ﬂﬁlARAI I BJP’s ‘balancing act’ in anti-encroaMrive sparks off violence; at
[east 21 people are injured in clashes in walled area, half the city is under curfew

Vadodara ﬂare§

demolished, 4 die in police firing

:

EXPRESS NEWS SERVICE
VADODARA, MAY 1

IXofthe 13 police sta-

tion areas in Vadodara

were put under curfew

today after the demo-
lition of a dargah led to clashes
and police firing that killed four
andinjured 21.

A “balancing act” planned
by the city BJP leadership—
which had demolished tem-
ples as part of the anti-en-
croachment drive—triggered

protests and violence and
brought the worst nightmares
back to the city.

On Monday morning at 9.30,
adelegation of Muslim leaders
were invited to a meeting with
the Vadodara Municipal Cor-
poration (VMC) to evolve a
consensus to remove an old
dargah on the Fatehpura-
Chamapaner Road. The VMC
had pasted a notice about the
demolition on the dargah walls
last Wednesday. Community
leaders had resisted this move
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with official petitions on Satur-
day. Monday’s meeting saw
mayor Sunil Solanki, city BIP
president Shabdasharan
Brahmbhatt and municipal
commissioner Rohit Pathak
seeking to convince the Mus-
lim leaders about removing the
structure, but tono avail. Soon
after the failed talks, orders
were given to the VMC demoli-
tion team to raze the dargah.
Anticipating the demolition, a
restive crowd had gathered on
the Fatehpura-Champaner

Road, as had BJP councillors
and partyworkersin the area.

The dargah, an old structure
which finds mention in the
Baroda State’s city survey of
1911, was not a protected
monument and neither did it
have ownership papers. A fact
that VMC municipal commis-
sioner later latched on to to
justify its removal as an unaut-
thorised structure.

The dargah had been at-
tacked in almost all communal
flare-ups in Vattodira in the
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past, and its removal remained
amatter of prestige both for the
party and the administration.
BIJP leaders including former
state minister Nalin Bhatt re-
mained at the spot till the dar-
gah was demolished and the
road was carpeted, in spite of
the curfew.

The Muslim community,
which had faxed a memoran-
dum about the issue on Sunday
itself to the National Minority
Commission, quoted the
Places of Worship (Special Pro-
visions) Act, 1991, which, they
say, ensures status quo to reli-
gious places built before 1947.
Thisiswhy the agitated Muslim
delegation members later said
that the demolition was a pre-
planned move to disturb com-
munal peace in the name of city
development.

As mayor Sunil Solanki and
Pathak later said, a balancing
act had to be done as at least
half a dozen temples built inre-
cent years on roadsides had
been removed peacefully in re-
cent days. “It would have been
discrimination to allow partial
removal of the dargah while
entire temples are removed.
We had to take a policy deci-
sion to remove it,” said Pathak,
who added that the violence
had been an unfortunate devel-
opment.

As tension mounted, an in-
adequate police force resorted
to tear gas and lathi-charge to
control the swelling mob, and
the ire against authorities
turned into communal clashes. B
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On stand-by for Ahmedabad

RAJNISH Sharma and RATHIN Das
New Delthi/Ahmedabad, May 3

THE ARMY was deployed in Vado-
dara on Wednesday after the clashes
with the police, which broke out on
Monday over the demolition of a dar-
gah, started taking a communal co-
lour in the early hours of the day.

A 38-year-old businessman was bu-
rnt alive in his car by amob, triggering
a fresh round of violence in the city.
There were reports of sporadic vio-
lence, including incidents of stone-
pelting, from some areas — bringing
back memories of the post-Godhra rio-
ts. Two small factories in the Sardar In-
dustrial Estate and an oil mill were set
on fire by rampaging mobs. The auth-
orities promptly withdrew plans to re-
lax curfew in some areas following the
violence.

The army is also on stand-by in
Ahmedabad where communal tension
was said to be building.

In Delhi, Union home secretary VK.
Duggal said the army — deployed on
the request of Gujarat chief minister
Narendra Modi — would patrol the dis-
turbed areas and help restore law and
order. Around 10 columns (of over 1,100
personnel) have been deployed.

