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Concern %ver threat
to tribals’ survival

By Our Special Correspondent

MUMBAI, DEC. 29. Environmen-
talists have expressed concern
over the fate of tiny groups of
indigenous peoples living in the
islands of Andaman and Nico-
bar, which have been devastat-
ed by the tsunami.

The Negritos are among the
oldest inhabitants of these is-
fands. There is already a threat
to the survival of the people of
the Jarawa, Onge, Sentinelese
and Great Andamanese tribes
in the Andaman Islands. While
officially nothing is known
about the fate of these people,
there is widespread anxiety
about their survival.

Pankaj Sekhsaria of the
Pune-based Kalpavriksh Envi-
ronmental Action Group and
author of “Troubled Islands,” a
book on the Andaman and Ni-
cobar islands, told The Hindu
that the Great Nicobar Island
was a stone’s throw away from
the epicentre of the earthquake
near Sumatra — about 180 km
away, and that could pose a
threat to the Shompen tribe,
which belongs to the Mongol-
oid group, of which are only 200
people are left. The Shompen
inhabit this one large island in
the Nicobar group but they also
live in the interior parts of the
island.

Mr. Sekhsaria said their sur-
vival depended on whether they
were near the coastline at the
time of the calamity. It would
be difficult to assess the situa-
tion as the area was very remote
and the damage potential was
high. It may be recalled that af-
ter the first big earthquake
around 7 am on December 26,

there was another massive
earthquake with its epicentre in
Great Nicobar and 25 to 30 af-
tershocks in the area.

The indigenous Nicobarese
people, who number approxi-
mately 10,000-15,000 on Cen-
tral Nicobar comprising ten
small islands, may also be badly
affected. There are already
press reports that half of the
over 40,000 population of the
Nicobar Islands bare untrace-
able, Samir Acharya of the envi-
ronmental group Society for
Andaman and Nicobar Ecology
based in Port Blair said there
was little information on the
tribes and it was the vocal non-
tribal communities which were
being rescued and had more
access to relief.

The Negrito tribe of Jarawa,
which inhabits Middle and
South Andamans, number
about 270 and they have been
pushed into the Jarawa reserves
in dense forests. Till about six
years ago, they had very little
contact with the outside world.
The Onges inhabit the island of
Little Andamans and there are
only about 100 or so left of this
tribe. They have been facing
massive problems regarding
their cultural traditions and
control over natural resources.

On the Sentinel Islands, there
are about 100 Sentinelese left
who are also a Negrito tribe. Mr.
Sekhsaria said the island was
flat and therefore the future of
this small tribe was of great
concern. About 30 Great Anda-
manese inhabit the Strait Is-
land, which is northeast of Port
Blair. These tribes with their
minuscule populations were al-
ready under threat of survival.
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tribals safe, says_
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By Dur Staff Correspondent

NEW DELHI, DEC. 29. The Govern-
ment today claimed that the
fate of members of two aborig-
inal tribes — the Shompens and
the Sentinelese — was not
known while it had been able to
establish contact with four oth-
er primitive tribes in the Anda-
man and Nicobar Islands. A
special relief package is being
prepared by the Union Tribal
Affairs Ministry and will be an-
nounced soon.

A Tribal Affairs Ministry team
will visit the islands for a thor-
ough assessment of the damage
caused by Sunday's tsunami
strike.

According to the Union Min-
istry of Tribal Affairs, the fate of
the 100-strong Shompens, who
live in Campbell Bay, and the
Sentinelese, inhabitants of
North Sentinel island, is not
known.

All bridges to these areas
have been washed away and the
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areas have to be surveyed by
boats.

The Jarawas, who inhabit the
middle Andaman, are unlikely
to be affected because they live
on hilly terrain and forest areas
and the Andamanese live on a
bigger landmass, the Strait Is-
land. A Tribal Affairs Ministry
spokesperson said that food
was being sent to the Andama-
nese, and 40 or so Onges had
been rescued. The Onges — on-
ly 100 in number — live in Du-
gong Creek and efforts are on to
trace the others.

However, it is the most pros-
perous Nicobarese who are be-
lieved to have been the most
affected. Most of the 26,000-
strong community are feared to
have been killed.

The Ministry is finalising a re-
lief package to assist the prim-
itive tribes. It is in touch with
the local administration to en<
sure that relief and assistance
reaches the six tribal communi-
ties in the region.
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\}(() By Aarti Dhar
NEW DELHI, SEPT. 23. A natlonal
assembly of tribal and indige-
nous people has rejected the
draft National Tribal Policy,
saying that “mainstreaming and
assimilation” violated the rights
of the tribal, indigenous and
Adivasi people and that it was
indicative of the complete ab-
sence of respect for the “unique
culture” of these communities.

