian 
Railways, which is both on this 
Govt.’s self proclaimed 100 day 
agenda, and was reflected in its first 
Budget and has been on the wish list 
of the Corporate sector for a long 
time. Railway workers across the 
length and breadth of the country 
are opposing the Govt.’s moves. 
IFTU supports their struggle and 
calls on all units to build contacts 
with the struggling railway workers 
in various parts of the country and 
to join these struggles as well as 
support them to our fullest capacity.

The Govt. is firstly out to 
undertake massive retrenchment of 
railway employees in addition to 
the ongoing process of systematic 
contractualisation of departments 
which has been on since the second 
phase of new economic policies. In 
this move, permanent workers who 
will reach the age of 55 years by 
April 2020 are to be compulsorily 

retired as also will be workers who 
have faced disciplinary action in 
their career. Over 3 lakh jobs are on 
target. Secondly, the Central Govt. 
is moving decisively to privatise 
and corporatise the seven production 
units at Raibareli, Chittaranjan, 
Kapurthala and other centres with the 
Modern Coach Factory at Raibareli 
being the first target. The Production 
units are to be separated into an All 
India Rolling Stock Company with 
immediate hiving off of permanent 
workers.  Railway workers have 
protested in thousands at several 
centres across the country. 

The Central Govt. is also moving 
to allow commercial use of railway 
land and is already moving to hand 
over such prime land to a Rail 
Land Development Corporation 
which will be the channel for 
corporatisation of such land. In 
addition rail tracks are being handed 
over to private companies and two 
passenger trains are also to be 
privatised as the first step towards 
the gradual commercialisation of 

IFTU NC Press Release, 31 July, 2019

Corporatisation of Indian Railways 
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the railways. 
Railways are a national asset, 

built and developed with public 
money and are the means of 
communication accessible to the 
ordinary citizens, most importantly 
to the migrant working class for 
whom they are the affordable 
lifelines to home and hearth. IFTU 
National committee calls on all units 
to strongly oppose this decisive 
furtherance of pro-corporate and pro-
imperialist policies by the Central 
Govt. Massive struggles alone can 
push back these policies which 
actually are also the agenda of the 
entire parliamentary gamut. Whole 
heartedly supporting the struggles of 
the brave railway workers, let us join 
with them to build decisive struggles 
to beat back privatisation of Indian 
railways.

Aparna (President), B. Pradeep 
(General Secretary)

National Committee, Indian 
Federation of Trade Unions (IFTU)

To perish or  to radical ly 
transform the way we relate to one 
another and to nature, that is the 
question humanity has never had to 
face until now.

The evidence backing the above 
assertion is strong and accumulating. 
Nevertheless, there remains a 
stubborn problem of awareness as 
many who understand the perils 
facing humanity fail to connect 
them to its source: the capitalist 
organisation of planetary life. Failure 
to address this problem will only 
guarantee that the predictable future 
characterised by immense suffering 
associated with a generalised social 
collapse and ecological ruination on 
a planetary scale will come to pass.

In this brief essay, I will tackle 
this problem of awareness by 
addressing a series of thematically-
related questions that are often raised 
by those who question whether the 
source of the problems we currently 
face can reasonably be said to be the 
capitalist system.

Questions
Why pick on capitalism when 

people from time immemorial 
have wrestled with various kinds 
of environmental degradation? 
Haven’t humans experienced such 
matters as soil erosion and depletion, 
overhunting and widespread logging 
prior to the advent of the capitalist 
social order? Isn’t the problem 
more accurately located in the 
kind of human interactions with 
nature that organised human life 
requires? After all, didn’t the Maya, 
a sophisticated civilisation made up 
of 19 million people, experience a 

rapid collapse in a span of a mere 
century due to a drought that had 
been severely exacerbated by rapid 
deforestation? Why then place 
the blame on capitalism and not 
on organised human life itself, 
especially given that revolutionary 
advances in technology have made 
possible a dramatic increase in 
human populations and vastly 
increased the impact of human 
actions on the environment?

A Response
It is true that peoples in the 

antiquity faced environmental 
d e g r a d a t i o n .  F o r  e x a m p l e , 
deforestation was responsible for 
60% of the drought that led to 
the rapid collapse of the Maya 
during the 8th or 9th centuries. 
But it is important to realise that 
the problems then were limited to 
a locality or a region. Today, by 
contrast, the ecological reach of the 
problems we face are global and 
threaten nearly the entirety of life 
on the planet. This is the first unique 
feature of the contemporary era.

Science, in fact, tells us that we 
are now living in a do-or-die moment 
in history.

Take the global warming as 
the Earth is now recording the 
highest levels of atmospheric carbon 
in over three million years. The 
planet has heated up by a degree 
since the dawn of the industrial 
age. “Limiting global warming to 
1.5°C [compared to a catastrophic 
2°C above the preindustrial level] 
would require rapid, far-reaching 
and unprecedented changes in 
all aspects of society,” says the 
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Intergovernmental Panel on Climate 
Change (IPCC), the UN body for 
assessing the science related to 
climate change.

Take the heating of the oceans. 
Since 1871 the oceans have been 
heating on average by an equivalent 
of about 1.5 Hiroshima-size atomic 
bombs per second. The heating has 
accelerated as carbon emissions 
have risen. Today that equivalent 
is between 3 and 6 atomic bombs 
per second. The oceans absorb 
more than 90% of the heat trapped 
by anthropogenic greenhouse gas 
emissions. This added energy raises 
the sea levels and enables more 
intense hurricanes and typhoons.

Or take the accelerated rate 
of extinction of species on Earth. 
A New UN report projects the 
extinction of one million animal 
and plant species within decades, 
representing one-eighth of total 
number of species. The report 
is the most comprehensive ever 
completed involving 145 experts 
from 50 countries, with input from 
another 310 contributors, over 
a 3 year-long systematic review 
of 15,000 scientific sources. 
“The overwhelming evidence,” it 
concludes, “presents an ominous 
picture.” “We are eroding the very 
foundations of our economies, 
livelihoods, food security, health and 
quality of life worldwide.” It urges 
immediate transformative change, 
by which it means “a fundamental, 
system-wide reorganisation across 
technological, economic and social 
factors, including paradigms, goals 
and values.”

The second, and related, feature 
of the contemporary era is that we are 
no longer witnessing societies whose 
activities threaten their existence but 
a globalised economic order whose 
normal operations threaten life on 

a planetary scale. That is, we are 
dealing with a capitalist economic 
system with a global reach. It is 
precisely because the system’s 
reach is global that the damage it 
inflicts on life-support systems is so 
widespread as to set it on a tragic 
collision course with the Earth itself.

