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Editorial

In some states of South Asia one sees a concerted effort to pass legislation on citizens right to information. This is heartening news, particularly for the victims of forced displacement (that includes refugees and IDPs) because the first right that they lose is the right to information. Pushed out of their homes and forced to live in an alien space they are often faced with a situation where it seems that they have no control over their lives.  In such a situation if they do not have the right to information, their alienation increase and they become victims to acute depression that exacerbates their trauma.  In any given group of displaced people women are most often kept away from official sources of information. Little wonder then that their sense of powerlessness leads to increased despair, melancholia and greater distress.  In most camps for displaced people women complain of extreme loneliness that often stems from their inability to access information about their lives and future. Therefore any legislation on the right to information is welcome for victims of forced displacement. Yet, the question remains to be asked to what extents can they access that right? If they are merely given the right to information without the right to act upon that information then the right to information becomes meaningless.  Thus the right to information without the right to communication loses much of its value. Similarly if they do not own any means to communicate and gather information or inform, the right becomes similarly ineffective.

It is common knowledge to anyone who works with displaced people that one of the greatest problems of displacement is that people lose their individual voices and so their right to communicate as individuals.  Not just the state but even sympathetic media most often portrays the displaced as this mass of homogenous lot whom they term the victims.  Once we begin to look at them as hapless victims they become less of an individual to us and their right to speak for themselves is overlooked.  As victims they are always told and never asked and if rehabilitation is arranged then it is doled out to them and never treated as their right. We assume that as victims of displacement they have lost agency over their body, life and soul.  They are hardly ever included in the process of decision-making.  After all without the right to communicate they are voiceless and powerless.  We brand them as victims and forget that it is their inherent right to have agency over their lives.  Even when we allow them to communicate we expect them to speak in one voice.  By grouping them as victims we overlook the multiplicity of their voices.    

Homogenising victim-hood has its own problems.  Then we lose sight of the fact that vulnerability is graded in this society.  The situation of a Kashmiri pandit in a camp in Jammu or Delhi is very different from a Muslim in a camp in Kokrajhar or a displaced adivasi or Muslim in Gujarat.  Further, among the displaced there are men, women, children, old, infirm, the sick and the handicapped.  Once we homogenise this group into nameless victims we assume that they will communicate only in one homogenised voice.  As victims we ignore the plurality of their voices thereby ignoring individual experiences and negating their right to communicate as individuals. This is how we further marginalise the voices that are already from the margins.  As an example it can be pointed out that we have known from quite some time that women and children form the vast majority in any community of displaced people and yet it is only recently that we have recognized that experiences of women or children in displacement are very different from that of the men. Only a decade back we assumed that male experiences of displacement were universal thereby negating women’s and other experiences and relegating those to the periphery.  It was only after we recognize that all displaced people had the right to communicate that we can reclaim women’s voices from the margins and make it central to the discourse. Without recognition of individual’s right to communicate such reclamation projects may not be possible.   

This issue of Refugee Watch is devoted to the as yet legally unrecognized right to communicate.  The articles will portray why the right to communication is integral for justice for any victims of displacement. The right to communication for refugees is of particular importance in South Asia.  None of the countries have a legal regime for refugees. They are neither signatories to the 1951 Convention or the 1967 Protocol and nor do they have their own laws for protection of refugees. Even if they have legislated on the right to information as in India this right can be accessed only by the nationals and not by the aliens or the refugees.  Without a regional recognition of the refugees right to communicate a refugee is destined to be voiceless and hence powerless.  They cannot demand the right to be heard.  Even for the act of speaking they can be marked as a security threat and pushed back.  

There is also the question of language.  It should be recognized that displaced people have the right to communicate in their own language.  Unless that is recognized language can be used as a tool to silence the displaced.  To represent themselves displaced people need to be able to communicate in their own language. Also any planning for rehabilitation and care should be made in consultation with displaced people and not just with community leaders among the displaced because then the views of the marginal such as the women, the old and the handicapped who has special needs of protection will be over looked.  If the language of the protector is privileged then those who are unable to speak that language will be barred from representing themselves. Unless we recognize that displaced people have a right to communicate and engage in their own language justice will remain a distant dream. At the bottom of the entire issue the question is, whether refugee protection is a matter of charity or ofv rights?

Refugee Updates...
South Asia
The existing fact in Bhutan

The 15th round of bilateral talk between Nepal and Bhutan that took place from 20th-3rd October 2003 in Thimphu, Bhutan has agreed to start repatriation of verified refugees from Khudunabari camp from 15th February 2004. But the situation inside Bhutan is not encouraging as per the recent report received from Bhutan. It is reported that in a bit to flush out the Indian insurgents(United Liberation Front of Assam, National Democratic Front of Bodoland and Kamptapuri Liberation Organization) from Bhutan, the clash between Royal Bhutan Army(RBA) and reluctant insurgents to leave Bhutan have started resulting in few casualties mostly on the RBA including two Majors. 

The exact statistic of casualties of both the sides is not made known by either side but the matter is serious which might lead to full-fledged war costing huge human lives and mass internal displacement. It is reported that the government has already started requisition of transport from private and public sectors to evacuate the people from the affected areas. This has sent a wave of fear among the public especially in eastern and northern Bhutan and concern to the government. Therefore, given the existing situation inside Bhutan where there is no security of the people living inside itself, there leaves a room of doubt whether Royal Government of Bhutan can start repatriation at the scheduled time of 15th February 2004 and able to provide protection to the lives of repatriated refugees and properly rehabilitate. 

BRRRC Update

Annual Course on Forced Displacement Launched in Calcutta

On December 1, the Mahanirban Calcutta Research Group, an inter-disciplinary association of South Asian academics, journalists and lawyers, convened its first annual winter course on forced migration. This course, the first of its kind in the region, brought a diverse group of practitioners and students from Australia, Bangladesh, India, Nepal, Pakistan, Sri Lanka and Thailand to Calcutta, India for 15 days of intensive study about the different aspects of forced migration in South Asia. The course combined lectures by international experts from around the world on the legal, human rights, political and historical dimensions of refugee and IDP crises with special attention to ethical and gender issues. The course also featured group debates, discussions with activists, film presentations, writing assignments and field trips to displaced persons camps. 
Nepal’s Hidden IDP Crisis 

In updating its profile on internal displacement in Nepal, the Norwegian Refugee Council’s Global IDP Project suggested that more attention be paid to Nepal’s internally displaced persons. In the updated profile it is pointed out that “the government has to a large extent ignored its obligation to protect internally displaced persons, particularly those uprooted by its own security forces.” Also that UN and international agencies are not specifically targeting their assistance to the displaced. Estimates of the number of internally displaced persons vary from 100,000 to 200,000. More precise numbers of IDPs are not known due to the hidden nature of the IDP crisis.

http://www.idpproject.org 
NRC Says Displacement in Burma Ignored by International Community

In its updated country profile on internal displacement in Burma, the Norwegian Refugee Council’s Global IDP Project finds that IDPs are subject to systematic human rights abuses since they lack protection from both their government and the international humanitarian community. Persons belonging to the Karen, Shan and Kerenni ethnic groups residing along Burma’s border with Thailand are often harmed during counter-insurgency operations and are subjected to forcible relocation due to their perceived support for insurgent groups. Women are frequently the victims of rape at the hands of the army. In other areas of the country, displacement is the result of forced urban relocations, brutal discrimination policies and development projects. NRC notes that development and conflict-induced displacement are often related. Because the authorities block access to IDPs, few of the estimated 40 international agencies working inside the country can directly assist IDPs.  NRC recommends that the international community raise global awareness to the humanitarian situation of IDPs in minority areas and “properly reflect the regime’s ongoing human rights violations, including forced displacement, in the international response to the crisis in Burma.”       

Global IDP Project
Beliaghata evacuees wait for January hearing
The only hope for the nearly 1,000-odd families evicted from the Beliaghata canal is the court. The families are waiting for the next hearing scheduled for January 9. 

Galiff street, MN Ganguly Road, Canal West Road and Canal East Road are littered with remains of the eviction. Canal East Road and Galiff street were being cleared off the debris on Wednesday. “It will take a few more days before the entire place is cleared,”  said an officer from the Chitpore police station overseeing the operation. On the opposite side of the canal sat Maya Debi (59) with a few other women. “The wood with which we had built our houses are now providing us with heat. Police have been threatening us every day to vacate the place,” Maya Debi said. Police and the Kolkata Municipal Corporation have put up boards warning dwellers to stay away from the canal. Though most of the families on Canal West Road have left, there are still a few who have nowhere to go. The anti-eviction joint forum will start a community kitchen in the area for the evacuated people. Shaktiman Ghosh, convenor of the forum said “The hawkers’ market on Galiff Street is lying vacant. Two floors can be built above the market to house at least 700 families." 

http://timesofindia.indiatimes.com 
India finishes fence along a third of Bangladesh border

India has finished a barbed-wire fence along “sensitive” stretches of its border with Bangladesh to prevent the potential infiltration of rebels and illegal immigrants, a military official said. “The sensitive stretches along the 4,894-kilometer (3,034-mile) India-Bangladesh border have been fenced,” said S.I.S. Ahmed, a senior official of the Border Security Force deployed on the Bangladesh border.” It is nearly 35 percent of the total stretch and the remaining portion will be completed by 2007,” Ahmed said on Wednesday. Indian officials say rebels fighting myriad insurgencies in northeastern India take advantage of the porous border with Bangladesh to set up bases out of reach from Indian troops. Deputy Prime Minister Lal Krishna Advani in January announced a drive to deport some three million Bangladeshis he said were in India illegally and could pose a security threat. Bangladesh denies it allows any anti-Indian rebels to operate on its soil and says there is no illegal emigration of its nationals to India. Ahmed said without specifying a number that some Indian villagers had refused to leave their homes for the construction of the border fence. “Many villagers have moved to the courts challenging their eviction from no man’s land,” he said. India and Bangladesh have historically had warm ties, but relations have soured since New Delhi announced the deportation drive and stepped up accusations that rebels operated from the neighbouring country. 