‘Offensive’

The language of the draft pol-
icy was unacceptable, offensive
with derogatory definitions and
descriptions, which showed a
lack of consistency and clear
recognition of rights to ances-
tral lands, territories and natu-
ral resources, said a declaration
adopted at the end of the three-
day deliberations on the policy.
There was also no recognition,
protection or promotion of trib-
al, indigenous and Adivasi cus-
tomary laws, practices and
governance systems and ad-
verse impact of liberalisation,
privatisation and globalisation,
it said.

The declaration was adopted
on the day when the Union
Tribal Affairs Minister, P.R. Kyn-
diah, and the Union Panchayati
Raj Minister, Mani Shankar Ai-
yar, also participated in the
meeting along with several trib-
al rights leaders and
environmentalists.

Coming down heavily on all
political parties for not domg
enough for the welfare of the in-
digenous groups, C.K. Janu,
tribal rights activist from Kerala,
spoke of political empower-
ment of these communities to
improve their lot. “The tribal
groups should block the roads
of the capital for 10 days to en-
sure that their interests are not
neglected. Only then will they
realise our importance,” she
said.

The Narmada Bachao Ando-
lan activist, Medha Patkar,
called upon the tribal commu-
nities to wage a war for their ter-
ritorial rights at the local level
and strive harder for self-gov-
ernance to protect their identi-
ty. “We are not demanding
territorial rights as charity but
as a right. When a small pop-
ulation of the Vatican City can
have an identity of its own, trib-
als constitute a huge population
in India and [they] can certainly
claim their own territory.”

CPI warning

The Communist Party of In-
dia general secretary, D. Raja,
called for a collective fight for
the rights of the tribal popula-
tion while blaming the Sangh
Parivar for adopting a ‘fascist’
approach towards the indige-
nous people. “The Sangh Pari-
var describes them as ‘Vanvasi’
or residents of the jungle; even
animals live in jungle,” he
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pointed out, while advocating
better educational, and health
facilities and poverty eradica-
tion schemes for them. Warning
that “mainstreaming” of the
tribal population — as men-
tioned in the draft policy — had
ideological connotations, Mr.
Raja said it could also mean
‘Hinduisation’, ‘Islamisation’ or
‘Christianisation’ of these peo-
ple as has happened in Gujarat,
Jharkhand and the north-east.

Mr. Raja said the Left parties
had a role to play in accommo-
dating the tribal welfare in the
National Common Minimum
Programme of the United Pro-
gressive Alliance but the ques-
tion of implementation
depended on the bureaucracy.
“Unfortunately, we do not have
a pro-people bureaucracy
here,” he said.

Addressing the meeting, Mr. '
Kyndiah said the draft policy at-
tempted to provide ways and
means of documenting the rich
traditional wisdom of tribals
while admitting that many in-
digenous groups had been ad-
versely affected by resource
depletion, reduction or curtail-
ment of their common property
rights and, above all, displace-
ment of and inaccessibility to
their habitats. The consequence
has been abject poverty, com-
pounded by poor health condi-
tions, lack of proper nutrition,
sanitation and environmental
hygiene.
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/Draft tribal policy: Where

+¢" is the No

HE draft tribal policy of the ministry of
I tribal affairs, Government of India, has

three features. First, its condescending
attitude towards tribals. Second is the almost
total absence of the North-east and third is its
silence on tribal women, except for a word on
their low literacy rate, though
they are the worst victims of the
present processes.

The draft begins by stating
that till now we only have
Nehru’s Panchsheel which is
“long on generalities and short
on specifics” and adds that the
“policy seeks to bring
Scheduled Tribes into the
mainstream.., without distur-
bing their distinct culture” but
ends by saying that assimilation
is its objective. This is a con-
tradiction in terms. Assimila-
tion involves a community mer-
ging with another by abandon-
ing its past while integration is
unity while retaining one’s
identity. Then follow state-
ments that sound condescend-
ing - the reference to “Primi-
tive Tribes” or that tribal land is
alienated because they are
“simple people”. One can give
many more examples. “Primi-
tive” has been used in most
official documents till now but
a ministry that claims to uphold
the interest of the tribal com-
munities is expected surely to
end this obsolete and discrimi-
natory tradition, :

On assimilation, experience
and studies show that tribal
impoverishment is caused by
the “mainstream” that has ali-
enated their resources to its
own benefit. For example, tri-
bals are around 40 per cent of
those whom the “mainstream” |
has displaced in the name of
national development. The
draft says that tribals “suffer from malnu-
trition and disease and are vulnerable to dis-
placement” as though displacement were a
disease for which the state need not accept
responsibility since they are “vulnerable to it”.
So the draft ignores it except to say that their
displacement “amounts to violation of the
Fifth Schedule” (applicable to the non-North-
east tribes) and should be minimised but does
not say how. It gives some guidelines on
resettlement, hardly any of which have been
accepted in the Rehabilitation Policy
advertised by the Government of India in
February 2004.