Duggal said the situation though
tense was under control. Seventy-five
persons have been arrested for the vio-
lence that has claimed six lives so far.

In the afternoon, Modi visited the af-
fected areas of Vadodara and appealed
for peace. He also warned those in-
dulging in viclence. “Nobody has the
right to take the law in his own hands.
1 warn rioters, whatever community
they belong to...”

Soon after, Modi requested home
minister Shivraj Patil for army deploy-
ment. Patil then met army chief J.J.
Singh and other officials and decided to
rush troops and additional para-mili-
tary forces to Vadodara and Ahme-
dabad. So far, nine companies of the
CRPE, RAF and BSF have been sent to
Vadodara while four have been de-
ployed in Ahmedabad. -

The Centre is also-believed to have
told the Gujarat government to do
everything it can to stop the violence.
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Gujarat 2002

Patil told reporters: “I don't think
these kind of situations can remain
uncontrolled. The state government
has to do it (control the situation) and
we will see that it is done.”

Duggal said the home ministry was
closely monitoring the situation and
had asked the state government to
send a detailed report on the Vado-
dara developments — on what exactly
happened each day since the outbreak
of violence.

The Centre, sources said, was in no
mood to let a repeat of the post-
Godhra riots happen. In 2002, the
Modi government was blamed for re-
acting late in seeking the army’s help.

The UPA government is under pres-
sure from the Left parties. CPI gener-
al secretary A.B. Bardhan met the
Prime Minister and pointed out that a
problem over widening a road had
turned communal. “This has to be
nipped in the bud”, Bardhan said.
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A fiat Gujarat cggl\gl
"\ffhave done without ,

udicial activism, admirable on such occasi%hs as
when it comes to the rescue of ill-treated undertrials
or bonded labour or child workers, at times turns
problematical. The Gujarat High Court’s order di-
recting the police and other authorities to “take immediate
teps for the removal of encroachments by religious struc-
ures on public space without discrimination and submit
heir reports” held the potential for aggravating tensions in
communally surcharged Gujarat. And it was this concern
that prompted the Centre to take the unusual step of ap-
proaching the Supreme Court, which has stayed the High
Court order. The High Court had passed the direction on the
basis of a newspaper report that there were hundreds of
temples, mosques, and dargahs in the cities of Gujarat which
had encroached on public roads. According to one count, in
Ahmedabad alone in 1998 there were 1,200 temples and 250
mosques that were encroaching on roads, while in Surat 40
.places of worship had been identified as major encroach-
ments. The High Court felt that the civic authorities, by
remaining silent spectators, had contributed to the prolifer-
ation of illegal religious structures. Given the way the law
and order situation spun out of control in Vadodara follow-
ing the demolition of a dargah, the consequences of the
wholesale and immediate demolition of religious structures
ordered by the High Court could well be imagined.

That private parties should not be allowed to encroach on
public space, particularly roads, is unexceptionable, and the
rule of law admits of no exception for religious structures,
which should be treated in much the same way as any other
encroaching structure. All over the country, civic authorities
who, through their indifference or corrupt acquiescence,
have allowed encroachments to proliferate certainly need to
be reminded of their duty to enforce the law. Yet it would be
naive to imagine that the accumulated problems of decades
can be eliminated overnight by a judicial fiat. Quite apart
from the question whether the State administration under
Narendra Modi can be trusted to implement the High
Court’s directive fairly and without discrimination against
all offending structures, Hindu and Muslim, the very scale of
operations seems too daunting to be taken up and completed
immediately. A wholesale and immediate demolition drive
could well see the hapless State reeling under a series of
physical confrontations between the administration and
various religious groups. Again, even the worst transgressor
needs to be shown some consideration by way of an opportu-
nity to move the structure and belongings to a different
location, and in cases where people are uprooted from their
homes, they would need to be provided with alternative
space. While a firm line can be drawn against allowing any
encroachments in the future, dealing with large-scale en-

croachments of the type that exist in Gujarat does raise -

issues of public order, fairness, and compassion that need to
th% issyes is something the State could have done without.

