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BINOD BHATTARAI

ESPITE the fashionable 

D cynicism in the capital, 
Nepal had made dramatic 

progress in the past two decades. 
Child mortality has been halved in 
20 years, goitre which was 
endemic is nearly gone, and 80 
percent of the population has safe 
drinking water. 

All this was made possible 
because elected village and 
district officials were becoming 
increasingly accountable, and 
some central policy was working. 
But the advances of the past 20 
years are now threatened by 
systematic attacks by Maoist 
rebels against development 
projects, elected bodies and 
infrastructure. 

The destruction has a snowball 
effect. Attacks on hydropower 
plants, for instance, don't just 
deprive villages of electricityit 
disrupts the cold chain for vaccina-
tion programmes. Women, chil-
dren and the poorest bear the 
brunt of the impact.

"Children and women suffer the 
most in conflicts," UNICEF's 
Stewart McNab told us in an inter-
view. "When a water supply sys-
tem is blown up, it is again women 
who have to fetch it from some-
where up the hill." McNab has 
proposed that schools be declared 
"zones of peace", but no one 
seems to be listening. 

It is clear that Nepal's progress 
in child health and literacy is going 
to take a beating if the attacks 
continue at this pace. 

"Our development has been 
pushed back 50 years," says 
Prem Narayan Premi, DDC chair-
man of Okhaldhunga. "The devas-
tation in Rumjatar and the villages 
around it will make you want to 
weep." Two weeks ago, Maoists 
wrecked Rumjatar's brand new 
water supply system, cutting the 
intake pipes and threatened to cut 
off the limbs of anyone who tried to 
repair the Rs 18 million project 
which had taken ten years to build.

In the past two weeks, 25 VDC 
buildings in Lamjung have been 
destroyed. "I don't know how and 
when we'll rebuild them," says MP 
Har i  Bhak ta  Adh ika ry.  In  
Lamjung's Dhuseni village, the 
building was not just the VDC 
office, but also housed a health 
post and post office. Some locals 
pleaded with the Maoists to spare 
the building. They were told: "Our 
orders are to destroy them, we 
don't care what happens."

It is hard to understand why the 
Maoist leadership has methodi-
cally targeted water supply and 
VDC buildings, since it affects 
ordinary people. Even in remote 
Humla district, 27 VDC buildings 

have been destroyed, only Simikot 
remains. Water supply lines have 
been cut. Last week, Humla's 
dynamic DDC Chairman, Jivan 
Shahi had his home burnt to cin-
ders, his property and livestock 
looted. In a phone interview from 
Simikot on Wedensday, Shahi told 
us: "I don't care what happens to 
me, but the Maoists are really 
hitting the poorest of the poor. It is 
now wholesale plunder and van-
dalism on an unprecedented 
scale." 

In Kathmandu there appears to 
be little interest to gauge the 
implication of this nationwide 
pillage. No government agency is 
even keeping a tally of the destruc-
tion. Only at the National Planning 
Commission did we get a hint of 
concern: officials admited the 
normal planning cycle now needs 
to be totally revised. "We are 
considering a shorter emergency 
plan to rebuild and rehabilitate," 
Jagdish Chandra Pokhrel of the 
NPC told us. "We are already 
looking at 2-3 years of reconstruc-
tion before we can get back to 
regular development."

In the donor community, there 
is a feeling of despondency and 
frustration. "The panic, fear and 
terror has effected the overall 
development climate," says Peter 
Rhode, director of the German aid 
group, GTZ. "Our partners are 
vanishing, VDCs are decreasing 
and local officials are fleeing either 
because they have been threat-
ened or for fear of violence." It's 
not just that future progress has 
been stymied, but Nepal's devel-
opment parameters will soon start 
regressing. For instance, the child 
mortality rate which had come 
down to 100 per 1,000 live births 
from nearly double that figure 20 
years ago could start rising again. 
Immunisation rates could go down 
again from 90 percent to 70. 