Ignored too is the fact that displacement is
a major threat in the Sixth Schedule areas of
the North-east, It says rightly that the tribals
are being neglected but its statement that as a
result, a majority of them live below the po-
verty line and their literacy rate is low is true
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of Middle India, not of most of the North-eas
where they are capable of holding their own
as equals without the patronising attitude of
outsiders. However, displacement and land
alienation can impoverish them. Some 48 ma-
ssive dams are being planned in this region.
Most north-eastern tribes depend on com-
mon property resources. Their customary
laws and the Sixth Schedule re-
cognise their community con-
trol but the Land Acquisition
Act, 1894, according to which
land is acquired, is based only
on individual ownership. There
is not even a passing reference
to evictions though at least 15
lakh tribal families are being
evicted. Failure to note these
issues turns the statement
about the need to minimise
displacement and prevent im-
poverishment into a pious wish.
The worst insult comes in the
section on shifting cultivation.
Twenty-five per cent of India’s
tribes practise jhum but in the
North-east, most hill tribes live
| onit. After acknowledging that
“it’s widely practised in whole
| of North-Eastern region”, the
draft adds, “the tribals involved
in shifting cultivation don’t
seem to have any emotional at-
tachment to the land as an asset
or property needing care.” The
policy makers don’t seem to
have heard of ethnic conflicts
based on Jand. It’s true that to
them it’s not primarily property
or a marketable commodity,
but their livelihood around
which they have built a culture
and identity. It’s an insult to say
they lack emotional attachment
to it. One needs no emotional
attachment to treat land as pro-
perty but none would lay down
life for it as the tribes in this
region do unless one is emo-
tionally attached to it.
N Tribal knowledge systems are
another major issue in the North-east. It’s one
of 25 mega-biodiversity zones of the world
and one of 18 biodiversity hotspots. However,
intellectual property rights are treated only in
passing when it says that the policy “will aim at
making legal and institutional arrangements
to protect their intellectual property rights.” It
does not mention that the Patents Act and the
Biodiversity Act do not protect it, though the
ministry for tribal affairs was in existence
when the present government enacted them.
As a result of this shallow analysis, the so-
lutions suggested are nothing but more of the
same. Thus like Panchsheel, the draft too s
“long on generalities and short on specifics”
and needs drastic redrafting, reflecting the
real needs of tribal ethnics. ‘

(The author is Director, North East Social Study
Centre, Guwahati.)
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'SC stays orders on tribal SOPS

\
_0ue Logn Simaspontont |\ B¢ cuyrhs on Advani

NEW DELHI, Feb. 23. —
The Supreme Court (coram,
Khare, CJ, Sabharwal, Pa-
sayat, JJ) today stayed a ser-
ies of orders passed by the
Union ministry of environ-
ment and forests regularising
all encroachments made prior
to 31 December, 1993, on for-
est lands, involving over 15
lakh hectares of forest land,
and grant of land rights to
tribals in two lakh hectares in
Madhya Pradesh and Tripura.

Taking serious note of the
orders issued over the past six
months, the court issued the

THE STATESMAN

NEW DELHI, Feb. 23.-The
Election Commission has
grounded the proposal to allow
Mr LK ‘Advani to travel on Air
Force aircraft after the model-
code of conduct comes info ef-
fect. But Mr Advani and 39 of
his party leaders could be ex-
empted from filing their travel
expenses in the candidates’ ex-
pense account. — SNS

Details on page 4

notice to the Union secking
an explanation for it after the
amicus curiae, Mr Harish
Salve, drew its attention to an
advertisement brought out by

24 1430 (A

=fh¢ ministry on 14 January in

a Rajasthan daily proclaiming
grant of land rights to tribals
as a major achievement of the
NDA government.

The application filed by Mr
Salve pointed out that the
ministry had taken these
steps in “defiance” of several
orders passed earlier by the
Supreme Court, which was
monitoring regularisation of
these encroachments.

It referred to a 5 February,
2004, notification that had tak-
en a decision to regularise all
encroachments on forest lands
up to 31 December, 1993, as
against the earlier cut-off date
of 10 October, 1980.