be a dre;éd. A court order that has given little thought to
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NARMADA I Gujarat Cong, BJ Ms urge PM to let work go
on; Modi begins fast, says Centre, NBA “hand-in-glove”

No declsmn to suspend
work oh dam, says PMO

EXPRESS NEWS SERVICE
NEW DELHI, AHMEDABAD, APRIL 16

HE Prime Minister’s Of-

fice (PMO) today said no

decision had been taken to

suspend construction work
atthe Sardar Sarovar project site on
the Narmada after Gujarat’s Con-
gress and BJP MPs and MILAs, sink-
ing their differences, met Prime
Minister Manmohan Singh and
urged him not to stop work.

Gujarat Chief Minister Narendra
Modibegan a 51-hour hunger strike
in Ahmedabad, protesting the rec-
ommendation of Union Water Re-
sources Minister Saifuddin Soz to
suspend work on the project until re-
habilitation of dam oustees was
done in a satisfactory manner.

Modi accused the Centre of being
“hand-in-glove” with the Narmada
Bachao Andolan and “conspiring”
to halt the raising of the dam height.
“The Centre is playing games with
the interest of Gujarat and trying to

++&Ive sanctity to the demonstrators
- wllo are against the construction of
dam,” Modi told a gathering,

The Gujarat Congress withdrew
its strike call following the Prime
Minister’s assurance that work on
raising the height of the dam would
not be stopped. Twenty six MPs of
BJP and Congress from Gujarat met
Singh and urged him to allow con-
tinuance of construction work on the
Narmada dam.

. Theytold the Prime Minister that
the river Narmada was the lifeline of
Gujarat and the decision of the Nar-
mada Control Authority to raise the
height of the dam could not be re-
viewed as it was taken “unani-
mously”.

“The Supreme Court has closed
all arguments regarding construc-
tion of the dam andwork on the pro-
jectshould not stop,” said Arun Jait-
ley, BJP general secretary and Rajya
Sabha member from Gujarat,

The all-party delegation, including
some MLAs from the state, said “We
unanimously oppose any such idea of
stopping the work. We strongly feel
the dam and the rehabilitation work
should go hand in hand,”

‘[ APk 73%

Gujarat CM Narendra Mod! begins his 51-hour fast In Ahmedabad. Express

Flanked by Gujarat Congress
president Bharat Solanki, Jaitley
said, “the Prime Minister appeared
to agree with our plea.”

leaders, began his fast to protest
Soz’s recommendation that work at
the project be stopped till rehabilita-
tion of those displaced by the dam

The PMO said Manmohan Singh™~ was completed.

had received recommendations
made by the review committee of
Narmada Control Authority and rec-
ommendations made by Saifuddin
Soz. Asked about suspension of work
on the dam, PMO spokesman San-
jaya Baru told reporters: “No deci-
sion has been taken.” He said there
was no question of going against the
Supreme Court verdict in the matter.

In Ahmedabad, Modi, after tak-
ing blessings of several religious

Though Modi had announced
that he would protest at the Sabar-
mati Ashram, his government de-
cided on another venue due to secu-
rity concerns and space constraints.

With.a banner reading “Narmada
ka bandh nahin rukega aur Gujarat
nahin jhukega (Narmada dam work
will not stop and Gujarat will not
bow)”, Modi sat on the dais along
with his entire cabinet and senior

partyleaders. //

NDIAN EXPRESS



Centre flip-flop on Narmada dam

Modi does a
1—Medha

gy (vrpned-
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POORNIMA JOSHI

New Delhi, April 15: One
hunger strike almost got
the Centre to suspend wo-
rk on the Sardar Sarovar
dam before the threat of
another robbed it of the
appetite for action and
sent it running for cover
to the Supreme Court.

After a meeting of the Re-
view Committee of the Nar-
mada Control Authfrity
(RCNCA) during the day, Uni-
on water resources minister
Saifuddin Soz said construct-
ion would be halted till the
displaced are rehabilitated,
but later changed tack to say
the decision had been left to
the Prime Minister.