"This year we can only do about 
60 percent of what we would 
have," says Sanjay Adhikary of 
UNDP. He heads a project that 
does social mobilisation in many 
of the hotspots of the midwest. 
"Work is challenging, but develop-
ment must go on." 

But it is not only the Maoists 
causing problems. "It appears that 
both sides are using 'food as 
weapon'," says Douglas Coutts, 
representative, World Food 
Program. "All that is happening in 
the most food insecure areas." 
This hits the poor hardest.

By arrangement with the Nepali Times.

ASGHAR ALI ENGINEER in Mumbai

 visit to Gujrat is a shattering experience for any sensitive soul. It is 

A more than a month and it still continues to burn. The brutalities are 
of such a nature that one feels Gujrat has not entered an age of 

enlightenment or if it ever entered it has exited from it and has entered an 
era of darkness. Gujrat is an embodiment of brutality today with some 
honourable exceptions. 

The opposition parties are demanding only removal of Narendra Modi. It 
is not enough; in fact Narendra Modi Government should be dismissed and 
President's rule should be promulgated. Many ministers of this Narendra 
Modi Government are deeply involved in organising the genocide. 
Mr.Zadaphia, Home Minister and Harin Pandya, the revenue Minister were 
seen by many eye-witnesses with the marauding mobs. Some FIRs also 
have mentioned their names.

As long as this Government is in power the victims and survivors can 
hope for no justice. The police is either not recording FIRs or framing very 
minor charges against the looters and murderers. 

The Gujrat carnage is an attack on Indian democracy, its diversity and 
pluralism. India has been plural, not since it adopted democracy and 
became a republic in 1950. India has been plural for ages and it always has 
been proud of its rich pluralist legacy. The Indian pluralism is anchor sheet 
of our secularism. We cannot think of our secular democracy without plural-
ism.

But what has happened in Gujrat in last more than a month is a con-
certed assault on this pluralism. Muslims are sought to be completely 
isolated in ghettos and looked down upon as if non-Indians. The Vishwa 
Hindu Parishad and its cohorts are distributing pamphlets on large scale 
with the blessings of the present Government for economic boycott of 
Muslims  not to sell to them and not to buy from them. There are many who 
are also implementing it. A Hindu doctor was stabbed by an unidentified 
person and these doctors decided not to practise in Muslim areas. But 
when a Muslim doctor was murdered no such hue and cry was raised. No 
one even showed such concern. 

Many Hindu employers have already asked their Muslim employees not 
to come for work. The VHP enthusiasts are going round various schools 
and threatening its headmasters and principals to remove Muslim students 

from their rolls. It sends chilling sensation down one's spine what will hap-
pen if Muslim students are really removed from schools under threat from 
VHP and Bajrang Dal. The ghetoisation will be complete.

It is BJP and RSS people who never tire of accusing Muslims that they 
refuse to be a part of 'Indian mainstream'? Though this is not true but even if 
true who is responsible for their being out of stream. If they are expelled 
from Government and private schools will they not be driven into madrasa 
shells? The Government of Gujrat under the leadership of Narendra Modi 
is, it appears, silently encouraging the VHP enthusiasts to implement their 
plan of Hindu India, at least presently in Gujrat. This should not be taken 
lightly by those who care for secular character of Indian democracy. If it 
happens, even if partially, it will be the beginning of end of our pluralism and 
our secular democracy. 

Today one can also see how administration surrenders itself to the 
fascist forces under their rule. For the Gujrat Government Indian 
Constitution does not exist. So much for the administrative machinery in 
Gujrat. The administration obeys all illegal and extra-constitutional orders 
of government of Gujrat. Anyone who insists on the rule of law is instantly 
transferred. Mr. Harsh Mandar, a conscientious IAS officer, was so dis-
gusted with this state of affairs that he resigned in sheer disgust. He had 
written a very moving piece on the Gujrat carnage. 