It is crucial to realise that this 
widespread damage originates from 
the normal functioning of the system 
and not from its malfunction. The 
systemic nature of the ecological 
degradation should compel us to 
analyse with sober senses the central 
driving forces of the system as a 
whole. These are: (a) a cancer-like 
hunger for endless growth driven 
by the ‘egotistical calculation’ 
of commerce seeking maximum 
profitability; (b) the treatment of 
human labour as a cost leading 
capital to oppose labour capturing 
a fair share of the wealth it creates; 
and (c) the determination of massive 
investments by private interests, 
and increasingly by a transnational 
capitalist class, a tiny sliver of the 
total global population.

Let’s take the last point. Peter 
Phillips shows in his recent book 
Giants: The Global Power Elite 
(New York, Seven Stories Press, 
2018) that just 199 people manage 
17 t ransnat ional  investment 
companies that together controlled 
$41 trillion worth of assets in 
2017. They, the governments that 
accommodate them, and other 
networks of power they have set up, 
are primarily motivated by securing 
capital investments free from any 
resistance, with maximum return on 
investment, and with nation-states as 
“population containment zones” for 
global capital.

So far, I have concentrated on 
the global nature of capitalism and 
its impact on the planet’s ecosystem. 

Capitalism, however, has intensified 
its assault not just against this 
beautiful planet but against the 
people inhabiting it. Everywhere, the 
lords of capital use the differences 
of class, race, gender, sexuality 
and nationality to divide the people 
and keep the regime of brutal 
exploitation, accumulation and 
domination safe from any serious 
challenge. It is in the nature of 
capital to sacrifice the people and the 
planet at the altar of accumulation 
for accumulation sake.

How else are we to make sense 
of the facts that the world’s 2,200 
billionaires increased their wealth 
by $2.5 billion per day in 2018 
while nearly half of humanity (3.4 
billion people) live with less than 
$5.50 a day; that the super-rich had 
stored $7.6 trillion of their wealth in 
offshore tax havens in 2015 while 
some 10,000 will die daily of lack 
of access to health care; and that 
Ethiopia’s health budget, a country 
of 105 million people, is nearly 
equivalent to just a 1% tax on Jeff 
Bezos’ fortune ($112 billion), the 
richest man in the world?

Looking Ahead
The ruling class has no good 

ideas about how to address the 
existential crises the reproduction of 
its own class domination generates. 
Nor could we assume that it even has 
a serious understanding of the system 
or ways to ameliorate its socio-
ecological consequences. In fact, 
the ever-increasing concentration of 
wealth in its hands ensures that no 
solution, even if it is compelled to 
accept it by pressures from below, 
can remain effective for long and 
not be subject to rollback.

It is left to us, therefore, to 
free our minds and acquire the 
‘we’ consciousness necessary to 
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mount a serious challenge to global 
capitalism and its by-products: 
imperialism, neo-liberalism, war and 
militarism, racism, sexism, poverty 
and, especially, the destruction of 
the ecosystem.

There are some encouraging 
signs that the young have begun 
responding to the latter crisis. 
On May 24, 2019, hundreds of 
thousands participated in a student 
strike movement in over 1,664 
cities across 125 countries urging 
action to address the ecological 
crisis. Earlier on March 15, 2019, 
over 1.6 million people across 133 
countries in over 2,000 places turned 
out at such demonstrations. Other 
environmental movements had 
appeared earlier. In late April of this 
year, Extinction Rebellion, a British 
group, occupied major locations 
in London for ten days that led to 
the British government declaring 
a state of “climate emergency”, 
which received approval from 
parliament on May 1. In the US, the 
Sunrise Movement, comprised of 

young activists, has been pushing 
politicians to adopt a Green New 
Deal.

Time, however, is not on our 
side. We must act more forcefully 
and in more radical directions 
before the full range of catastrophes 
awaiting us materialise. We must 
not be satisfied with only pushing 
politicians to align themselves with 
the goals of the Paris Agreement. The 
latter is merely a step towards the 
long ecological revolution needed 
to create a just, free and sustainable 
society. A Green New Deal should, 
for instance, take on the role of 
militarism and war in destroying the 
planet’s ecology.

But we can only do so if we 
try to see through the ideological 
mystifications the system generates 
to camouflage its nature and if we 
engage in serious anti-capitalist 
politics from below. Only then 
can we generate a radical hope to 
transform fundamentally the way 
we relate to one another and to 
nature. Such a radical hope rests 

on the premise that we are capable 
of collective rationality and can 
act proactively to avert predictable 
disasters. To rely only on reactive 
forms of consciousness and action 
will not do. We cannot spring to 
(limited) action in reaction to the 
already-occurring socio-ecological 
disasters and expect to overcome 
the sources of the multiple crises we 
are facing.

As Dr. King once said, “We are 
confronted with the fierce urgency 
of now.” There is, he said, “such a 
thing as being too late,” especially 
now and in relation to the rapid 
unfolding of the ecocidal tendencies 
of the system. But as the worst is yet 
to come, we must insist with Marx 
that humanity be “at last compelled 
to face with sober senses his real 
conditions of life, and his relations 
with his kind,” and I would add, 
with nature, and act to transform the 
world accordingly.

(Faramarz Farbod teaches Political 
Science at Moravian College, USA.)

As I followed the passing of 
Triple Talaq bill in the Indian Upper 
House, I was reminded of my 
mother, Pramila Dandavate, who 
was distraught with denial of justice 
to Shah Bano and raised a revolt 
against the ambivalence of her own 
party on matters of bringing justice 
to Shah Bano. 

“Mohd. Ahmed Khan v. Shah 
Bano Begum” [1985 (1) SCALE 
767 = 1985 (3) SCR 844 = 1985 
(2) SCC 556 = AIR 1985 SC 945], 
commonly referred to as the Shah 
Bano case, was a controversial 

maintenance lawsuit in India, in 
which the Supreme Court delivered 
a judgment favouring maintenance 
given to an aggrieved divorced 
Muslim woman. The then Congress 
government, panicky in an election 
year, succumbed to the pressure 
of Muslim orthodoxy and enacted 
a law with its most controversial 
aspect being the right to maintenance 
for the period of iddat after the 
divorce, and shifting the onus of 
maintaining her to her relatives 
or the Waqf Board. It was seen as 
discriminatory as it denied right to 

basic maintenance available to non-
Muslim women under secular law.