AFP Calcutta, Wednesday November 12, 06:23 PM

Tripura told to act against border religious institutions

The state government has been told by the Centre to take action against religious institutions, which are active against provisions of the Religious institutions (prevention of misuse), 1988. This is due to Centre’s concern over growth of worship places along the international border and their misuse by fundamentalists and activists. An official report said, “There is evidence to show that the growth of these centres is not out of religious zeal but is a part of a larger design to soften our border by posing a threat to the internal security as well as subvert the border population.” The Centre has asked the State to identify such places of worship and prevent misuse.  

Statesman News Service, http://www.thestatesman.net 
Protests against fencing

Over 400 women and 100 children today protested against the Central government’s decision to fence the border near Char Meghna, a stretch of land adjoining Nadia which falls in Bangladesh. They demanded that the Centre put a stop to the fencing, which will exclude the area from the Indian Union. While the children lay on the fencing, the women squatted on the land from the morning. The fencing of the border will render 450-odd Indian families living in Char Meghna homeless.

Statesman News Service, http://www.thestatesman.net 

Shan Women’s Action Network Newsletter

Despite the repeated denials of the regime since the publication of Licence to Rape last year, and their attempts to block flows of information, reports of sexual violence have continued to reach SWAN from insideShan State. SWAN has documented the rape of a further 138 women and girls in Shan State by the SPDC military since Licence to Rape was compiled. Of the cases this year, seventeen were girls under 18: two of these girls, aged 10 and 13, were gang-raped so brutally that they died shortly afterwards of their injuries. Another girl of 13 was gang-raped and beaten so badly that her face has become permanently disfigured. Of the incidents reported this year, no one was punished. It should be noted that the atrocities, including gangrape, which were committed in Murng Hsat at the end of May were taking place precisely while the International Committee of the Red Cross were conducting one of their periodic field missions to Shan State.

http://www.shanwomen.org/ 
Other Regions

Thailand

Influx of Burmese
Prime Minister Thaksin Shinawatra has warned authorities to prepare for the influx of Burmese refugees and a surge in drug trafficking.  He said he would soon call a meeting of all agencies to discuss ways of dealing with the expected problems.  This came after the US House of Representatives decided to impose sanctions to ban imports from Burma, where opposition leader Aung San Suu Kyi has been held by the government since 30 May.   


Female migrant workers marginalized

Many unregistered female migrant workers become pregnant because they do not have access to family planning services and information.  Many of them opt not to go to a doctor for prenatal care due to fear of arrest and repatriation.  The situation is not much better for registered female workers.  Although they are entitled to use the 30-baht medical services, few do, owing to language barriers, high transportation costs and employers’ unwillingness to give them time to go to hospital.  Many choose to end their pregnancies through traditional means, resulting some to suffer serious complications and even death from unsafe abortions.  Lack of information about safe sex and lack of health services have also led to an increase of HIV and AIDS infection among migrant workers.  There are no available accurate figures on unplanned pregnancies, abortion or HIV infection among migrant workers, most of whom are unauthorized.

At the Mae Tao clinic for migrant Burmese in Mae Sot, the proportion of teen pregnancies among female Burmese migrant has risen from 18.8 percent in the first half of 2000 to 26 percent in 2002.  Meanwhile, cases involving complications from abortions comprised over one-third of the normal deliveries last year.  HIV infection is also rising steadily among patients, from 0.8 percent to 1.5 percent, while syphilis has risen from 1.2 percent to 2.7 percent. 

Jesuit Refugee Service, http://www.jrs.th.com/home.htm  

Mass displacement to unprotected camps
Described by a senior UN official as the “world’s biggest neglected humanitarian crisis”, the conflict in northern Uganda has now dragged on for more than 17 years. The number of internally displaced people (IDPs) has more than doubled from about 650,000 in July 2002 to 1.4 million as of December 2003. The escalation of the conflict since June 2003 meant hundreds of thousands of people have poured into camps after fleeing direct attacks by the rebel Lord’s Resistance Army and regular fighting between the warring parties. 

  

There is little evident will on either side to end the conflict peacefully. The government appears to be encouraged in its strategy to pursue a military solution by considerable assistance from the United States, provided in exchange for Ugandese support for the fight against international terrorism. It is widely believed that the government army is unable or – worse – unwilling to protect the IDP camps, which are frequently attacked by the LRA. Because of the insecurity, few humanitarian actors assist the heavily congested camps where conditions are appalling with a widespread breakdown of schools, health care, and water and sanitation facilities. 

In order to bring an end to this humanitarian catastrophe and the suffering of the victims of this bloody conflict, the country’s major donors should use their influence to urge the Ugandan government to effectively protect IDP camps against rebel attacks. Also, existing regional mechanisms under the New Partnership for Africa’s Development (NEPAD) and the Intergovernmental Authority on Development (IGAD) should be used to encourage the government to fulfil its obligation to protect its citizens

http://www.idpproject.org 

UN General Assembly Adopts Resolution on IDPs

The UN General Assembly, following consideration of the biennial report of the Representative of the Secretary-General on Internally Displaced Persons, Francis Deng, during its 58th session, adopted by consensus, with 70 co-sponsoring governments, a resolution on the protection of and assistance to internally displaced persons. In this resolution the UNGA expresses concern about the high numbers of internally displaced persons throughout the world, in particular the problems faced by many IDP women and children, including sexual exploitation and forced recruitment, and calls upon Governments to provide protection and assistance to IDPs. It expresses appreciation for the Guiding Principles on Internal Displacement as an important tool for dealing with internal displacement, welcomes the fact that an increasing number of States, UN agencies and others are applying them as a standard and encourages all relevant actors to use them. The UNGA also expresses appreciation for the increased role national human rights institutions are playing in promoting and protecting the human rights of IDPs and welcomes initiatives undertaken by regional organizations on behalf of the displaced. Further, the General Assembly emphasizes the need to strengthen inter-agency arrangements for IDPs, underlining “the importance of an effective, accountable and predictable collaborative approach,” and towards this end encourages UN agencies and humanitarian, human rights and development organizations to enhance their collaboration and coordination in responding to internal displacement.



Jens.Eschenbaecher@nrc.ch  & gsanchez@brookings.edu 

Ruderico Carvajal Murillo guilty of the crimes of forced displacement

The Colombian newspaper El Tiempo reported on December 1 that a court in the Department of Cundinamarca has found Ruderico Carvajal Murillo guilty of the crimes of forced displacement and extortion. This ruling is historic as Murillo is the first person in Colombia to receive a jail sentence for committing the crime of forced displacement. In 2001 and 2002, Murillo threatened and falsely accused persons of collaborating with the guerillas thus forcing them to abandon their lands. He also extorted “security” money from others claiming that the funds were to ensure that persons received protection from the illegal self-defense forces. El Tiempo reports that Murillo received an eleven year jail sentence for the crime of displacement and that he is personally responsible for having threatened, committed extortion against, and displaced at least nine mayors, a number of other public officials and tens of residents in Sumapaz. The Colombian Commission of Jurists (CCJ) notes that “persistent impunity is one of the main factors why displacement continues to occur. Since forced displacement is mainly caused by human rights violations and infractions of humanitarian law, it is important that the government strongly support investigations that convict the persons responsible and that also lead to finding out the truth concerning the causes and methods of combatant groups that generate displacement.” 

Jens.Eschenbaecher@nrc.c h & gsanchez@brookings.edu    

Refugees International Recommends Further Action in Liberia

In spite of Liberia’s move towards peace and recent positive developments such as the U.S. Congress’ appropriation of supplemental funding for reconstruction efforts and peacekeeping in this country, Refugees International reports that eighty five percent of the country remains insecure, that human rights abuses continue and that the majority of humanitarian needs are unmet. RI did find an improvement in the security situation in the ten percent of the country where the United Nations Mission in Liberia (UNMIL) is deployed and quotes an IDP living in a camp as stating “. Since they have come, we feel safer.”  However, in the areas where UNMIL is not deployed, there are reports that serious violations such as rapes, looting, beatings, murders and displacement continue to take place. With respect to conditions faced by the country’s 500,000 IDPs, RI found services in the IDP camps to be inadequate and camp management to be inconsistent or non-existent. RI recommends that donors support a rapid deployment of UNMIL throughout the country and that UNMIL play a strong protection role in IDP camps. RI further recommends that UNHCR take the lead on IDPs in Liberia and that the agency be given sufficient funding to do so. According to RI Advocate Michelle Brown, “The biggest challenge with the collaborative approach [to IDPs] is the lack of accountability. The humanitarian response is only as strong as its weakest link and when the response is ineffective, there’s no one agency to accept responsibility for the problems.” 
Jens.Eschenbaecher@nrc.ch  & gsanchez@brookings.edu 