“I, as chairman of the
RCNCA, had taken a decision
to suspend work on the dam
till rehabilitation was compl-
ete. But since there isa tieon
our resolution, the matter
would be referred to the Pri-
ne Minister who takes.the fi-

1al decision,” he said, a line
e changed again to say that
‘he apex court would decide.

Soz would not have barga-
ined for Narendra Modi doing
a Medha Patkar. The Gujarat
chief minister, who was fum-
ing at the end of the meeting
chaired by Soz, said an hour
later: “I will sit on a fast for 51
hours on the banks of the Sa-
barmati tomorrow at 2 pm....”

Medha’s hunger strike —
into its 17th day — had pro-

e

OF|
® Name: Narendra Modi
®Age: 86 @ Height: 511"
® Weight: 95 kg

What Modj has threatened

to give up for 51 hours

Breakfast: Mumara
{made of rice) and fruits

Lunch: Two chapatis
and moong dal

Dinner: Light meal,
occasionally khichdi

# Fast record: For three

decades, has been fasting

twice a year during Navratri

# Expert opinion:

A 51-hour fast will not

make Modi lose even 2 kg

Pravin Kanabar,

a doctor in Gujarat

mpted the Centre to review the
decision to raise the dam’s he-
ight from 110.64 m t0 121.92 m.

To the Gandhian protest,
Modi added a thinly-veiled
warning of violence: “I appeal
to the people of Gujarat to not
let things go out of control.
But if something happens, the
central government would be
antirely responsible.”

Violence has already brok-
en out, with BJP workers ran-
sacking the Vadodara office of
Medha’s Narmada Bachao An-
dolan and stalling the screen-
ing of Rang De Basanti. Aamir
Khan is backing Medha.

In the evening, a statement
from Soz, who met Manmohan
Singh during the day, said: “It

is open to the Supreme Court
to consider whether construc-
tion of the dam should be tem-
porarily suspended.” The co-
urt will hear two rehabilita-
tion petitions on Monday.

The Prime Minister, who is
empowered by the Supreme
Court to take a decision, is un-
der pressure from an influent-
ial section of his own party th-
at fears stopping work on the
dam would permanently dam-
age the Congress in Gujarat.

But BJP leader L.K. Adva-
niinsisted Singh hasto decide.
In a phone call tonight, he
urged Singh “to show leader-
ship” and said: “You alone
have to decide at the earliest.”

Politics had dominated the
review meeting, too. On one
side were Modi and the other
BJP chief ministers Shivraj
Chauhan and Vasundhara Ra-
je. On the other, Soz, his cabi-
net colleague A. Raja and Ma-
harashtra chief minister Vi-
lasrao Deshmukh.

The Union ministers intro-
duce® a resotution that called
for work on the dam to be sus-
pended. They pointed to a rep-
ort by three ministers, includ-
ing Soz, who surveyed the sub-
mergence zones in Madhya Pr-
adesh. “I found that in Piplud,
Awalda and a number of other
villages rehabilitation work
had not been done,” Soz said.

The resolution was oppos-
ed by the BJP-led states, and
voting led to a tie.

M See Page 6
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a year in jail

By Dhananjay Mahapatra/TNN

New Delhi: The flip-flops of
Best Bakery case key wit-
ness Zahira Sheikh has cost
her dear, with the supreme
court on Wednesday holding
her guilty of contempt of
court and sentencing her to
ayear’s imprisonment and a
fine of Rs 50,000.

Going much beyond the
report of the inquiry com-
mittee branding her as a
“self-condemned liar”
amenable to inducements to
lie on oath before the court,
a bench comprising Justices
Arijit Pasayat and H K Sema
drew the curtain on her
three long years of theatrics
by continuously switching
sides. Zahira had first sup-
ported the prosecution, then
turned hostile and finally
charged social activist Tee-
sta Setalvad (who fought
against the acquittal of all
21 accused in the post-
Godhra riot case) with in-
ducing her to give state-
ments against the accused.