Shah Bano, a 62-year-old 
Muslim mother of five from Indore, 
Madhya Pradesh, was divorced 
by her husband in 1978. She filed 
a criminal suit in the Supreme 
Court of India, in which she won 
the right to alimony from her 
husband. However, the Muslim 
politicians mounted a campaign 
for the verdict's nullification. The 
Indian Parliament reversed the 
judgement under pressure from 
Islamic orthodoxy. The judgement 

Justice for Women?

Uday Dandavate
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in favour of the woman in this case 
evoked criticisms among Muslims, 
some of whom cited Qur'an to 
show that the judgement was in 
conflict with Islamic law. It triggered 
controversy about the extent of 
having different civil codes for 
different religions in India. This case 
caused the Congress government, 
with its absolute majority, to pass 
the Muslim Women (Protection of 
Rights on Divorce) Act, 1986 which 
diluted the judgment of the Supreme 
Court and restricted the right of 
Muslim divorcées to alimony from 
their former husbands for only 90 
days after the divorce (the period 
of Iddah in Islamic Law). However, 
in the later judgements including 
Daniel Latifi case and Shamima 
Farooqui v. Shahid Khan case, the 
Supreme Court of India interpreted 
the act in a manner reassuring the 
validity of the case and consequently 
upheld the Shah Bano judgement 
and The Muslim Women (Protection 
of Rights on Divorce) Act 1986 was 
nullified. Many Muslims including 
All India Shia Personal Law Board 
supported the Supreme Court's  
o rder  to  make  the  r igh t  to  
maintenance of a divorced Muslim 
wife absolute.

The question that arose in my 
mind was, “What would be the 
reaction of my mother today?” 
I found an answer. My mother 
was committed to social justice. 
She was particularly vigilant on 
matters related to women’s rights. 
On these two issues, she did not 
let electoral politics get in the way 
of her activism. My mother was 
an ardent fan of social reformers 
like Raja Ram Mohan Roy, Jyotiba 
Phule, Savitribai Phule and Hamid 
Dalwai. During the period when 
Shah Bano was fighting for justice 
and Arif Mohammad Khan revolted 

against Rajiv Gandhi’s political 
expediency, my mom not only 
supported Arif Mohammad Khan, 
but also accommodated Shah Bano 
in our home for some time. She 
confronted her party’s national 
executive to take a firm position 
on Muslim Women’s rights. I have 
witnessed fierce arguments between 
her and Syed Shahabuddin on this 
issue. At that time, both of them 
(my mother and Shahabuddin) were 
General Secretaries of the Janata 
Party. She failed to get the party to 
take a principled stand and that led 
to several days and weeks of heated 
arguments in our home. 

My mother wanted justice 
not only for Muslim women but 
for all women. She organised 
a nationwide movement for an 
anti-dowry law and campaigned 
relentlessly until her own private 
member bill turned into a law. She 
organised protests in Deorala where 
Roopkuvarba Kanwar, a Rajput 
woman, was immolated in adherence 
to the tradition of Sati. The original 
inquiries resulted in 45 people 
being charged with her murder; 
these people were later acquitted. A 
much-publicised later investigation 
led to the arrest of a large number 
of people from Deorala, said to 
have been present in the ceremony, 
or participants in it. Eventually, 11 
people, including state politicians, 
were charged with glorification of 
sati. On 31 January 2004, a special 
court in Jaipur acquitted all the 11 
accused in the case.

I remembered her relentless 
efforts to bring justice to Maya Tyagi, 
a young woman from Baghpat, who 
was raped by the police in custody 
and paraded naked in the market.

Every time she heard of atrocities 
against women, Pramila Dandavate 
rushed to protest or protect them. If 

she were alive today, she would have 
taken the opportunity to generate 
a nationwide debate on Triple 
Talaq. She would’ve partnered 
with Muslim Satyashodhak Mandal 
to expand the topic to not just the 
plight of Muslim women but of all 
women in India. She would have 
been on the vanguard of a mass 
education campaign. She would 
have supported a comprehensive 
bill to provide security to women 
in their marriage, no matter which 
religion they belonged to. She would 
have made sure that the bill was not 
drafted in a manner that appeared 
against a certain community, but 
for all women. She would have 
insisted on referring the Bill to 
the Select committee and would 
have organised a series of seminars 
around the country to elicit ideas for 
securing the rights of women.

As a socialist committed to 
social reforms, my mother believed 
that only a secular state would 
bring justice to women and to 
other disadvantaged sections of 
the society. She also believed that 
social reforms that are aimed at 
unjust religious practices should be 
led from within the community, in 
order to avoid perception of affront 
from another religion. That is why 
she supported Hamid and Mehrunisa 
Dalwai. She was radical in her 
beliefs and relentless in seeking legal 
reforms to bring social justice. 

I remember my mother Pramila 
Dandavate today. She would not 
have used this occasion to defeat 
the bill and to restore status quo, 
but to generate a nationwide debate 
and a movement against social 
injustice. She would have also 
exposed hypocritical politicians who 
have defied polygamy laws and not 
faced consequences.

So my take away from the 
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passing of triple Talaq law is: it 
is a perfect occasion to generate a 
discussion on all contentious issues, 
including interference of religion 
in politics, injustice to women, 
Uniform Civil Code, and many 

other issues that have been sidelined 
because of vote bank politics. Let 
this occasion not become a reason 
for aggravating Hindu-Muslim 
conflict but an occasion to hold the 
government responsible for taking 

steps that ensure social justice and 
establishment of a secular legal 
framework for India.

(Uday Dandavate is Co-Founder  
and CEO, SonicRim Ltd.)

31st July is Premchand Jayanti. 
The greatest of Hindi novelists and 
short story writers was born on this 
day. As a small boy, I grew up in two 
small towns of Bihar—Begusarai 
and Darbhanga, to be precise. And 
Premchand was an integral part 
of my growing-up years. I was a 
bright boy. I loved my textbooks 
and stood first in class. But some 
textbooks were more dear to me 
than others. Mathematics terrorised 
me. Specially, questions about a 
monkey climbing up a pole and 
then slipping again. I wondered 
why a small kid should worry 
about monkeys climbing up poles. 
Let monkeys do their job. But the 
Bihar State Textbook Corporation 
thought otherwise. I hated maths and 
maths teachers. But Hindi textbooks 
brought smile to my tiny lips. I 
loved them. And no Hindi book was 
complete without Dinkar’s poems 
and Premchand’s stories. And I was 
mesmerised by Premchand’s stories. 
They were written in simple Hindi. 
Even his picture in textbooks was 
reassuring.