Palestinian refugees long for homeland

There are more than six million Palestinian refugees. Ahmad Jizawi, a Palestinian refugee forced out of his village by Israelis in 1948, is determined not to abandon his homeland. Jizawi, nicknamed Abu Firas, unveiled a key for his lost house and said: “We will never give up our homeland regardless of understandings, accords and initiatives.” He was reacting to the Geneva document, which was recently signed in Switzerland by Palestinian and Israeli politicians and intellectuals. Jizawi, 72, said”This key will pass from generation to generation of my family until the Almighty decides the time when we return to our village of Beit Jibrine”. Non-government bodies in Jizawi’s camp had decided to arrange a rally to express “total rejection” of the Geneva pact, according to camp activist Nimr Abu Ghunaim. “We are going to condemn the defeatist document, reject any substitutes for our homeland and declare our determination to return to the land, where our fathers and ancestors lived for ages,” said the teacher who worked at a camp school run by the UN Relief and Works Agency (UNRWA). He echoed Jizawi’s rejection of the Geneva plan and warned against “serious repercussions” over the initiative. The Geneva plan envisages settling Palestinians mainly in a demilitarised Palestinian state to be set up in the West Bank and the Gaza strip. However, the blueprint also allows a trade-off of land between the two sides and the inclusion of key Jewish settlements in the Israeli state.

http://english.aljazeera.net 
Special Feature…

Displaced People and their Right to Communicate

The right to communicate is yet to become an acknowledged, legislated, human right. Although some media academics and activists use the term rather freely, it remains a highly contested concept within civil society and in some government circles. The term itself was coined in the 60’s although it gained currency during the deliberations of the UNESCO-sponsored MacBride Commission that was formed in the late 70’s to look into the world’s information/communication problems. It has made somewhat of a resurgence in 2003 – partly because Kofi Annan referred to it in an address given on World Telecommunications Day at the International Telecommunication Union (ITU) earlier this year, and because the ITU alluded to it in advertisements related to phase 1 of the forthcoming UN World Summit on the Information Society(WSIS) that is scheduled to take place in Geneva, December 10-12, 2003. However, the key reason for its currency today is the debate on the right to communicate that has been carried out within civil society circles in the context of the WSIS. The Communication Rights in the Information Society (CRIS) campaign related to the WSIS has been a significant platform for the debate on the right to communicate.

Essentially, advocates of the right to communicate maintain that in a mediated world, a world in which the cultural industries have become a primary source of global opinion, economic and political values and commercial propaganda, a world characterised by shrinking cultural diversity in the wake of Rupert Murdoch and Silvio Berlusconi and information security issues in the aftermath of September 9/11, there is a need for a specific right that acknowledges the primacy of mediated influences in our world today. Right to communicators would argue that Article 19 which is a globally recognised position on the freedom of expression – needs to be made the lynchpin of a much more comprehensive right that recognises the universal need for access to communications and information and the right to contribute to and establish cultural environments of one’s choice. In other words, the right to communicate recognises that people ought to not only have the freedom to express themselves, but also have access to channels of communication – such as community radio and the internet, and consequently, the need to establish regulatory environments that are supportive of public communication. There are media critics and organisations such as Article 19 who are wary about the right to communicate (although they are coming around) because they feel that in it 1) condones government censorship, and because they hold the position that 2) instead of advocating for another right, energy and resources ought to be directed towards the ‘implementation’ of existing communication-related rights enshrined in conventions such as the International Covenant on Civil and Political Rights ( ICCPR) and the Organisation of American States(OAU) Inter-American Commission on Human Rights Declaration of Principles on Freedom of Expression.

Making Sense of the Right to Communicate

One of the problems with the right to communicate is that communications is such a self-evident, taken for granted part of life – so tied up with what it means to be human that it is difficult to understand its social and political importance as a human right. Ask any person on the street what he or she makes of the right to communicate and you will probably get a blank stare. The right to shelter is easy to understand – all people need a roof above their heads. The right to food is also understandable – food sustains life. But communication? 

If we were to peel off the layers of meaning, un-package the right to communicate – the first layer is that of language – the right to language – the right to use, maintain, preserve, impart, protect language – this right is closely tied up with the right to express oneself, freedom of expression. Language is so very fundamental – it really is the basis for society and for relationships that are the glue for society, it is the basis for identity, for the nation, community, person. It defines who we are – our conscious and unconscious selves. It is what makes us dialogic. It is language that helps us opt for truth, that underpins the institutions, processes, meanings of democracy. Language is ironically also the means used to silence the other and by doing so make people less than human – from a speaking animal to a plain animal. 

The quality of humanness is so integrally tied to the freedom of expression. Right to communicators believe that this non-negotiable right ought to be a fundamental building block of an evolving right to communicate. Rights after all have evolved in response to correcting perceived deficits in an evolving society. The rights that we call human rights are of a comparatively recent vintage. And rather typically the framing of rights lags behind the state of society at any given time. This is probably truer now than at any other time in recent history. In a world characterised by frenetic innovation – there is an obvious disjuncture between the needs of society and the framework of law. Technological convergence is an obvious example of this lag. There are very few countries that have thought through the implications of convergence and framed laws consonant with real needs. Or take for example the state of legislations related to bio-ethics against the ceaselessly changing environment of innovations in the life science and the military. 

The Basis for a Right to Communicate

While I do agree that we should not reinvent the wheel and needlessly complicate matters by conjuring up rights that already exist – the arguments put forward by those who are against this right refuse to recognise an important, irrefutable fact of modern life, and that is the massive influence exerted by the modern media and information complex on society as a whole and on individuals, the huge disjunctures between privatised and public communication, the growth of knowledge monopolies, and correspondingly the need to evolve a public response to a public need that is so characteristic of our times. We live in communications environments saturated with media that are not of our making. New generations are being born into environments that are not of their making. To quote an updated text by Marx “In the social production of their existence, human beings inevitably enter into definite communication relations, which are independent of their will…”. The question then arises as to whether people have the right to contribute to the making of these environments that surround us like a womb, that we are so embedded in and that have become extensions of ourselves – a technological, second skin. We are all so deeply mired in the commercial environments surrounding us. Environments that are all right for some but not for the many. The right to communicate recognises the unfettered need for affordable access to mainstream knowledge, entertainment, education together with opportunities to contribute to the making of other environments and possibilities for another mediation. The freedom of expression is an absolute minimum requirement for the extension of these other communication freedoms.

Seen in this light, the right to communicate ought to be an obvious right. Many majorities do not enjoy the means to communicate in the so-called information societies in which we live. The right to communicate recognises that the divides that exist in communication/information are a reflection of other, persistent divides. The right to communicate cannot be divorced from other elemental rights – the right to live human lives, the right to enjoy life, to live life. A vision that is, for some, uncomfortably close to the vision of a new information and economic order.

The Right to Communicate and Displaced People

So why should we consider the right to communicate from the perspectives of displaced people. It is universally acknowledged that displaced people rank among the most vulnerable people living in our world today. Refugees and economic migrants, and those who have been internally displaced because of civil and political conflicts and environmental destruction often find themselves in situations of extreme personal, cultural and economic estrangement. Their freedom of expression, use of their own language, their right to be heard, to tell their story – all these are compromised by the situation that they find themselves in. While refugees who are resident in a country not of their birth experience the silencing that accompanies ‘statelessness’, displaced people are often silenced in their own country because they are not from the region that they find themselves in or because they are belong to the ‘wrong’ ethnic or religious community. 

The Right to Communicate and Displaced People: Existing Obstacles 

Neither the 1951 UN Convention Relating to the Status of Refugees nor its 1967 Protocol (that are yet to be ratified by governments in South Asia), contain any reference to the information rights of refugees. The mandate of the UNHCR that is based on the 1951 Convention is limited to the provision of physical safety, non-discrimination and subsistence. It does not cover the information rights of refugees.  I am aware that the Red Cross runs a tracing service that helps link displaced people with family. Red Cross messages are a principle means of communication between family members separated by conflict. While this remains an important service on its own right, the Red Cross’s inability to go beyond this service is a telling inditement of the limits of ‘neutrality’. 

To make matters somewhat more complicated, when governments in South Asia are yet to ensure the freedom of information for their own citizens, it may be more than optimistic to expect them to ensure that this right also accrues to stateless people. While the Indian parliament enacted the Freedom of Information Bill 2000, the Government of Pakistan introduced a Freedom of Information Ordinance in 2000 and the Law Commission in Sri Lanka prepared a draft Access to Official Information Act in November 1996, these efforts have been criticised for the many caveats and ‘reasons for suspension’ that have been included in each of these packages. The Article 19 report Global Trends on the Right to Information: A Survey of South Asia, July 2001 (p.125) lists the following caveats in the Access to Official Information Act in Sri Lanka. “Access to information may be refused if it pertains to, or adversely affects, one of the following: the economy; personal or commercial privacy; intra-departmental communications; law enforcement; personal safety, a financial institution; geological or geophysical information; privileged information; national defence; foreign policy; or international relations”. 

Such broad exceptions make these exercises rather meaningless. If, as in the case of the Tehelka disclosures in India, official lapses cannot be discussed, made public or the guilty brought to trial, but instead those who exposed the scam are relentlessly harassed and brought to trial, one can only surmise that it is not a serious piece of legislation. Furthermore a slew of Official Secrecy and now anti-Terrorism legislations have compromised right to information legislations in South Asia. In any case, the Freedom of Information Bill, 2000 explicitly states in the Prologue that it exists in order “to provide for freedom to every citizen to secure access to information”. That precludes among others, the rights to information of non-citizens like Bangladeshi Muslims resident in India, Chakma and Hajong tribal refugees resident in Arunachal Pradesh, ad infinitum. Such exclusions also affect in other national contexts, Bihari Muslims in Bangladesh, Bhutanese of Nepali origin in Nepal and the many categories of the internally displaced throughout South Asia. 