Like administration the police force has also proved to be quite obliging. 
Many observers have described it as a matter of shame for the police force. 
When the ex-director general of police Shri Julio Ribeiro visited Gujrat 
many top police officers avoided to meet him out of this sense of shame. He 
said in an interview, "Normally when I go to Gujrat senior police officers 
come to see me. This time, they tried to avoid me." When he was asked 
what was the reason for the failure of the police in Gujat he said that "The 
top brass must take the blame. I did not sense a whiff of leadership from the 
top police officers. Senior officers have been reduced to mute spectators 
as they have little control over the force." (TOI, Mumbai, 10th April 2002)

I also spoke to a top police officer in Ahmedabad who himself has been a 
victim of Modi Government for being duty conscious. He was transferred 
because he did not allow riots to take place in his jurisdiction. He confirmed 
what Ribeiro has said in the above interview. And many lower officers and 
constabulary had full sympathy with the marauding mobs. Several victims 
of the violence told me that the police blocked their way and the mobs 

attacked them and burnt their relatives alive. And if they tried to run police 
fired on them. 

The constant propaganda against Muslims that they are the enemies 
and anti-nationals and must be taught a lesson also had its effect. The VHP, 
in order to fight Muslims with the help of dalits expresses 'solidarity' with 
them as Hindus and instils in them a strong dose of Hinduness de-
emphasising their dalitness in such situation. In the political strategy of 
Hindutva dalits' support is important not only for Muslim carnage but also 
win elections with their support assigning them subordinate position. 

They have also worked out strategy to buy dalit leadership by accom-
modating them in power structure. Be it Mayawati or Paswan, after arous-
ing fury of dalit masses against the BJP and upper caste Hindus, have 
worked out their equations with the upper caste leadership. These dalit 
leaders, Mayawati and Paswan and likes of them kept quiet throughout 
Gujrat carnage. Mayavati when asked about it quipped 'and what about 
Godhra incident?' Only those dalit leaders still outside power structure 
continue to show their anger against the upper caste Hindus. Thus it will be 
seen that politically Dalit-Muslim unity has never been very effective. 

Another thing one should note is that there is lot of concern among 
people outside Gujrat for peace, harmony and secularism as never before. 
Many Gandhians who had kept mum during earlier riots are protesting this 
time and actively working for restoration of peace. The peace meeting in 
Ahmedabad which was convened by Mallika Sarabhai and disturbed by the 
VHP men was well attended from all over India. Chunnibhai Vaidya, a 
prominent Gnadhian from Gujrat is working for peace though he is receiv-
ing many threatening calls. 

There have been protests against the carnage throughout India, which 
is very hopeful sign. Though the BJP might have gained in Gujrat it will 
suffer reverses elsewhere in India. The allies of BJP in NDA will also 
undoubtedly suffer. They made noises here and there just for public con-
sumption but showed no genuine concern for peace in Gujrat. The TDP, 
though worried about Muslim votes in Andhra Pradesh, has spoken out 
only after all damage was done in Gujrat. So has Paswan. It will certainly 
not go down well with their electorates. 

Asghar Ali Engineer is the Executive Director of the Centre for Study of Society and Secularism, Mumbai, 
India.

MB NAQVI writes from Karachi

ONDITIONS in Pakistan 

C always seem paradoxical to 
all: there is a military dicta-

torship in the saddle and yet there 
has been a press that  is, by most 
standards, free. That the two do not 
gel needs no  emphasis. But for a 
long time - two and a half years are a 
long time  in Pakistan - the two did 
coexist. But an incident took place in 
Faisalabad in the second adminis-
tration-organised public meeting 
that  Presidential candidate Pervez 
Musharraf addressed that showed 
that  things were reverting to type.

The incident comprised a diatribe 
by Punjab's Governor Lt. Gen. 
Khalid  Maqbool against the press 
for mis-reporting the president's first 
Jalsa  in Lahore. The pressmen 
present protested and began stag-
ing a walkout.  At that point, on a cue 
from on high police started a lathi 
charge on  the pressmen, injuring 
about 23, three of them so seriously 
as a  newsman was in ICU for over 

24 hours. 
The Governor's complaint was  

that the press as a whole had under-
estimated the sea of human and  
talked merely of a score of thou-
sands or so.