With his salt-and-pepper hair, 
tiny moustache and dhoti-kurta, he 
looked like my relatives who lived 
in villages. Premchand was like a 
nana or a dada telling stories to tiny 
tots. And he lived a Spartan life. In a 
letter to his friend, Premchand said 
that he never craved for bungalows 

and cars. All he needed was dal–
chapati and a spoonful of ghee. 
Modern doctors would have frowned 
upon Premchand’s love affair with 
ghee. Like Munni, ghee has also 
become quite badnaam nowadays. 
But those were good old days. 
Cholesterol was unheard of. And 
nobody bothered about clogged 
arteries. So, Premchand got away 
with his shuddh desi ghee and 
penned heart-warming stories. Most 
of his immortal stories were written 
on a broken khatiya (string-bed). 
Unlike modern writers who produce 
heaps of trash, writing on laptops in 
air-conditioned cafes!

Coming back to Premchand’s 
short stories, they are still embedded 
in my heart. Eidgaah is a story about 
a poor Muslim kid Hamid who buys 
a chimta for his old grandma because 
she burnt her fingers when  making 
rotis. The story is so moving that 
I shed copious tears every time I 
read it. Premchand has depicted 
child psychology brilliantly. The 
way Hamid defends his humble 
chimta against fancy toys bought 
by his friends is heart-rending. And 
when the story ends, both Hamid’s 
dadi Ameena and the reader are 
in tears. Then there is Raksha Me 
Hatya, a story about two innocent 
kids who are so obsessed with 
protecting pigeon eggs that they 
finally break them! Noble intentions 

gone haywire.
Panch Parmeshwar is a story 

about two bosom friends Algoo 
Chaudhary and Jumman Sheikh and 
the dynamics of village panchayats. 
Algoo testifies against Jumman 
when Jumman’s old khala (aunt) 
accuses Jumman of ill-treatment. 
The panch (judge) should not let 
friendship come in the way of justice. 
In Namak Ka Daroga, an honest  
salt-inspector Munshi Vanshidhar 
refuses to succumb to temptation, 
loses his job but is honoured in the 
end by the same Pandit Alopideen 
who tried to bribe him. And who can 
forget Poos Ki Raat. A poor farmer 
Halku refuses to leave the warmth 
of fire even when his field is grazed 
by cattle.

Shatranj Ke Khiladi shows the 
decadent feudal culture of Lucknow. 
Mirza and Meer continue to play 
chess as the British forces march 
into Awadh. The legendary Satyajit 
Ray made a movie on this story. It is 
Ray’s only movie in Hindi.

Premchand himself was a starry-
eyed idealist in his real life. Listening 
to Mahatma Gandhi’s call, he quit 
his government job. Premchand 
married a child-widow Shivrani 
Devi. His son Amrit Rai called him 
Kalam Ka Sipahi. Born as Dhanpat 
Rai, Premchand wrote in Urdu. 
When the British government seized 
his book Soz-e-Watan, he switched 

Growing Up With Premchand’s Stories

Amitabh Kumar Das
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over to Hindi and took Premchand 
as his nom-de-plume.

Premchand taught me many 
things. His stories shaped my 
character. He made me a staunch 
secularist. I learnt that Algoo and 
Jumman can be bosom friends 
despite their different religions. If I 

regularly attend iftar at my Muslim 
friends’houses, the Algoo–Jumman 
friendship inspires me. He sowed 
in me seeds of empathy with the 
poor. I always see a Hamid in poor 
kids. And he taught me to stick to 
my principles, much like Munshi 
Vanshidhar, the incorruptible namak 

ka daroga. And lessons in simplicity.
A writer who ate simple dal–

chapati but strode the world like 
a colossus. I salute you, Munshi 
Premchand. Koti – koti naman!

(Amitabh Kumar Das is a 1994 
Batch IPS Officer.)

After appointing an ex-IMF 
official as Finance Minister and 
another ex-IMF official as State 
Bank of Pakistan Governor, the 
government of Pakistan has assured 
the International Monetary Fund 
(IMF) of increasing electricity and 
gas prices and to eliminate the 
subsidy given to the consumers.

At the same time, at the IMF 
demand, the government would not 
interfere in the matters of Oil & Gas 
Regulatory Authority (OGRA) and 
National Electric Power Regulatory 
Authority (NEPRA) in fixing gas 
and electricity prices respectively. At 
present they have to take government 
permission to fix gas and electricity 
prices.

Dr Reza Baqir, who has been 
appointed as the Governor of the 
State Bank of Pakistan, has been 
with the IMF since 2000. He quit 
his job recently as the IMF senior 
resident representative to Egypt to 
take charge of the State Bank.

Dr Abdul Hafeez Shaikh, 
the new Finance Minister, has 
represented the IMF in several 
countries. He also worked with the 
World Bank, and served as country 
head for Saudi Arabia. Shaikh was 
appointed last month after the IMF 
apparently refused to work with 
Finance Minister Asad Umar.

According to the f inance 

ministry, Pakistan’s total debt and 
external liabilities was $20.90 billion 
in 1990, rising to $38.86 billion in 
2007 and $99.1 billion now.

S ince  coming  to  power, 
the Pakistan Tehreek-e-Insaf 
government has been exploring all 
financing options, including help 
from friendly countries. It has so 
far received a total of $9.1 billion in 
financial aid packages from China, 
Saudi Arabia and UAE. However, 
Pakistan still fell short of meeting 
its dollar requirement for the current 
financial year, and so it was forced 
to go to the IMF. 

On May 12, 2019, it  was 
announced that IMF and Pakistan 
have reached an agreement. Dr 
Shaikh announced that Pakistan 
would receive $6 billion worth of 
assistance under the IMF program 
over a period of three years. Besides 
the IMF assistance, Pakistan will 
also receive additional funds worth 
nearly $2–3 billion from institutions 
like the World Bank and Asian 
Development Bank, Dr. Shaikh 
added.

IMF loans only benefit the corrupt  
Pakistan has gone to the IMF 

repeatedly since the late 1980s. 
The last time was in 2013, when 
Islamabad got a $6.6 billion loan to 
tackle an economic crisis.

Former prime minister Nawaz 
Sharif’s government obtained a 
whopping $35 billion in new loans 
during his four-year (2013–2017) 
tenure to repay maturing debt and 
keep official foreign currency 
reserves at a level which could give 
a sense of economic stability to 
investors.