The Right to Communicate and Displaced People

So what ought this right to entail in the context of this specific community of people that we are concerned with at this consultation bearing in mind that they have no rights of residence? And who is responsible for guaranteeing this right? While I believe that governments do have a major responsibility for guaranteeing this right, in the absence of government guarantees regarding the rights of displaced peoples in this part of the world, it would seem that NGOs and other concerned communities related to civil society and involved in refugee work must take on some of the responsibilities for extending the right to communicate. I am aware that this is easier said than done given other pressing claims. However, I believe that support for and implementation of this right is necessary because the human dignity of refugees is closely tied to their freedom to communicate. 

Survival has both economic and cultural dimensions. To a certain extent, the cultural identity of a stateless or displaced person has already been negatively affected by the many factors that have contributed to his/her uprooting from a relatively stable environment. A new, often hostile environment merely exacerbates that situation. Add to that the loss of family, fear of constant violence from the military or the militia and the daily search for some form of food security and what remains is not by any stretch of the imagination a whole person. Surely then, apart from the real priorities of shelter, food and life securities, there also has to be support for the cultural survival of these communities through support for their right to communicate.    

It is time that there is recognition of the fact that displaced people belong to the category ‘invisible’ people. This substantial group has disappeared from the media agenda in South Asia like other groups such as the rural and urban poor. This disappearance from public view has accelerated during the last few years as media channels have steadily succumbed to the pressure of working within hyper-commercial environments. Issues related to the poor and poverty hardly figure in the media in South Asia in the wake of the media rediscovering growth and circulation potential in the commercialisation of ‘leisure’. While issues related to the ‘representation’ of displaced people must become part of advocacy research, it would seem that that the more urgent need is for governments to recognise, and for concerned advocates to demand that right to information provisions are applicable to all people, including those who reside as displaced people in a province, state or locality that is not their original home.  There is both an overt and covert gradation of residents in any given neighbourhood in India – and those who literally live on the margins are bound to be treated as such by the powers that be. It is these unaccounted for people, who live between the cracks in the twilight zone who need to be recognised as citizens with full rights including the right to communicate.  For the moment, the right to communicate remains an affirmation of intent, a vision of people communicating – in the fullest sense of that term. Communication is an essential aspect of life. The Right to Communicate affirms communication as communion, community, conviviality, the very basis of human dignity.

Essential Aspects of the Right to Communicate

The right to communicate is inclusive of the following:

· The right of displaced people to use their own, vernacular or alternatively a language of their choice to conduct their internal and external affairs.

· The right of displaced people to freedom of expression. This is a fundamental, foundational right

· The right of displaced people to basic education and literacy in a language of their choice.

· The right of displaced people to practice a culture of their choice, and to have the freedom of religion.

· The right of displaced people to hold imparts and receives opinions through all media.

· The right of refugee groups to counter the wilful misrepresentation of displaced people in the national media through appropriate representations at press and media councils or other regulatory bodies

· The right of displaced people to have access to and control over their own media – for instance, newsletters, community radio, on-line services wherever this is possible. The media can be used to keep and preserve tradition, connect to family, for information, education and entertainment purposes, and for advocacy and networking. Given decreasing costs and increasing bandwidth – there are more opportunities today for using a range of media than was the case a few years ago.  

Pradip N. Thomas

Feature...

Victim's Right to Communicate

Although in common parlance victims of forced displacement are often clubbed together as a single and monolithic category, there are significant variations in the nature and extent of victim-hood suffered by them. Thus, the victims of development-induced displacement constitute a category separate in many ways from those who have been displaced as a result of say, interethnic conflicts and violence. The first category of victims may have lost their homes or cultivable lands but may continue to subscribe to the same development paradigm and view displacement as one of its necessary costs that one should bear albeit with great pain, in the collective interest of the nation. The same person on the other hand, may look upon ethnic violence as simply macabre and senseless and hence is detrimental to the nation and its development. It could as well be the other way round. One who finds ethnic violence as an inevitable and unavoidable means of asserting one’s identity is unlikely to discover any virtue in the development of the nation as a vibrant, multicultural entity. The graded nature of victim-hood therefore should not escape our notice.

Communicating rights claims
Accordingly their rights can hardly be of one and the same type. One wonders whether it will ever be possible for us to evolve an agenda of rights common to all of them. Notwithstanding the differences that their respective agendas might reflect, the elementary principles on the basis of which they make their claims to rights including the right to information and communication are unlikely to be substantially different from each other. For it involves the fundamental task of transforming the victim into an active and creative subject who can communicate her claim to rights and thereby transcend her victim-hood. Victim’s rights first of all imply positioning her as a rights-bearing subject who can take part in the society’s ongoing discourse on rights. It is by way of claiming the rights that the victim hopes to make a difference in her own life and also in the social life as well and exercises her creativity. Rights according to this view, are inconceivable without creativity.

The term ‘rights’ in our context may be used in two rather diametrically opposed senses – universal and communicative. In the first sense, all human beings by virtue of being human beings are entitled to some rights that are defined as the conditions of their survival as human beings. These rights are usually known as human rights. One’s right to life may be regarded as an example of such rights. In other words, one does not have to make a case for and argue in favour of these rights. They are too obvious and self-evident to be claimed. There are indeed problems associated with such a universalistic notion of rights. While all human beings qua human beings are entitled to human rights, there is certainly no guarantee that all of them will be successful in enjoying them. Entitlement certainly is not enjoyment. Ironically, while a mechanism for enforcing these rights becomes necessary, there is hardly any guarantee that it will remain ever so faithful to these universal rights. Moreover, what if the rights are violated on the ground that the aggressor does not consider the victims as human beings so much so that violation of their rights does not amount to human rights violations? One of the running themes of the hate literature that grew at the time of the Gujarat carnage (2002) is that the so-called victims, for whom the ‘pseudo-secularists’ seem to be shedding tears, do not deserve to be called ‘human beings’ in the first place. The invectives hurled against them actually smack of ‘animal’ imageries. Violation of human rights especially during group violence is usually preceded by such de-humanization. 

Rights in the second sense, exist primarily as claims couched in reasons put across and expounded by those who claim them, that is to say, the claimants. The reasons they advance must be both intelligible and plausible to those from whom they are claimed. Unless they sound intelligible and plausible, the claimants cannot ‘hold them under some obligation or duty’ that is essential for their entitlement to and enjoyment of these rights. Rights in the second sense therefore presuppose a communication between the claimants and their adversaries – an individual, a group or any of their combinations and of course, the state. Liberal theory of rights looks upon the state necessarily as a potential violator of rights.

Communication contra nation

It is in the context of the communication between the two apparently opposing parties that the victim’s right to information and communication acquires some importance. Although claimed in the same breadth, right to information will have to be distinguished from right to communication. For one thing, victim’s right to information is taken to mean merely her right to be informed of her displacement reasonably well before the actual displacement takes place presumably by being served with a notice and most importantly, of her entitlements and compensations if there are any, in the event of any such displacement. She is the passive recipient of this information and it is now up to her to adjust her to the whole process and accordingly make it less painful for her. Right to communication on the other hand is her right to act on the information. This for example, gives her the right to organize the victims, create a common political platform for them and protest against the policies that lead to displacement and so on and so forth. Right to communication confers some form of subjectivity on the victim. For another, right to information is claimed and enjoyed without interrogating in any manner the sacrosanct nature of the so-called ‘collective goal’ that displaces or threatens to displace her. It is always in the interest of ‘national security’ or ‘national development’ that one gets displaced. Displacement per se is neither unconstitutional nor illegal in India. Displacement as we have said is the ‘necessary cost’ involved in accomplishing some ‘collective goal’. When in the wake of the attack on Indian Parliament the entire Indo-Pak border and the line of control were heavily mined and the people and the cattle had to lose their lives and limbs, many of us think that it is in the interest of the nation that such sundry losses are suffered and the doctrine of ‘necessary cost’ is invoked to justify them. Right to information in short is constitutive of the grand collectivity that we call, nation. Right to communication on the other hand cannot be claimed without opposing in some way or the other, the ‘collective goal’ that is invariably invoked while displacing the victims. It is a right that individuates the victim and isolates her from the collectivity. While claiming this right, she always runs the risk of being stigmatized as ‘anti-national’ and ‘unpatriotic’.

Right to information viewed in this light is of limited value. First of all, it is critically dependent on the availability of information and unless the provider obliges, one can hardly enjoy this right. The victim has her reasons of being informed as much as the state as the potential provider has its reasons of denying it. It is a right that is predicated on the provider’s prerogative. What if in the interest of the nation, certain types of information are classified as sensitive and are withheld from public consumption? The imperative of nationhood sets forth the broad parameters within which information is provided and accessed and is supposed to circulate and be exchanged. Secondly, information we may have, but what do we do with that information? The Mazdoor Kisan Shakti Sangathan (MKSS) of Rajasthan for example, launched a movement in the early 1990s demanding the villagers’ right to access the files relating to public works of the government and obtain duly authenticated copies of the official papers. By 1994, the organization became only partially successful. The government decided to open the files for people’s inspection, but did not grant them the right to obtain photocopies, let alone, the attested and authenticated ones. It only means that the people may have the information about corruption at high places of government, but they cannot establish it in any court of law for they do not have the information that has any juridical status worth its name. Implicit in it, there is the subtle distinction between truth and the establishability of truth: that we know the truth does not mean that we can successfully establish it by way of following the same rules and protocols that the society’s established ‘regime of truth’ imposes on us. This is perhaps the reason why  rape victims more often than not find it impossible to bring the convicts to book.  