Earlier people had seen straws in 
the wind. The President himself had  
left no one in doubt just before start 
of his whistle-stop campaigning  
while addressing editors and senior 
columnists in Islamabad that they  
should stop sitting on the fence and 
that "you are with me or against  
me". That was more than a mere 
straw. This latest incident is almost a  
whole tree flying in the gale. Earlier 
straws too pointed the same  direc-
tion. But no one took them too seri-
ously. Press itself made a few  
adverse comments, more or less, on 
the high handedness of the officials  
of intelligence agencies. In any 
case, criticism was muffled and did  
not point to any policy of the state. 
There were many cases of arrests  
and manhandling of newsmen in 
muffassil downs, mostly in Sindh 

and  Punjab. It was earlier believed 
that these incidents were isolated 
and  were of a hot headedness of 
local administration --- typical of 
what  happens during an unac-
countable regime. In retrospect it all 
seems so  true to type: If the admin-
istration does not able to suppress 
the press  freedom as such, news-
men can be intimidated, coerced 
and physically  beaten up to scare 
others.

The press has now woke up and 
is quite uneasy. Most newspapers 
are  controlled by owner-editors who 
are a class by themselves, mostly 
vested  interests bound up these of 
the government. But they have 
criticised  the government on the 
treatment to newspersons, still in 
polite and  moderate tones. But 
working journalists are now in full 
cry. Processions  have in fact been 
taken out from various press clubs in 
Punjab's major  towns. The Karachi 
Press Club, one of the largest, 
staged a big show on  Wednesday 
(Apr 17) where fiery speeches were 

made by the various union  leaders.
Despite owner-editors, the press 

has a tradition of opposing dictators 
albeit with trepidation. It has done 
repeatedly. Worst periods for it were 
in the 1960s and again in 1980s; the 
two decades of  regimentation and 
enforced conformity under Generals 
Ayub Kahn and  Ziaul Haq. But 
working journalists in the precincts 
of their press  clubs remained 
untamed, even if the printed word 
did not reflect any  rebellions senti-
ments - thanks to in part to editors 
and in  part to the fiat of the govern-
ment, backed by draconian laws.

But periods of relative freedom 
too were under military dictator-
ships,  though these were short-
lived. Gen. Yahya Khan virtually 
overthrew Ayub  Khan and this 
allowed press to write freely what-
ever it pleased until  March 1971 
crackdown on erstwhile East 
Pakistan. After that he snuffed out all  
press freedom, though it appeared 
that the press was actually in  har-
mony with the dictator. The second 

time it happened was in Ziaul  Haq's 
initial year who later went on to 
enforce a pre-censorship on  every 
word that was printed, which system 
remained in force for several  years.

The record of press freedom in 
Pakistan is extraordinarily mixed. 
Most  civilian governments have 
had an adverse relationship with the 
press.  The only complication was 
that in the earliest phase, the edi-
tors,  leading newsmen and the 
government had all belonged to the 
same Muslim  League and there 
was in fact no opposition except a 
few cases by the  leftwing papers. 
Later, conformity was enforced by 
Ayub Khan. Every  socalled demo-
cratic government - they all 
belonged either to Muslim  League 
or PPP - never had any real prefer-
ence for a free press; all  hankered 
after a docile press that supported 
and praised them. The  brief months 
of freedom when Generals Yahya, 
Zia and Musharraf took over  were 
welcome exception. But each time it 
proved to be only interlude. A  night 

of conformity and regimentation 
descended for long years. Would  
the same happen this time too? It is 
not necessarily ordained.
For one thing, press freedom, rela-
tive certainly, has lasted more than  
ten years. Many sections of the 
press intend to remain free, though  
there are contrary indications from 
certain owner-editors. The working  
journalists of course can be 
depended upon to give a good fight. 
The  most uncertain element in the 
situation is the subjective assess-
ment of  many that "things have 
changed" and that old style censor-
ship and  conformity cannot be 
enforced again in the same old way. 
One hesitates  to repeat it, much 
less to fully believe in it. But it may 
be, just may  be, true. Another 
argument is about repeating itself 
several times in  tragic-farces or 
farcical tragedies. It is too tempting 
to fall for. 