In July 2017, the Supreme Court 
of Pakistan disqualified Nawaz 
on concealment of assets charges. 
In December 2018, the  National 
Accountability Bureau (NAB), 
Pakistan’s anti-graft court, jailed 
Nawaz Sharif for seven years on 
graft charges.  The NAB in its 
ruling said that the three-time prime 
minister was unable to prove the 
source of income that led to his 
ownership of a steel mill in Saudi 
Arabia.

The former President, Asif Ali 
Zardari, whose government (2008–
2013) is also responsible for huge 
IMF borrowing is now facing mega 
money laundering cases.

Pakistan started the process of 
privatisation in the 1980s. It has sold 
out more than 160 state-run entities 
since then, rendering hundreds and 
thousands of people jobless. Instead 
of seeing the country free from debt, 
what we see today is nothing but a 
phenomenal surge in the external 
debt and liabilities which is likely to 

Pakistan in IMF Debt Trap

Abdus Sattar Ghazali



12 JANATA, August 4, 2019

haunt Pakistan’s coming generations 
for decades.

The new IMF loan is likely to 
unleash a wave of liberalisation, 
privatisation and deregulation that 
will lead to more unemployment, 
yet further fall in the already low 
living standards and substantial cuts 
in public spending.

What is ahead for Pakistanis? 
This shocking report from Cairo 
after implementation of the IMF 
reforms in Egypt may provide some 
indication to Pakistanis:

“Egypt has seen a recent growth 
in the so-called ‘used food’ markets, 
as citizens bear the brunt of IMF 
economic reform program, Middle 
East Monitor reported on April 18, 
2019. Markets selling scraps of food 
have become increasingly common 
in Greater Cairo, home to more than 
20 million people, with the remains 
of meals from restaurants and hotels 
offered to families at a discounted 
price. Defective food products, 
ranging from processed meats and 
pasta to cheese and juice, are also 
on offer, with many of the goods 
unpackaged, with no information as 
to where or when they were made.

“A shopper, Asma Mohammed, 
said she even had to buy chicken 
bones and necks from the street to 
make a stock for her family of five 
after she was unable to afford them at 
the usual market. ‘The poultry bones 
are now sold for 15 pounds [$0.87], 
two years ago they were only five 
pounds [$0.29], I do not know what 
I will do if I cannot even buy poultry 
legs and bones,’ she said.

“The prices of basic food items, 
water and fuel have soared in recent 
years after state subsidies were cut 
and VAT was introduced in the 
country for the first time. The new 
policies come as part of Egypt’s 
commitment to economic reforms 
stipulated by the International 

Monetary Fund (IMF) in accordance 
with the country’s loan agreement.

“However, the policies have 
added to the financial woes of 
many millions of Egyptians living 
below the poverty line, who have 
complained of being unable to afford 
basic necessities since the price 
jumps.”

Egypt has been praised for  
its commitment to the measures; 
during its fourth review of the 
program by the IMF last month, 
officials said.

Tellingly, Dr Reza Baqir, the 
new Governor of the State Bank of 
Pakistan, was IMF Representative in 
Cairo till recently.

Third World countries debt
The International Monetary Fund 

was established in 1944 as a lender 
of last resort to countries facing 
balance of payment difficulties, a 
lifeline for countries on the verge 
of insolvency.

By the 1980s, a number of Third 
World countries, unable to pay back 
the massive loans they had received 
from western commercial banks in 
the 1970s, were forced to  turn to 
this lifeline.

The Third World countries are 
now in debt trap. External loans to 
developing country governments 
more than doubled from $191 billion 
in 2008 to $424 billion in 2017.

As a condition for financial 
assistance,  the IMF requires 
governments  to  make harsh 
economic adjustments, such as 
cutting spending on socials services 
and ending price subsidies on such 
essential items as food and fuel. The 
IMF and the World Bank provide 
loans only if the poor countries 
privatised their economies and 
allowed western corporations free 
access to their raw materials and 
markets.

 Confessions of an Economic 
Hitman

This reminds me of John Perkin’s 
book Confessions of an Economic 
Hitman. Perkin was an IMF official. 
Perkins says he was actually an 
“Economic Hit Man” and his job 
was to convince countries that are 
strategically important to the United 
States to accept enormous loans for 
infrastructure development and to 
make sure that the lucrative projects 
were contracted to US corporations.

He cooked the books in a 
gigantic international con game. 
More specifically, he produced and 
defended grossly inflated projections 
of economic growth that were 
then used to justify super-sized 
infrastructure projects financed with 
debts to foreign banks that could 
never be repaid.

Intentionally making un-payable 
loans to foreign governments may 
seem the work of fools, but the 
money flowed directly into the 
bottom lines of well-connected US 
construction and energy companies 
like Bechtel and Halliburton, and 
the perpetual debts gave the US 
government a stranglehold over the 
economic and political resources of 
the indebted nations.

At the same time, the leaders 
of these countries bolstered their 
political power because they were 
credited with bringing industrial 
parks, power plants and airports to 
their people.

The problem is that these 
countries simply cannot handle 
the debt of these loans and their 
poorest citizens are deprived of 
health, education and other social 
services for several decades as these 
countries struggle economically to 
overcome their huge debts.

Of particular interest is Perkins’ 
story of his role in the deal that 
tied Saudi Arabia to US interests, 
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created a financial and political 
alliance between the House of Saud 
and the House of Bush, and led to a 
partnership that channeled billions 
of dollars to Osama bin Laden.

Under this agreement, the 
Saudis hold their oil earnings in 
US Treasury bonds. The Treasury 
Department pays the interest on 
these bonds directly to favored US 
corporations, with which it contracts 
to modernise Saudi Arabia’s physical 
infrastructure. In return, the US 
government uses its political and 
military clout to keep the Saudi royal 
family in power.

According to Perkins, the Saudi 
agreement was to be a model for 
Iraq, but Saddam Hussein refused to 
play—which explains why George 
W. Bush was so intent on invading 
Iraq to remove him from office. The 
war was simply a different means to 
the same outcome. Effective control 
of Iraqi oil reserves was transferred 
to US hands. Bechtel, Halliburton 
and other corporate Bush cronies 
received billions in new contracts.

Doug Bandow, the author of 
Perpetuating Poverty: The World 
Bank, the IMF, and the Developing 
World, wrote in 1995: There is a 
biblical proverb that says: “the tender 
mercies of the wicked are cruel.” 
Perpetuating Poverty demonstrates 
this to be true on an international 
scale. Fifty years and hundreds 
of billions of dollars of aid from 
Western governments—tunneled 
through the IMF, the World Bank, 
and a number of other multilateral 
aid agencies—have had a huge 
impact on world poverty: it has 
helped keep the Third World poor 
just that—poor.