Communication and its limits

The imperative of making the rights claims intelligible and plausible to those who are responsible for the displacement of the victims imposes restrictions on the communication by the victims. It renders certain claims to rights simply incommunicable and screens them off from the public domain. Right to communication is not necessarily the communication of rights. Rights in simple terms, do not exhaust the entire field of communication and in our pursuit of this right, we must not lose sight of those other means of communication through which victims try to communicate their claims. I propose to elaborate this argument by way of referring to the narrative that one can reconstruct from an interview of Ms. Arati Dasgupta facing the threat of being displaced from what she considers as her home as a result of the government’s decision of widening the Beliaghata Circular Canal (in north Kolkata) as part of urban planning. It is interesting to examine the reasons she expounds in support of her claim to the right against displacement. When asked how she had come to settle in the place from where she now faces the threat of being evicted, she replies:

With God. I came here holding the hands of God. Don’t you believe? This is my motherland. I had nobody. On the other hand, I had everybody. My mother died after giving birth to me. I have never seen my father. The people on the banks of this canal raised me. One grandma raised me up during my childhood at her place. She too died when the ice factory had caught fire. Believe me, my dear sister (in a reference to the interviewer, SKD), I grew old by crawling on this soil and bathing in this canal. You will see, no one will be able to evict me. I came here holding the hands of God. God will lift me. It does not matter whether my home is destroyed. How can they deprive me of this soil and sky? (Trans. mine)

A careful reading of the above narrative brings us face to face to face with at least three major reasons that run counter to those of the modern state. As a result, they will sound unintelligible and implausible to it: First, Dasgupta seeks to establish her right to home through what once was known as, the divine theory. It was through the accident of her birth and the quirk of circumstances beyond her control that she was born as a child without home. While a child’s home is always the home of the parents, she was deprived of it. It was only due to God’s will that she could grow up and live without a parental home. In her case, home did not precede her existence; it was her existence that preceded her home. Doesn’t the fact of her living existence entitle her to a home? She got the home only in consonance with the will of God. Secondly, she proposes to establish her claim by way of emphasizing the fact that she was raised in the same place, crawled on the soil and took bath in the same canal. It was an altogether different home of neighbours that she discovered here. Thirdly, she also feels that she has a right to the place on the ground that the bounties and endowments of nature (like, soil and sky) are for everyone to enjoy. 

Each of these reasons goes against the Reasons of the modern state. One’s existence does not automatically entitle one to one’s home as much as the fact of one’s being raised at a particular place does not justify one’s claim to it. The state understands only the language of ownership titles established by the due process of law. Why do the Chakmas who lost their homes and cultivable lands in Chittagong Hill Tracts of Bangladesh in the mid-1960s when the Kaptai dam on the river Karnaphuli was constructed, find it difficult now to merely prove that they were once the inhabitants of the same land? Precisely because they inhabited it for generations without ever bothering to get their titles registered. Precisely because their ancestors never considered it as the means of establishing one’s right. Besides, the endowments and bounties of nature are now being put increasingly under state or private control. With the shrinkage of people’s access to common property resources, people thriving on them are facing an unprecedented threat to their livelihood. Today the Reasons of the modern state threaten to gobble up many a reason of Dasguptas and the victims of their ilk. 

Don’t the reasons of the modern state render their reasons incommunicable through the dominant language of rights? Doesn’t communication as a strategy call for a certain disentangling of these two kinds of reasons? Communication of the victims’ reasons is possible only by transcending the rules and limits set forth by the public domain.  

 Samir Kumar Das

Writing Displacement: Creativity and Objectivity

The media has been variously defined as a public sphere providing space for issues of importance to be discussed and debated; a major collective source of information and images, which is essential for citizen participation; a network providing a crucial link between individuals and “the collective’’, which is society. Its power stems from its ownership of the power to interpret, reproduce and disseminate information. It is a power that arises from the social recognition that all human beings have the right to information and the freedom of expression. 

Having said this, let us look at this resource a little more closely. The fact that it has often proved unequal to the task it is expected to do is to state the obvious: its silences often being as significant as its statements. It would be useful to ask ourselves, then, why this happens. Well, society as we know it is a terrain in which various discourses, reflecting the interests of discrete groups, are constantly competing with each other for supremacy.  While some of these get to the top of  the heap, the rest are marginalised, and often forgotten. The newspapers we read, the television we watch, the internet we scan, contributes in no small measure to this process. But that’s not all. The media, even as they attempt to reflect social and political  events occurring around us, are themselves  sites where contending  ideologies and viewpoints do battle. But there is a further complication to consider. Since the media are, in many ways, an extension of the existing power apparatus! especially when it comes to what is loosely defined as “national interest’’ ! it should come as no surprise to anyone that the inadequacies, prejudices, misconceptions and interests marking government and political formulations on this issue are faithfully mirrored in print and television reports and analyses. 

The Indian government, as we know, has chosen to deal with displaced populations through political and administrative measures, sometimes very ad hoc ones, rather than perceive the issue as one of legal and humanitarian entitlements. It has not signed the 1951 Convention relating to the Status of Refugees, which specifically expresses the wish that all states recognize the “social and humanitarian nature of the problem of refugees”. In fact, possibly because it is not a signatory, the Indian state doesn’t appear to be obliged to use precise terminology and it uses words like “refugees” in what would appear as a deliberately loose manner, so that the legal obligations they entail are lost sight of. It follows from this that the government’s response to the displacement of people and population flows across the border is often inconsistent, knee-jerk and motivated by the inclinations and ideology of the party in power.

Take the political and media discourse on what has come to be termed the “Bangladeshi problem’’. Here the genuine displaced person/ environmental refugee has become synonymous with the jehadi terrorist. The distortions that now characterise this discourse, the general conflating of terms like refugees/migrant workers/displaced people/ infiltrators, has had two unfortunate consequences. It has not only prevented the government from framing an ethical response to a very human predicament of vast numbers of people, but ironically also from evolving a legal and rational framework with which to deal with what are sometimes justified concerns, relating to the nation’s security and its social and economic well-being, that arise out of such mass displacement.

Therefore, in these times of economic flux, social hatred, and military conflict, it becomes crucial for an institution like the media to be ever conscious of its appointed two-fold role of furthering the right to know and the right to express – both of which can be regarded as a universal right flowing from the concept of the “inherent dignity” of every human person. What, it seems, the media needs most of all in dealing with human displacement is a value addition of mind and heart. Let me try and explain this a bit further.

Talking of the mind, there cannot be effective media coverage without good information and the adequate absorption of it. Very often what we get dished out to us in terms of news reports and analyses are products of a tunnel vision. The peripheral feedback which is so important for the telling of the “whole story” is invariably absent. When poor media treatment is extended to a community that is already on the fringes, that is already the subject of strong social approbation, there are two immediate consequences. The community is either “invisibilised” as a group not deserving of media space and attention _ as a mass of faceless, nameless itinerants in whose lives society has no stake _ or “visibilised” in a manner designed to feed existing prejudices and fears, as a group of economic predators out to rob local people of their jobs and facilities, as social predators out to undermine the religious identity of local populations, and sometimes even as dangerous terrorists out to breach national security. Both approaches – the visibilising and the invisibilising — perpetrate immense damage on a people who have already been deprived of the anchorage of a settled existence and are in grave need of support structures given the general deprivations that mark their lives.

We then come to the first of the big lacunae that characterise media coverage: lack of information and background that could help in perceiving seemingly disparate people in their global, regional, local, geographic and historic contexts. Greater media literacy would demand a  knowledge not just of immediate events _ but of the factors that caused them. For instance, the only recent instance when Bangladeshis were received with sympathy and support on Indian territory, both in terms of popular support and media coverage, was in 2001. What helped greatly in this instance was the perception that these were members of the Hindu minority community facing religious persecution under the Khaleda Zia regime that overtly and covertly encouraged Islamic fundamentalists. Getting the big picture helped in this case and it may help even in cases where there is no manifest communal angle. There will, obviously, be more public sympathy for a group of displaced people who have been victims of a natural disaster like a flood, than for a group perceived as a bunch of marauders out to trouble the peaceful existence of local communities. Yet how often does media coverage of displacement give the reader or viewer the big picture?

The ignorance, incidentally, exists at different levels and is not confined to entities like newspapers and TV channels alone. Several scholars have pointed to the general inadequacy that marks academic historiography of modern South Asia. Even the most defining event in modern South Asian history — its partition by colonial rulers that resulted in the creation of the three nation states of India, Pakistan, and eventually Bangladesh – is a largely underwritten one. Yet that partition, let us remember, has been a crucial factor in causing population flows and not just in the immediate aftermath of 1947. The communal polarisation it fomented continues to be a factor in the riots and civic disturbances that surface every once in a way in the region. Such disturbances not only trigger actual displacement but colours perceptions about such displacement.

It has been pointed out that something as crucial as the actual death toll that occurred during the events of 1947 remains imprecise. It could vary from two lakh to two million, with no estimate based on dependable sources.  Much of the material we have, and which continues to masquerade as the authoritative history of partition, are ideologically coloured accounts or casual reminiscences based as much on rumour as fact. Mention has been made, for instance, of the account of a “General Tuker”, writing long after the event and without citing any sources, of the women of Garhmukteshwar cheering when their men butchered Muslim women. This account has been used by Pakistani historians as evidence of Hindu barbarity. As we all know, history has a way of rudely intruding into the present, especially when it is cynically deployed for political purposes. We see the most manifest consequences of this when riots break out. Many who lived through the Partition riots have pointed out that the Sikh riots of 1984 reflected in their brutality and orchestrated fury that earlier moment. Events like these can never be truly buried. They surface time and again and the biases of a flawed history impinge crucially on perceptions at a mass scale, including those of media personnel. The "outsider’’ then, already at a disadvantage in terms of not “being one of us”, comes to be perceived through a patina of manufactured hatreds. 