MB Naqvi is a noted columnist in Pakistan.

SULTAN AHMED

HE third meeting of finance 

T and planning ministers of 
SAARC countries ended in 

Islamabad last week after drawing 
up an action plan to fight poverty in 
the region and the factors that 
caused it. 

While SAARC ministers have 
agreed on numerous steps to be 
taken jointly, the more important 
steps to fight poverty have to be 
taken domestically. But it is easier to 
agree on lofty goals than on specific 
measures and details, and even 
more on effective methods of imple-
menting them in a volatile political 
climate. 

The five major steps for reducing 
poverty like containing corruption, 
ensuring good governance, trans-
parent use of public funds, improv-
ing official procurement process 
and bringing improvements in the 
police and judicial systems, have to 
be taken by the governments of 
each of the seven SAARC states in 
a manner that really works in each 
country. And such steps need to be 
taken by each country irrespective 
of whether SAARC makes such 

demands on them or not in a region 
where around 40 per cent of the 
people live below the poverty line of 
a dollar a day. 

In Sri Lanka there has been the 
protracted civil war between the 
Sinhalese led government and the 
Tamils which now seems heading 
for a solution. In Nepal there has 
been a protracted murderous con-
flict between the government and 
Maoists which claims a large num-
ber of lives each week. 

In Pakistan the sectarian strife 
has made many lives perish. Until 
recently it was said that women 
would make better and more peace-
ful rulers. That view has changed 
following the number of wars 
women rulers have indulged in. 
Bangladesh provides a glaring 
example of two women who have 
ruled the country alternately against 
each other and never made peace 
between themselves. So the 
Bangladesh economy suffers and 
the poor suffer far more. 

Crimes are on the increase in 
each country largely due to poverty. 
Too often the women are the worst 
victims of such prolonged and 
grinding poverty. In such conditions 

of abject poverty, it is no use talking 
of GDP growth of each country. That 
does not reflect the increase in 
population and mal-distribution of 
the new wealth, to add to the old 
inequities. More realistic will be per 
capita income growth which accom-
modates the population growth, 
though not the mal-distribution of 
the new wealth and some times the 
further impoverishment of the very 
poor. 

If Pakistan's per capita income is 
taken into account in dollars it has 
come down in five years from 475 to 
425 dollars because of poor eco-
nomic growth, increase in popula-
tion and fall in the external value of 
the rupee until recently. No wonder 
there was doubling of the number of 
poor within ten years in the 1990s, 
which is now sought to be redressed 
by direct financial assistance to a 
number of the poor through Zakat, 
food stamps etc. 

The poor are now told by the 
agents of the World Bank and IMF 
they are less poor than they seem 
as the purchasing power of their 
rupee is far more than earnings in 
the West. But for the man engulfed 

in a survival economy or who lives 
on a dollar a day or less, that brings 
no relief at all. The purchasing 
power parity of the rupee may bring 
some relief to the middle class, or 
middle class income groups, but not 
to the poorest and the unemployed 
who commit suicide after prolonged 
unemployment. 

The finance and planning minis-
ters of SAARC have met three times 
in the past. And they are to meet 
again next year in Sri Lanka to 
finalise the modalities for imple-
menting their decisions taken in 
Islamabad. But they cannot achieve 
any great results unless the top 
leaders of SAARC meet at a summit 
long before that and grapple with the 
issues identified. 

The summit has to agree on 
reducing mutual tension and con-
flicts, particularly possible military 
conflicts or fearsome face-off. They 
have to agree on reducing force 
levels and in cutting down their huge 
military expenditure. Such expendi-
ture takes the bread off the mouth of 
the poor and milk off the mouths of 
babies. But the Indian premier Atal 

Behari Vajpayee is not ready to 
meet the Pakistan president. And if 
they do meet at a SAARC summit he 
would not discuss bilateral issues 
however important or urgent. In the 
light of such obduracy the excellent 
decisions by the finance ministers at 
Islamabad last week have small 
significance. 