(Abdus Sattar Ghazali is a journalist 
who has written extensively on South 
Asia and the Middle East.)

"Miya" poetry is a reclaiming of 
one’s Muslim identity by the Bengali-
origin Muslims of Assam; protest 
poetry that rebels against subjugation 
and oppression. "Miya" is an Urdu 
word that means 'gentleman', but 
it has become a slur in Assam and 
is used as a term of abuse. Poets 
and activists from the Bengali 
Muslim community have found a 
way to take the derogatory term 
"Miya" and subvert it. Miya poetry 
seeks answers to the questions of 
belonging and citizenship. It echoes 
the fears of a community threatened 
by exclusion from the NRC — the 
National Register of Citizens.

Write Down ‘I am a Miyah’
Hafiz Ahmed

Write
Write Down
I am a Miya
My serial number in the NRC is 
200543
I have two children
Another is coming
Next summer.
Will you hate him
As you hate me?

Write
I am a Miya
I turn waste, marshy lands
To green paddy fields
To feed you.
I carry bricks
To build your buildings
Drive your car
For your comfort
Clean your drain

To keep you healthy.
I have always been
In your service
And yet
you are dissatisfied!
Write down
I am a Miya,
A citizen of a democratic, secular, 
Republic
Without any rights
My mother a D voter,
Though her parents are Indian.

If you wish kill me, drive me from 
my village,
Snatch my green fields
hire bulldozers
To roll over me.
Your bullets
Can shatter my breast
for no crime.

Write
I am a Miya
Of the Brahamaputra
Your torture
Has burnt my body black
Reddened my eyes with fire.
Beware!
I have nothing but anger in stock.
Keep away!
Or
Turn to Ashes.

(Translated by Shalim M. Hussain)

 

I Am ‘Miya’ – Reclaiming Identity  
Through Protest Poetry
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Organisers of upcoming global 
climate strikes hope their demands 
for a rapid end to business as usual 
and a swift start to climate justice 
will be too loud to ignore.

The strikes, which are set for 
September 20th and 27th—with 
additional actions slated for the 
days in between—are planned in 
over 150 countries thus far, and over 
6,000 people have already pledged 
to take part.

It has the potential to be the 
biggest climate mobilisation yet, 
said organisers.

"Our house is on fire—let's act 
like it," says the strikes' call-to-
action, referencing the words of 
Swedish activist Greta Thunberg. 
"We demand climate justice for 
everyone."

Thunberg echoed that call in 
a just-released video promoting 
the upcoming actions. "Everyone 
should mobilise for the 20th and 
27th of September," said Thunberg, 
"because this is a global issue which 
actually affects everyone."

It's been the world's youth, 
though, that have played a driving 
force in recently calling attention to 
the climate crisis with protests and 
school strikes.

"Young people have been 
leading here," 350.org co-founder 
Bill McKibben said in the Thunberg 
video, "but now it's the job of the rest 
of us to back them up."

The two Fridays of action, 
according to organisers, will bookend 
a "Week for Future" to sustain the 
climate call. Nestled between is the 
United Nations Summit on Climate 
Change on September 23rd in New 
York.

"Because we don't have a single 
year to lose," said Luisa Neubauer 
of Fridays for Future Germany in a 
press statement Wednesday, "we're 
going to make this week a turning 
point in history."

The upcoming protests reflect 
a call form a diverse group of 
global organisations, including 
Amnesty International, Oxfam, La 
Via Campesina, Fridays for Future, 
and Extinction Rebellion.

The Youth Climate Strike 
Coalition, which includes Sunrise 
Movement and Zero Hour, issued a 
press statement Wednesday focusing 
on US actions on September 20th.

"The youth uprising," said 350.
org North America director Tamara 
Toles O'Laughlin, "is backed by 
millions who refuse to sit by while 
the Trump administration, hand-in-
hand with fossil fuel executives, 
continues their campaign of climate 
denial and policy rollbacks, all 
while we face extreme heat waves, 
hurricanes, floods, and wildfires."

"We stand with communities 
demanding economic transformation 
that works for our collective right to 
a sustainable, healthy, and livable 
future," she continued.

Backing up the need for the 
mobilisation is ample evidence of 
the climate crisis. As the Global 
Climate Strike website sums up:
• Our house is on fire.
• Our hotter planet is already 

hurting millions of people.
• We need to act right now to stop 

burning fossil fuels and ensure 
a rapid energy revolution with 
equity, reparations, and climate 
justice at its heart.
The inter-generational and 

global actions, according to the 
global organisers, can serve to 
show the size of chorus of those 
demanding and en to the fossil fuel 
economy, bring out those previous 
on the sidelines of the climate justice 
fight, and "kickstart a huge wave of 
action and renewed ambition all over 
the world."

To  m a k e  t h a t  h a p p e n , 
massive turnout is necessary, said 
Evan Cholerton of Earth Strike 
International.  "Multinational 
corporations aren't going to give up 
anything unless we fight," he said.

"This is a fight for ourselves, 
for our future, and for future 
generations," continued Cholerton. 
"This is a fight for justice for all: 
workers, students, parents, teachers, 
conservatives, liberals, socialists, 
and everyone else. We can fight 
against climate breakdown, and 
we can fight against environmental 
destruction. We need to all be part of 
this, or else the establishment won't 
budge."

"We can do this," he added, "if 
we do this together."

(Andrea Germanos is senior 
editor at Common Dreams, a non-
profit media centre in the United 
States.)

Editor’s note: Meanwhile, the 
climate crisis keeps getting worse, 
as the following article eloquently 
brings out:

Greenland Ice Sheet Faces 
Possible Record-Breaking Melting

(by Eoin Higgins)
Last week's European heatwave 

is moving north toward the Arctic, 
where temperatures could trigger 
record melting in Greenland and 

Climate Leaders Urge Massive Turnout for Global Climate Strikes

Andrea Germanos
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affect sea levels worldwide for 
millennia. 

That's according to meteorologist 
Eric Holthaus, who said on Twitter 
on July 29, 2019 that the melting 
event from the heat could result in 
the loss of 40 billion tons of ice. 
"This single heat wave will create 
a permanent change in our oceans 
that will linger for millennia," said 
Holthaus. "We are in a climate 
emergency."