How then can the media help alter this reality? How can they be made more sensitive to documenting the phenomenon of displacement? A clue, I think, lies in all great literary work, and here’s where the “heart” comes in. We were taught in journalism school that news reports, unlike works of fiction, are based on facts. This, of course, is a sound principle. However, there is a great deal in good literature that the intrepid journalist can imbibe. For the purposes of this workshop, let us confine ourselves to just two of them: the ethical framework and depth of creativity that mark all great literature. 

The ethical framework of literature is really anchored in a sense of the human. Bhisham Sahni, the great chronicler of Partition, who died recently, put it this way in an introduction he had written to a Sahitya Akademi anthology of Hindi short stories: “In spite of its differences, the literature of one period is not altogether different from that of another. The depth of human sensibility that permeates all good writing links the literatures of one period with that of another. This humanity enables literature to transcend time, prevents it from aging despite the passing of the centuries. This humanity makes literature relevant in time as well as free of time. The literature that is most relevant to its time becomes, on the strength of this humanity, meaningful for other times too. But when the well springs of humanity begin to dry up in a literature, it grow irrelevant even in its own time, let alone later times”. 

We have here, then, a kind of brief manifesto that is relevant ultimately to all writing including that which goes by the term “journalism”, as indeed television scripting. And when the subject happens to be a dystopia populated by marginalized people, a people deprived of nationality, denuded of rights, detested as intruders, the reporter would need to remain even more conscious of that manifesto.

As for creativity, it is a quality that is required more than ever in an age in which attention spans have shrunk and nearly every aspect of life has been rendered “instant”. Creativity here does not mean that the writer takes liberties with the facts, or undermines objectivity. Creativity could mean an accurate delineation of facts in a manner that invites empathy with the subject and encourages engagement, even a continuing engagement. Creativity means constantly looking for arresting ways to capture reality and bring it home to readers and viewers. One can refer here to the work of a journalist who went on to become one of our best-known litterateurs of the Partition period: Sadaat Hasan Manto. Take this passage from one of his lesser-known stories:`The dog of Titwal’, about a canine that keeps crossing the LoC. 

It begins almost like a news report about soldiers entrenched in their positions for several weeks with little fighting except the “dozen rounds they ritually exchanged every day”. “It was almost the end of September, neither hot nor cold. It seemed as if summer and winter had made their peace”. The one living thing that comes to distract them is a dog out of nowhere…

“Prove your identity,” Harnam Singh ordered the dog, who began to wag his tail. “This is no proof of identity. All dogs can wag their tails,” Harnam Singh said.

“He’s only a poor refugee,” Banta Singh said, playing with his tail.

Harnam Singh threw the dog a biscuit which he caught in mid-air. “Even dogs will now have to decide if they are Indian or Pakistan,” one of the soldiers observed…Harnam produced another biscuit from his kitbag, ``And all Pakistanis, including dogs, will be shot.”

The dog then runs across to the Pakistani camp, with a makeshift collar bearing a short message: “Jhunjhun. This is an Indian dog”. The words cause great consternation in the Pakistani camp, with Subedar Himmat Khan venturing to suggest that they may even constitute an enemy code. He picks up his wireless set and speaks to his platoon commander. Then studies the map again, tears a small piece out from a cigarette packet and writes: “Shunshun. This is a Pakistani dog.” He ties it to the dog’s neck.  He fires an extra round which is promptly greeted by a round from the Indian side. The story ends with both sides shooting the dog as it tries to make its way back to the Indian side of the border. There is a great deal a reporter can pick up from this story in terms of its nuanced irony and careful distancing, all of which are essential to provide a perspective on an unnecessary war and an artificial boundary.

To conclude, then, an aware and active media can indeed play a crucial role on issues like population flows and human displacement. It can provide important background and perspective, highlight conditions of life on the ground, counter prejudices and biases – many of which are inspired by patently communal agendas of political parties — and help governments formulate policy, marked by rationality and a consciousness of universal human rights. 

Pamela Philipose

Caucasian Discontent

At the beginning of the new millennium more than 280,000 persons were living as refugees in Armenian. Almost all of them were ethnic Armenians who fled Azerbaijan during the 1988-1993 war over the disputed region of Nagorno-Karabakh.  About 50,000 of them fled Azerbaijan-proper and around 30,000 came from Nagorno-Karabakh, which is located in Azerbaijan but controlled by Armenians.  A cease-fire agreement has been in place since 1994, but with no real solution in sight for the conflict, there are few prospects for the ethnic Armenian refugees to return to Azerbaijan. This made the Armenian National Assembly passed a law on citizenship in November 1995. Armenia signed the UN Refugee Convention and Protocol in 1993. However, the government did not adopt a law to implement the Convention until 1999.  The “Law on Refugees in the Republic of Armenia” came into effect on March 27, 1999..  The government began implementing some of the law’s provisions by the end of 2000. Recognized refugees are entitled to many of the rights of Armenian citizens and are eligible for citizenship after three years of residence in Armenia. 

Since 1994, Armenia has reserved refugee status almost exclusively for ethnic Armenians who fled from Azerbaijan, granting them similar civil, political, social, economic, and cultural rights as citizens. Under Article 10 of the law, ethnic Armenian refugees may apply to the Ministry of the Interior to obtain Armenian national passports and citizenship papers. Citizenship is granted automatically to eligible persons who request to be de-registered as refugees in order to obtain citizenship. Presently, there are about 240,000 ethnic Armenian refugees registered but not necessarily living in Armenia.  Out of them only 21 percent have so far opted for citizenship. 

Many refugees reportedly have not naturalized because they fear relinquishing property left behind in Azerbaijan, losing subsidized housing and other refugee assistance, or being conscripted into Armenia’s military (from which refugees are exempt). To encourage more ethnic Armenians from Azerbaijan to seek citizenship, the government adopted a law “on social-economic guarantees for persons who had been forcibly displaced from...Azerbaijan in 1988-1992 and have acquired Armenian citizenship.” The law is designed to help naturalized ethnic Armenians from Azerbaijan to secure legal permanent housing, use community services, and, potentially, to receive compensation for property left behind in Azerbaijan (if and when Azerbaijan and Armenia reach a bilateral agreement that includes such compensation).  But acquiring citizenship does not herald integration within their new country and within their new society.  Indeed, for many refugees from Azerbaijan, integrating in Armenia has become a huge challenge. They associate their successful integration not with acquiring Armenian citizenship, but with getting jobs and permanent housing.  The problem is compounded by the fact that though most of the refugees from Azerbaijan are qualified people who had held high ranking and prestigious jobs in their former homes, in Armenia they have been settled in mostly rural areas. Accordingly they are expected to find agricultural work that they are neither equipped for, nor would like to. Recent surveys conducted by international and local organisations place refugees in the ranks of the poorest in Armenian society.  UNHCR has been carrying out a number of projects to help these refugees integrate in the country, including providing permanent housing, allocating micro-credits for income generation and basic social and medical assistance. The agency is also actively engaged in advocating and lobbying for the inclusion of refugees as a particularly vulnerable group in national development plans and programmes. According to Emile Sahakyan, the spokesperson for the UNHCR in Yerevan, Armenia, refugees also face socio-economic and cultural problems that impede their successful integration in Armenian society.  The socio-economic problems mainly revolve around the provision of permanent housing for refugees, employment, and access to social welfare and health care. These are also common problems among the local population that need to be addressed through comprehensive national strategies and programmes.The other problem that the refugees face, particularly those from Azerbaijan are cultural.  Those from Azerbaijan are mostly Russian speaking with a poor command of Armenian. Thus linguistically they lose out to the Armenian speaking local population and usually find that only low-paying jobs are available to them.


Another factor that slows down the integration process is that the majority of refugees are older persons who rely mainly on low social benefits, and who have long depended on the assistance of UNHCR and other international organisations for survival.Thus the lot of the refugees in Armenia, as is the lot of most refugees, is  unenviable and uncertain. While embarking on a long and painstaking journey of integration and settlement in their new found but ancient homeland, many cannot help but recall their past with nostalgia and pain.

Aditi Bhaduri

Review

A Refugee Film- Way Back Home Journey to a lost land after 50 years

Supriyo Sen has created a film Way Back Home. A Refugee Film. A film on refugees. Two central characters of the film are Supriyo’s mother and father. They are partition refugees from East Pakistan. After spending a considerable period in West Bengal as refugees Supriyo’s parents made a journey to the place they had left, the home they were forced to leave during partition. In their way back home, Supriyo followed them with his camera. 

Can we call it a Refugee Film, Supriyo was asked. Yes. The film has narrated the history of refugees. Supriyo’s father describes the politics, the violence, the cruelty, the magnitude of migration. Supriyo has used old newsreel to juxtapose his father’s description of history. His mother has touched upon another layer. She recalls departing from her girlhood’s surroundings, her friends, her relatives. The displacement physically and mentally. The making of refugee politically, geographically, physically, mentally.

Supriyo’s parents it seems have accepted or have been forced to accept their refugee status geographically, physically, & yet they have not done so mentally.