The finance ministers have 
decided to make a great many 
collective demands on Western 
countries. They want the rich coun-
tries to check the flight of illegal 
capital from the SAARC region to 
their banks and persons from the 
region living there with their illegal 
deposits from here to be brought to 
justice. 

They want the member states of 
the rich Organization for Economic 
Development and Cooperation 
(OECD) to raise their aid level to the 
developing countries to 0.7 per cent 
of their GDP, as resolved by the UN 
General Assembly instead of the US 
giving 0.1 per cent and Britain 0.2 
per cent, which they intend to 
increase only marginally now. 

They want the donors to come up 

with debt relief and debt swap for 
social sector development for 
SAARC states. 

The SAARC states also propose 
to make a reality of the South Asia 
Free Trade Zone. How can we ask 
for greater market access to other 
countries when we deny that our-
selves to other SAARC states? But 
progress in this area has proved to 
be tough, particularly between India 
and Pakistan because of Pakistan's 
apprehensions. 

The package that the SAARC 
seeks from the rich countries covers 
debt relief, debt swaps for financing 
social sector development, far 
larger assistance and at vastly 
concessional rates, if not as outright 
grants, greater market access to the 
West and prevention of flight of 
capital illegally from the region to the 
West. That means such steps need 
not only official initiatives but also 
non-official cooperation, like those 
of banks and investment institu-
tions. 

Courtesy:  The Dawn of Pakistan.

BANDULA JAYASEKARA

M ANY billed the news conference Prabhakaran gave as the news 
conference of the decade. All because the man identified as the 
most ruthless terrorist or rebel in the world came out of his cave to 

meet the press, face to face. It is well know now what happened, how he 
answered our questions, how he ducked our questions, how he stood his 
ground and how he wanted India to forgive and forget and how Anton 
Balasingham, Bala Annai, tried to hijack the press conference. But, this 
story is about how we got there and what happened the day before. 

Five of us, journalists from three countries, went first to the LTTE office in 
Vavuniya to give our names since it was the first thing we were asked to do. 
Two Tiger women dressed in Black T-Shirts and jeans flashed their smiles. 
We said "Vanakkam" but they greeted us with a "Hello". They told us sweetly 
to proceed to Omanthai and that we will be taken care of. Adjoining the LTTE 
office stood the office of the Democratic Peoples Liberation Front (DPLF). 
Their office was empty, unlike before. Most of the people had flocked to the 
LTTE office. DPLF men were friendly as usual and welcomed us with open 
arms. I met with Thirupathy Master, a secretary of the party.

When we headed towards Omanthai people were on the move; lorries, 
buses and trishaws were full of cycles, common mans vehicle. Those cycles 
hung out more than anything else. We passed the army farm in Omanthai 
and soldiers were busy at work. They waved us off, most of them smiled 
whiled others had questionable faces. Bare land and houses destroyed by 
war with bullet holes mixed well with colourful polythene decorations and 
fluttering national flags. It was a busy day for the Omanthai military check-
point. Peace marchers, peace runners, peace merchants, war mongers, 
UN convoys, the ICRC and media men and women crossing to cover 
Prabhakran annai's press conference. 

It was a journey in to the State of Tamil Eelam, so the boards screamed. 
In the heat of time few rain drops poured from heaven. We welcomed it but 
the sun took over soon after. A long journey and long stretch of land. I won-
dered why people fight for land, a separate state. Why do we forget that 

when death comes we don't even get 6 feet underground? 
We passed an LTTE cemetery, very impressive in red, colour of death, 

colour of life. The LTTE do honour their dead. It looked very peaceful. No 
wonder we say Rest In Peace. A board read Tamil Eelam Administrative 
Service next to a school where children sat under a tree and sang, just like 
their poor brothers in South. A board proudly displayed the 'Bank of Tamil 
Eelam'. 

We had more surprises for us in the night. We had to go through a secu-
rity check by the LTTE. It was felt that they singled out British journalist Paul 
Harris and the writer for some reason.