This conviction and sen-
tence is in addition to the
proceedings initiated aga-
inst her by the Mumbai trial
court, which recently con-
victed 10 persons in the case
after the trial was trans-
ferred from Gujarat to Ma-
harashtra.

Failure to pay the fine of Rs
50,000 will entail another year
behind the bars, the SC or-
dered, terming the Best Bak-
ery case as a “classic example
of evidence being tampered
and witnesses won over”.

LJ CEL% A 'y

»
Zahira
‘missing’

Ahmedabad: Expressing
ignorance about the
whereabouts of Zahira Sheikh,
her counsel Atul Mistry on
Wednesday said she was not in
touch with him “since the
supreme court verdict against
her. It is for the police to trace

her. Zahira has not phoned me in
the past few months,” he said.

So miffed was the court
with Zahira’s “flip-flops”
that it did not stop at con-
victing and sentencing her.
It ordered attachment of her
bank accounts and asked the
income-tax chief commis-
sioner, Vadodara, to initiate
an inquiry about her income
and sustainability from the

year 2002, when the Bakery™™

was burnt by a rampaging
mob after 59 persons got
burnt in the fire in S-6 coach
of Sabarmati Express on
February 27, 2002.
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Life term for

SOME KILLERS ARE MADE 70 PAY FOR THEIR DEEDS

‘Murder conviet
nine in Best.

_+Teaps to

bakery case ‘»death in court

Zahira, Kin Get Perjury Notices

~ .
TiMes NEws NETWORK  +y {

Mumbai: Nearly four years after they
burned down Best Bakery at Hanuman
Tekri in Vadodara and killed 14 persons on
the night of March 1, 2002, a special Mumbai
court on Friday sentenced nine accused to
life imprisonment. Judge Abhay Thipsay
pronounced the order in a high-security

Activist Teesta Setalvad speaks to the
media outside the court after the verdict
was announced on Friday

court in Mazgaon.

The judge said he had considered but de-
cided against handing out death penalty
“The prosecution didn’t seek it and more-

detailed the specific role of each accused,”
for lack of evidence. For the convicted, the

concurrently with punishments ranging be-
tween 7 and 10 years for the other charges.
The judge has also announced compensa-

tragedy, which will be paid by those convicted.

during the trial, are in trouble. Judge Thip-
say has issued perjury notices against Zahi-
ra, her mother, sister and brothers. The fam-
ily has been asked to explain why action
should not be taken against them for “giving
false evidence”.

The car that was damaged when Geeta Soni

. She Had Got Foster Father Killed

Mumbai: A woman, sentenced to life for

murdering a senior citizen, committed sui-
cide on Friday by jumping from the third

i floor of the sessions court after the verdict

was pronounced.

Geeta Soni, who, along with her mother
Sharda Soni and husband Ishrat Mulla, had
conspired to kill her foster father Adi Kur-
shedji to grab his property worth Rs 35 crore

e

fell on it after leaping from the third floor of
the sessions court on Friday

! broke down on hearing the verdict. And as
: she was being taken to jail from the court,
} she suddenly jumped from the third floor
¢ and died on the spot.

over there was no eyewitness account that :

While five persons, including Soni, were

i awarded life term, a doctor was given a three-
he said. Eight other accused were acquitted

year jail term on the charge of falsely certify-

¢ ing the cause of victim'’s death as natural.
life term is a double blow as it will not run :
i death penalty for the accused, the court did
: not give in saying the accused had commit-
¢ ted such an offence for the first time. The ac-
tion of Rs 1,80,000 to the survivors of the

While prosecutor Ujjwal Nikam sought

cused had abducted Kurshedji to Soni’s

: home on May 20, 2003 and suffocated him to
The star witnesses in the case—Zahira |
Khan and her family—who turned hostile :

death with a pillow on the same day.
Both Soni and Kurshedji were animal

{ lovers and Kushedji treated Soni as his fos-™===
i ter daughter, making her a partner in his
i bank accounts and properties. However, he
¢ changed his mind after she married his driv-
i er Mulla. This angered Soni and she decided
i to getrid of him and grab his assets. agencies
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