In their mind, in their memories, they have a Home, across the border, in a foreign state. They have got a state but their Desh (country) is still there.

The existence of a Desh, the migration from one’s own Desh to another State as refugee, the memory of a Home in Desh survives in the mental spectrum. These have been transmitted to Supriyo from his parents through narration over a long period of time. Supriyo   subconsciously thinks of himself, as a refugee, a second-generation refugee.

His film is not only a film on two refugees, his parents, it is a film on another refugee, Supriyo himself, he tells us.

Supriyo tells us, He realises through the refugee existence of his parents, that the refugees were deprived, not welcomed by the host country government, not accepted by the mainstream members of the host society, The refugees have suffered from a sense of inferiority in their inner world and had expressed a sense of aggression in their outer world. They had lost their language, their culture, their festivals specific to their own Desh.  

Supriyo upholds the cause of the refugee. He makes a point that they are one among us. The refugees here now are trying to forget their refugee identity. They have resettled, re-established themselves geographically, economically, culturally, politically. Supriyo disagrees.   

Supriyo’s disagreement is his film. After living more than fifty years in this State, his parents make a journey, a way back, to replace themselves in their Desh, to relocate themselves in their Home, to rearrange their memory in reality.

Supriyo’s film tells us his parent’s Desh has changed, their Home now belongs to some one else, their memories have no correspondence to the present reality. They are outsiders. They have been transformed. 

Supriyo makes a point through his film that once you have lost your Home, your Desh, you have lost it forever. Once you are a refugee, you cannot make a way back. Supriyo’s film is perhaps an answer to the official question: Should the refugees go back to their home country?

We express our anxiety. Is it wise making a film like this? Supriyo answers: Yes. He says partition refugee, as a subject is dangerous to remember but difficult to avoid. One should face it. It may be a tight rope walking or a slippery path. Yet one should walk. 

One should make a journey to construct a history of partition refugee, one should understand the process of becoming refugee due to a political design, and one should create a film on refugees. Not for retaliation or revenge. But to say: no more refugees.

A State may be planned by a group of people but without displacing other groups from their Home. It needs to be done without making refugees says Supriyo. He images a world without refugees. His imagination has been translated in his film: Way Back Home  

(This text is based on a discussion between Supriyo Sen, Rajasri Mukhopadhyay, Anup Dhar and Subhendu Dasgupta) Subhendu Dasgupta 

Report

Creative Writers' Workshop on Forced Displacement

The Calcutta Research Group organised a Creative Writers’ Workshop on Forced Displacement, in Darjeeling from November 6 to 10, 2003. The workshop brought together scholars journalist, researchers and students from different parts of the country. 

The workshop was conceived as a result of discussions with the World Association for Christian Communication based in London. The inaugural session of the workshop was chaired by Ranabir Samaddar. Delivering the welcome address, Pradip Kumar Bose, Chairperson, CRG, said that the workshop was CRG’s first attempt at bringing together an inter-state group of scholars working on displacement, peace and questions of autonomy. 

In the absence of K.G. Kannabiran, his address was read by Samir Kumar Das. The paper set the tone for further engagement with issue by highlighting the concerns of human rights, state policy and humanitarian crisis that form the core of the discourse on forced displacement. This was followed by Sabyasachi Basu Ray Chaudhury’s address on ‘Perspectives on Displacement : News, Administration and the Victims’ Rights’. 

Basu Ray Chaudhary emphasised that any discourse on forced displacement should be informed by the concepts of justice and human rights. Within the ambit of state, Basu Ray Chaudhary  included the state, government and human rights and relief organizations. Basu Ray Chaudhary added that one must bear in mind that the relief organizations do not work in a vacuum and depend on the host country in more ways than one. 

Ranabir Samaddar introduced into the discussion, the notion of vulnerability. Vulnerability is a graded concept, he said. He said that in the next few days, the group needed to engage with issues such as the right to information and the right to be informed. 

The next day began with the session: “Writing Displacement: Creativity versus Objectivity “. It  was chaired by Pradip Bose. The speakers included Subir Bhaumik, Pamela Philipose and Kalpana Kannabiran. 

Subir Bhaumik was uncomfortable with the formulation of “Creativity vs Objectivity”. He said that experience led him to believe that bias and truth are issues in reporting, not creativity. While writing on displacement, he said, a writer must follow the key principles of accuracy, analysis and authenticity. According to Bhamik the media tends to judge the importance of a story, by the numbers involved. Also the media focusses on violence and emphasizes on what led to the displacement rather than the post- displacement situation. There is a lack of storyline in reportage. Most stories in the electronic media are a sequence of bytes and clips, lacking investigation. 

Pamela Philipose, the second speaker, said that “national interests” marked by the government are faithfully reflected in the media rather than legal and humanitarian issues. In times of economic and social flux, the media should consciously further the right to know and the right to express.She feels that the media needs a value addition of mind and heart. Importance should be given to information and peripheral feedback, and issues should be handled sensitively, she explained. Creativity means an accurate account of facts which arouses empathy, she stated. 

Kalpana Kannabiran was the next speaker. She interrogated the understanding of displacement. She defined creativity as the crossing of disciplinary boundaries. Kannabiran emphasised that the two most vulnerable groups include women and persons with disability. She also talked about the institutionalization of displacement in peace time. Kannabiran posed a question saying that we need to recognize whether we are talking about displacement from public spaces, livelihood, home, land or / and family. She emphasized the need to expand the paradigm of displacement.

Commenting on the creativity versus objectivity debate, Ranabir Samaddar said that many good journalists have been romantic journalists. He said that even diary entries and poetry can be informative. 

While responding to the issues raised, Subir Bhaumik said that the forms of reporting vary and good feature- writing is a part and parcel of good reporting. Many good features begin with the micro and then delve into issues. It is of significance to delineate issues and be clear about them and above all it is important not to get carried away by the romance of one’s act. Good analysis is part of good journalism, he feels. Pamela Philipose said that the compartmentalisation of creativity and objectivity is false.

Kalpana Kannabiran stated that the vigor of analysis is central to research as well as media. A rights-based perspectives should inform both, and both must emanate from a commitment to human dignity. 

The second session titled “Auditing the Media: Case studies” was chaired by Subhas Ranjan Charkaraborty. It dealt with three case studies – Jammu and Kashmir, the North East and West Bengal.

Anuradha Bhasin Jamwal presented her paper on Jammu and Kashmir. She said that the media suit the interests of state players. The media which records official history, for times to come, play to “national interest” and pitches the security forces against the armed insurgents as the heroic versus the demonic. The emphasis is on quantity of reports and the media sensationalizes violence. Many media organisations are sponsored by actors in the conflict. The editors, too, have their own political interests. With large-scale wars fought in 1965 and 1971 between India and Pakistan, displacement became a regular phenomenon on both sides. However it was highlighted in the press only in 1989 –90. 

She said that women find little place in coverage of displacement in J & K. also there is clear lack of follow up. 

This was followed by a summary of Bhupen Sarmah’s paper on the North East presented by Samir Das. According to Sarmah, Assam which is home to eight major and other small ethnic groups, has seen displacement due to natural disaster, ethnic strife and industrial growth. The local media, to some extent, have portrayed the situation with regard to displaced, through not in totality and with objectivity.

Sabyasachi Basu Ray Chaudhary, read Krishna Bandyopadhyay’s paper on West Bengal.The dynamics of politics here is also governed by the governments in India and Bangladesh. He said that most of the reports in the press talk about geo-political and national security considerations. There are only a few reports that highlight human suffering. 

K. G. Kannabiran, the speaker for the third session, enriched the workshop with an account of his experiences in the state of Andhra Pradesh. The Naxalbari Movement has continued intensely since the past thirty-five years. Since 1968-69, arrests and encounter killings of Naxalites have been going on. The early years, according to Kannabiran, saw detailed accounts of killings in the press. However, after a few years, the killings became mere numbers for the press.

A political movement cannot be termed a problem, Kannabiran said. Here the issue is socio-economic in nature, it is not a law and order problem. Kannabiran said that it is important for human rights activists not to get involved in the politics of the human rights organization.

The participants were later given a briefing on the Participants’ Assignment.

The next day, the session on “Gender Sensitivity in Contemporary Indian Writing on Displacement” was chaired by Paula Banerjee. Banerjee introduced the speaker, Urvasi Butalia. 

Butalia said that creative writing is not just about fiction. In the hierarchy of writing, fiction is seen to be occupying a high position. There is a paradox between the position accorded to fiction and the questioning of its factual nature. 

Displacement, Butalia said, is seen as movement of a collectivity. It is not seen as an individual act. This hides the marginal individual nuances and complexities. Women too are talked of as a collectivity. On the question of citizenship and women’s rights, Butalia said that a woman’s citizenship is mediated through her family. 

Butalia said that it is the responsibility of a journalist to sensitively approach an issue. Butalia said that the writer should also make a conscious and thought-out use of words, when writing abut sensitive issues. 

The fifth session on “Creative Responses to Displacement: Participant’s Discussion on Glimpses on Vernacular Writing”. During the session, Subhendu Dasgupta and Anirban Mukhopadhyay presented their papers on Bengali literature while Jagat Acharya talked about Nepalese work.