The heat is an indicator of the 
climate crisis that can't be ignored, 
US Congresswoman Alexandria 
Ocasio-Cortez (D-N.Y.) tweeted. 
She said the crisis makes the case 
that her Green New Deal legislation 
needs to be passed as soon as 
possible, no matter the concerns 
about it being "too much, too soon."

"Setting climate goals for 2030 
isn't due to some arbitrary political 
rationale—it's there due to scientific 
consensus," said Ocasio-Cortez. 
"Simply put, we must draw down 
carbon by 2030 to stave off climate 
disaster on levels yet unseen."

The current spate of Arctic 
melting may break the record for 
the region set in 2012. As BuzzFeed 
News reported on July 26, Arctic 
ice is disappearing at a rate higher 
than ever recorded—and in 2012, 
the rate was exacerbated by storms 
that broke up sea ice in the summer 
leading to more melting. 

This time, it's heat. 
On Monday, CNN talked to 

Ruth Mottram, a climate scientist 
with the the Danish Meteorological 
Institute, who said the 2019 melt 
is particularly dangerous. This 
year's melt is different to the one in 
2012 as it is happening persistently 
every day rather than in extreme 
bursts, Mottram noted. She said that 
Greenland's ice loss has added an 
estimated 180 gigatons (billion tons) 
of water to the oceans since the 1 

July. This contributes to a global sea 
level rise of around half a millimeter.

On Tuesday, Democracy Now! 
host Amy Goodman laid out the risk 
to the planet if the Greenland ice 
sheet melts and noted the connection 
of climate change to the rapidly 
disappearing glaciers on the island. 
"If the ice sheet melts entirely, it 

would raise global sea levels by 
almost 23 feet," said Goodman. 
"Last month was the hottest June 
ever recorded on Earth, while July 
is on track to be the hottest month 
ever."

(Eoin Higgins is senior editor at 
Common Dreams.)

The RTI (Amendment) Bill which 
the ruling party got passed in the Lok 
Sabha by its sheer brute majority 
and in the Rajya Sabha by winning 
over some of the opposition is of a 
piece with the Modi Government’s 
systematic and sustained efforts at 
subverting the autonomy of every 
constitutional and statutory body 
and making it subservient to the 
Union Government. The statement 
of objectives of the Bill clearly states 
that the government wants to reduce 
the stature of the Central Information 
Commissioner.

Ear l ier,  the  CIC’s  s ta tus 
was equivalent to the Election 
Commissioners and judges of 
the Supreme Court. Under the 
2005 Act, which was passed by 
the Congress Government, the 
Information Commissioner had 
the authority to issue directives to 
the Cabinet Secretary, Principal 
Secretary and other senior officials 
to disclose information under the 
RTI Act. The Chief Information 
Commissioner, the Information 
Comssioners and even State 
Information Commissioners had a 
fixed tenure of five years or up to 
the attainment of the superannuation 
age. They could not be removed 
from their office before the expiry 
of their term. This safeguard is now 
removed.

Not only that. The amendment 
enables the government to usurp 
the power to fix the tenure, term, 
status and salary. The Act of 2005 
did not give this power to the Union 
Government. Under the amended 
Act, the Centre now has the power 
to “prescribe by rules the terms 
of the offices of and salaries and 
allowances and terms and conditions 
of service of” the Chief Election 
Commissioner, the Information 
Commissioners and even the State 
Information Commissioners and 
other Commissioners.

Once the President gives his 
assent and the Bill becomes the law, 
the Union and State Information 
C o m m i s s i o n s  w i l l  b e c o m e 
appendages of the government, like 
any other government department. 
The downgrading of the status of 
the CIC has been done deliberately 
so that the CIC and SICs cannot ask 
for information from officers senior 
to them in rank like the Cabinet 
Secretary. Congress parliamentary 
party chairperson Sonia Gandhi 
rightly termed the amendment to 
the Act as “disempowering every 
Indian citizen” and went on to say 
that the Act now stood on the brink 
of extinction. Once the new law 
comes into force, the government 
will effectively plug any leakage 
of information embarrassing to the 

Now the RTI Act

Barun Das Gupta
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Centre and State governments.
Denial  of  informat ion is 

tantamount to suppression of the 
freedom of expression guaranteed 
by the Constitution. All freedoms 
and democratic rights given by the 
Constitution are sought to be taken 
away from the very people who have 
voted this government to power. 
The Minister of State for the PMO, 
Jitendra Singh, ominously said that 
the Bill is an “enabling legislation”. 
How he was repeating Hitler’s 
language!

One of the first things that 

Hitler did on coming to power in 
1933 was to pass an “Enabling Act” 
which disabled the very Weimar 
Constitution under which it was 
passed. The avowed purpose of the 
law was to “remedy the distress of 
the people and the nation”. Article 
2 of the law said: “Laws enacted by 
the Government of the Reich may 
deviate from the Constitution as long 
as they do not affect the institutions 
of the Reichstag and the Reichsrat.” 
Thus Hitler usurped the power to 
make laws that were violative of the 
Weimar Constitution (“may deviate 

from the Constitution”) to become 
the greatest and most ruthless 
dictator of the 20th century. The 
disturbing question that arises in the 
mind is: Is the Indian Constitution 
also heading for the same fate? Will 
one person’s autocracy be sanctified 
by an “enabling” legislation that will 
put an end to democracy and all the 
democratic institutions of India.

(Barun Das Gupta is a veteran 
journalist and hails from a Gandhian 
family.)

* * *

Secrecy and flagrant violation
S t r a n g e l y  e n o u g h ,  t h e 

government introduced the RTI 
amendment in the Lok Sabha in 
complete secrecy, and in flagrant 
violation of the Pre-Legislative 
Consu l t a t ion  Po l i cy,  which 
mandates public disclosure and 
consultation on draft legislations. 
Owing to the undemocratic way of 
its introduction, the contents of the 
draft amendments were not known 
to MPs, citizens and the media until 
the Bill was circulated to the Lok 
Sabha members on the eve of its 
introduction.

Eminent social activist Aruna 
Roy, the force behind the RTI 
Act, has this to say: “The status of 
information commissioners was 
extensively discussed during the 
formulation of the law, including 
in the Standing Committee. In 
fact, the Committee opined, ‘IC 
is an important creation under 
the Act which will execute the 
laudable scheme of the legislation… 
It should, therefore, be ensured that it 

functions with utmost independence 
and autonomy.’ It recommended 
that to achieve this objective, 
it would be desirable to confer 
on the central chief information 
commissioner and information 
commissioners, status of the chief 
election commissioner and election 
commissioners respectively. The 
committee’s recommendation was 
accepted and passed by parliament 
unanimously through an extensive 
process of public and Parliamentary 
consultation.”