We were woken up at 5.00 in the morning. (Tamil Eelam time) They 
asked us to get ready to go to Killinochchi. But, the details were not 
divulged. 

(I must also mention that a foreign journalist lost 8000 rupees at this 
guesthouse. He complained to them but, nothing happened and the answer 
given was that he would have misplaced the money. So, much for protecting 
public property as proudly mentioned by the LTTE police. Hope the LTTE 
take note of this and help our friend who is based here) Before we left we 
recommended that Kalingraja be given a promotion for the way he treated 
us and also for the way he was trying to befriend us He was a great host. At 
this point where all the vehicles were parked and people gathered to leave 
for Killiniochchi the security man in charge of Mallavi stared at me hard. A 
journalist working for a foreign newspaper too wondered why. He then 
spoke to another journalist and asked if I write for a Pakistani paper. I went 
up to him and said No. Then he said that the LTTE will not allow any 
Pakistani journalist to cover the press conference. He never stayed back to 
give any reason. So, much for LTTEs press freedom. 

Thereafter we were taken to a place to have breakfast. Harris com-
plained to Daya Master about the way both of us were checked. However, 
we did not get any reply except a smile and Daya Masters invitation for both 
of us to have breakfast with him. We were then taken to Killinochchi where 
most journalists stayed. It was also the so-called press secretariat. We were 
checked again along with others, they removed the film roll again from the 
camera and photographed us again. We flashed our toothpaste smiles. The 
waiting game began again. 

There was tiger music, fanfare and much more. But, I missed my favour-
ite song "Prabhakran, Prabhakran" before the press conference. 

In Killinochchi 
It was a tense atmosphere in Tiger territory. Nearly 200 journalists, 

fighting for a ringside view of the tiger leader waited in anticipation. Tigers 
were getting a heavy doze of medicine from members of the fourth estate. 
They were keen to protect their leader from the media. They said their 
leaders security concerns were of great importance while the story was of 
more importance to us. We were not going to shoot him with AK 47 but with 

our flashguns and our pens. Press conference was getting delayed; lack of 
space was a prime factor. Mr. George, the LTTE compere asked for 
patience and for forgiveness and to understand their limitations and their 
problems. He also warned us not to make any suspicious move. He said 
that Prabhakran's security might misunderstand such moves. I had a ring-
side view and it was clear to me that Tiger Kings heavily armed guards 
meant business. So, the tigers through a net of fear and few colleagues 
seated at the back warned us to watch out. We watched out for the Tiger and 
there he came in white van. 

Vellupillai Prabhakran looked scared, he looked tensed as he walked in 
and took his seat. How could you blame him? He had come out of his cave 
after many years and he had not such a number of outsiders before. 
Balasingham acknowledged yours truly, not because he knew me but, 
because of my Mao cap with the red star. It was my attention getter. Flanked 
by Karuna and Paduma his commanders from Batticaloa and Trincomalee, 
Thamil Chelvam, Adel Balasingham Prabhakran really did not look at the 
large gathering straight. All, I wanted to do his observe him, look in the eye, 
eye of the tiger. Prabhakran looked puffed up, I could not see his neck and it 
was clear that he was wearing a bullet-proof vest and it made the man more 
uncomfortable. A journalist commented that he looked sick too. Prabhakran 
never looked in the eye of any journalist. He smiled when some questions 
were asked but, never with any journalist. He spoke few times to Karuna 
and made Karuna smile and that was all. Prabhakaran had a thin voice and 
he spoke slowly. He was not articulate. He could not express himself very 
clearly and it took time for him to answer questions. We that he was slow in 
picking up questions but it was also clear to us that he knew English even 
though he pretended not to know English. 

So, the Tiger king out of his cave did not look impressive at all. He looked 
ordinary, normal, frightened, tensed, and very uncomfortable. Safari suit did 
not suit him at all. May be the Tiger king is more comfortable in his cave, 
wearing his stripes and when he prowl free. Only time will tell if he is com-
fortable with his new image and role. 

This piece appeared in The Island of Sri Lanka yesterday.
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