The present government, within 
weeks of assuming power, calls this 
an ‘anomaly’ and seeks to remove it 
overnight in a stealthy manner. Why 
this supersonic speed, unseemly 
haste and determination to amend 
the law? Obviously, someone is 
afraid of the RTI Act.

In the mid-60s, there was a 
popular play titled Who’s afraid 
of Virginia Woolf? The story 
revolves around two couples trying 
desperately to suppress certain 
truths, which to their consternation, 

manages to come out, leading to 
thunder and fury. In her writing, 
Virginia Woolf attempts to expose 
the truth: all of the things that the 
couples try to cover up. When the 
couples sing the song together, they 
make a mockery of their own fear 
of the truth and are attempting to 
project a false image.
Drawing a parallel

Do we see a parallel with the 
present government and the EC? 
Indeed, we should. Particularly 
in the context of mentioning the 
anomalies between the EC and ICs 
as the reason for this amendment. If 
the objective is just to remove any 
‘anomaly’, it could have been done 
in a routine manner in full public 
view. Why this guilt, tearing hurry 
and secrecy?

Therein lies the tale of the recent 
election to parliament, which was 
devoid of basic elements of integrity. 
There is deep suspicion about major 
manipulation of Electronic Voting 
Machines (EVMs) aided and abetted 
by the EC itself. The issue is so 

Who’s Afraid of the RTI Act

M.G. Devasahayam

(This is an extract from the article, to leave out the repititions from the above piece.)
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serious as to prompt 64 former civil 
servants (many of whom have 
conducted and supervised elections) 
belonging to the Constitutional 
Conduct Group to write to the EC. 
They stated:

“The 2019 General Elections 
appear to have been one of the 
least free and fair elections that the 
country has had in the past decades… 
In the past, despite the efforts of 
criminal elements, musclemen, and 
unscrupulous politicians, the persons 
who graced the EC did their best to 
ensure that elections were conducted 
as freely and fairly as possible. In 
these General Elections, however, 
an impression has gathered ground 
that our democratic process is being 
subverted and undermined by the very 
constitutional authority empowered 
to safeguard its sanctity. It was rare 
in the past for any serious doubts 
to be raised about the impartiality, 
integrity and competence of the EC. 
Unfortunately, the same cannot be 
said about the present EC and the 
way it has conducted the General 
Election-2019.”

And though suppressed in the 
mainstream media, there has been an 
avalanche of allegations and charges 
against the EC and several public 
campaigns have been launched to 
take the Commission to task in order 
to save the dying democracy. In the 
process, there will be a spate of RTI 
applications to the EC and appeals 
before the ICs to ascertain facts 
and information in order to activate 
these campaigns as well as to seek 
remedies through courts of law. The 
EC has already started to feel the 
heat and has resorted to bluff and 
filibuster.

A typical case is the reply 
received by  for their RTI query 
to the EC seeking information and 
documents on the VVPAT count data 
during the Lok Sabha elections-2019: 
“Polling Station wise data of Lok 

Sabha Election-2019 is not available 
with the Commission. It may be 
available with CEOs of all States/
UTs. You may obtain information 
from the office of CEOs of the 
States/UTs by submitting application 
under RTI Act, 2005 separately. Your 
application cannot be transferred 
to them as more than one PIOs  
are involved u/s 6 (3) of RTI Act, 
2005.”

Are ICs being compromised to 
bail the Election Commission out?

This absurd reply is while the 
circulars issued by the EC themselves 
say that all Chief Election Officers 
(CEOs) are to submit their VVPAT 
data to the commission within 
seven days of the counting day. So 
why is the data ‘not available’ with 
them? The Central Information 
Commission order says that even if 
multiple PIOs are needed to share the 
information, it is the responsibility 
of the PIO in possession of the RTI 
query to transfer it to rest of the PIOs. 
So why did they claim they cannot 
transfer the request to more than one 
PIO? Why is the EC attempting to 
hide the massive mismatch between 
the EVM-count and VVPAT-slips by 
refusing to share this crucial data?

The EC also seem to be in 
panic. How else can one explain the 
conflicting statements issued by it 
regarding the mismatch between the 
EVM vote-count and VVPAT-slips? 
On May 26, 2019, the ECI said that 
there was no mismatch. But on July 
22, it admitted eight mismatches. 
To boot, EC has commenced a 
Goebbelsian mode of publicity 
blitzkrieg extolling the virtues of the 
EVM trough paid advertisements. 
All these indicate that there must 
be something very rotten and there 
are many skeletons in the EC’s  
closet.

It looks as if having committed 
a grievous assault on democracy, the 
EC is now caught between a rock 

and a hard place. Political bosses 
and beneficiaries of this election 
have come to its rescue to wipe out 
the autonomy of the ICs, only to 
conceal the misdeeds of the EC. The 
former is being sacrificed at the altar 
of the latter.

The issue basically is: Should the 
truth about the arbitrary, autocratic 
and partisan functioning of the EC 
brought out into the open and made 
public? A la Virginia Woolf, ICs 
would be for revealing the truth, 
which the EC is desperately trying to 
suppress and cover up. When the EC 
mocks the IC, it is expressing its own 
fear of the truth and is projecting a 
false image before the people. So, 
who is afraid of the RTI Act? Do we 
need a jury?

(M.G. Devasahayam is a former 
IAS officer.)

Editor’s note: There could be 
another possible reason for Modi 
pushing the RTI (Amendment) Bill 
through the Parliament. In an article 
published in thewire.in, Gaurav 
Vivek Bhatnagar writes that another 
reason why Modi wanted the RTI 
Act amended was to prevent orders 
like the 2016 CIC order by M. 
Sridhar Acharyulu which allowed 
inspection of the Bachelor of Arts 
results of 1978 – the year Modi 
claims to have graduated from Delhi 
University. The Delhi University 
challenged this order in the Delhi 
High Court, and since then, the 
case has dragged on in the court 
for two-and-a-half years. During 
the debate in Rajya Sabha on July 
25, two senior Congress leaders – 
Abhishek Manu Singhvi and Jairam 
Ramesh – spoke directly about this 
link. Jairam Ramesh said, “There 
are five cases which have propelled 
the government to bring forward 
these amendments”, adding that 
the first was that “the CIC ordered 
disclosure of the prime minister’s 
educational qualification.”
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