Subhendu Dasgupta started by making a distinction between official and unofficial history. Giving examples from a wide spectrum of literature on partition Dasgupta gave an analytical over-view of Bengali writings. Anirban Mukhopadhyay, the next speaker, focussed on poetry and prose by poets in Bengali. He talked about the writing around the famine in 1943, and also the recital in displacement that could be seen since the 1940s. Jagat Acharya’s presentation was based on a dossier of writings, poetry, government documents, photographs and paintings that he had compiled. The writings, revolving around the theme of displacement, captured the suffering of the displaced. The dossier comprised also of photographs of camps and works of art done by refugee children.

The next segment was chaired by Ranabir Samaddar. Urvasi Butalia spoke on “Media and Displacement”. She said that the influx from Pakistan to India has led to a concentration of “displaced people” in Rajasthan. Their legal status is that of Hindu Pakistani citizens in India. They are not classified as refugees and only get a small allowance to live on. She explained how the status of a refugee becomes desirable  in such situations. Butalia feels that there is a contradiction between the way the displaced see themselves and how they are perceived by the community and the state. 

During Session IV, two German films on immigrants in Germany were screened. The films were introduced by Manas Ray. He said the New German cinema has been a blend of documentary and fiction. The 1980s and 90s saw a portrayal of the “Cosmopolite” point of view.

The first film dealt with the Turkish community in Germany. It showcased Germany as an immigrant friendly country. The second film was based on the monologue of a native woman and her remarks directed at an African sitting next to her in a tram. The film ended by the African, getting back at the woman by swallowing her ticket before the official checking for tickets reached her. Subhendu Dasgupta said that the fact that both the films began in a tram, pointed to the progress of a journey for the protagonists. 

This was followed by a session with Mr. Jamwal on use of  theatre for bringing about change. He said that there is need for an effective theatre idiom in Jammu, Kashmir and Ladakh. Theatre has been used to communicate with people on issues such as education and health. He, however, added that theatre on border displacement is very limited.

The day concluded with a photo exhibition by R.R.Srinivasan. The exhibition showcased photographs of a Tibetan and a Sri lankan refugee camp.

The next day’s session on “Politics of Editing” was chaired by Subhas Charkaraborty. The first speaker was Subir Bhaumik. He said that in the audio-visual media, good pictures make a story, adding that, at times, visuals lie due to the way they are edited or placed together.

Bhaumik stated that in India, the politics of editing starts with the management. Many editors and owners have their own political inclinations. Most organizations exercise great caution lest they upset the government. The provision of access, which is at many times dictated by the government, is an important factor that influence media decisions.

He said that the choice of menu is affected by political and economic compulsions. 

Sabyasachi Basu Ray Chaudhary, the next speaker, concentrated on the print media. He said that the target readership makes on impact on the kind of stories a newspaper choose to cover. The way a particular newspaper or periodical covers an issue also impacts the way a news-story is received. Another important point he stressed was that the headlines that accompany a news-story are at many times misleading, or do not present a clear and accurate picture, or are meant to sensationalize the issue under question. This, he said, is rampant in the press and is a problem that needs to be looked at.

Ranabir Samaddar spoke on the ethics of communication. He said that it is a largely held view that activists do not communicate well with the media, but this statement needs to be interrogated. With the coming of new technology, the editors have come to enjoy an important position in the media. They decide the tone and importance of a story, he said. In this era of cold printing, there is a large space reserved for advertisements as well.

The next session was on “Victims’ Right to Communicate”. It was chaired by Sanjib Baruah. The initiator was Samir Das. Das interrogated a few terms. The first of these is-“Victim”. He said that “Victims” is not a monolithic category. All kinds of victims of displacement do not come from the same groups. With regard to “Rights” there are two relatively distinct notions, he said. The first is human rights, rights that we are entitled to as humans, such as right to life. The other notion of rights is the communicative notion of rights. These need to be claimed. Samir Das said that these rights are those claims that are backed by arguments and reasons. These reasons must be intelligible for those from whom the rights are being claimed. Also, these rights must be plausible. A common language of communication needs to be evolved for communication between the one claiming and the one giving the right. 

Das said that there is a distinction between the right to communicate and the right to information. There are two measured inadequacies of the right to communicate. The first is, who will provide you with information? Usually, a collective goal is constructed on basis of which information is withheld. With regard to the Narmada Project, this goal is national development. The second is, what will you do with information? Here, he cited the example of the Mazdoor Kissan Shakti Sangathan in Rajasthan, in which case the people were given the right to inspect public works records but were not allowed to take authorized copies.

Samir Das said that displacement is neither illegal nor unconstitutional. And the case usually is of a fragment asserting its rights against a collectivity. Responding to a question, Das said, the first strategy to deal with displacement could be to equip the victims in intricacies of law. The second strategy is to test the law to its limits. The third strategy, he said, is to work on the plea- “Kills us before you evict us’.

“Face to Face with Editors”, the next session was chaired by Samir Das. Paula Banerjee recounted her experience of planning an issue of Refugee Watch on “Gender and Refugees”. Women are victimized by circumstances but they also negotiate spaces for empowerment. She said that she was looking forward to present different images of women, but her attempt met success only after three long years.An editor she said must know the issue and also what she wants to advocate. The articles should be well-researched and the stories as well as subjects of the stories should be sensitively dealt with.

Anuradha Bhasin Jamwal, the next speaker, said that every editor has a political agenda; it could be an agenda of peace and justice as well. She said that many journalists today do with “table –work” and put in no effort in field –work. Research, commitment, empathy, sensitivity and projection without provocation were the watchwords that came up during  the session. She added that individuals working in the media too, make a difference by their commitment to issues. She laid stress on the protection of sources and subjects. 

The next segment-“Literary Readings on Partition in the East” was chaired by Pradip Bose. The speaker Manas Ray said that the figure of a refugee is invariably internationalised. The new emergence of a self-conscious memory discourse will gesture against the protocols of history writing. Memory here means an unincorporated remainder- the marginal discourse, peripheral to the seamless casual narrative of history, Ray said. Bengali creativity had to cope with the famine of 1943, the riots of 1946 and the partition in 1947, marking a collective melancholy.

On the concluding day,the groups presented their writing assignments.

The valedictory session was chaired by Pradip Bose and the valedictory address was delivered by Ranabir Samaddar. During the workshop, he said, women’s concerns came up and many issues were brought to the fore by the three case studies on Jammu and Kashmir, the North East, and West Bengal. The group also delved into how literature has acted on themes such as displacement. It is of significance to ground media studies in the questions that were addressed during the workshop, he said. Samaddar said that certain ethical and aesthetic concerns cut all issues discussed during the course of the workshop. 

The rapporteur’s report was presented by Deepti Mahajan, Pradip Bose then awarded certificates to the participants. Sabyasachi’s Basu Ray Chaudhary gave the vote of thanks. 

The workshop ended with a cultural evening.

The Creative Writers’ Workshop was marked by intense but friendly debate and discussion. The engaging sessions made for a memorable learning experience for all who were a part of the workshop.

Deepti Mahajan
Voices

Interview with Afro-Colombian IDP Leaders

Colombia counts the largest IDP population in the Americas with estimates ranging from over a million to nearly 3 million. Local sources report that IDPs of African descent constituted a third of the total persons displaced in 2002. Like other Colombian IDPs, they are highly organized. 

What follows is an interview with two Afro-Colombian leaders from the Association for Displaced Afro-Colombians (AFRODES): 

Luz Marina Bercerra currently serves as Secretary for AFRODES in Bogota. She recently participated in a multi-state speaking tour in the US to raise awareness of the plight of Colombia’s IDPs. 

Marino Cordoba, founder of AFRODES, sought refuge in the US after several attempts on his life. He received asylum in 2002 and continues to serve as a leading voice for Afro-Colombian displaced persons. 

Gimena Sanchez-Garzoli (GSG): How did you become internally displaced? 

Marino Cordoba (MC): I was displaced from my village of Riosucio (Choco Department) in 1996 as a result of a bombing jointly undertaken by the paramilitaries and the Colombian military (17th Brigade).  Riosucio was the first place in the Colombian Pacific region where Afro-Colombian persons were granted communal rights to their lands under Law 70 (1993).  In this part of the country the lands and natural resources (wood and minerals) belonging to the native communities have been appropriated by businesspersons, politicians and settlers. There are economic interests in this area as well as plans to construct an inter-oceanic canal that will link the Pacific and Atlantic oceans. This activity has led to displacement of Afro-Colombians and the impoverishment of native communities.

Luz Marina Bercerra (LMB): The causes of my displacement are the following: Colombia’s civilian population finds itself caught between three armed groups (the paramilitaries, the guerillas and the military) and as such, it is often under pressure by the armed groups who are fighting with each other. At the time of my displacement, the guerillas were active in our community and they would pressure us into providing them with services. My nephew, for example, worked as a boat operator who transported people from one river to another but he was forced to carry out transport requests by the guerillas. Saying no to the guerillas would have meant paying with your life. When the paramilitaries arrived they accused our community of collaborating with the guerillas and began to point fingers at people, assassinate others and displace us. Motorists and persons who worked in transportation managed to save our lives.  

GSG: What motivated internally displaced Afro-Colombians to organize themselves and create the Association for Displaced Afro-Colombians (AFRODES)? What are AFRODES’s goals?

MC: We decided to form AFRODES because of the lack of attention that was being paid to displaced blacks, the discrimination they face for being black and displaced, the need to denounce the human rights violations against them and to mobilize international solidarity with their plight. Another reason was our need to continue to fight for social, political, economic, cultural and land rights within the framework of the Colombian constitution and international conventions. The only way for us to do this was by creating an organization for internally displaced Afro-Colombians.  This process was not new for us because we were already peacefully organizing our communities in our areas of origin. AFRODES’ purpose is to denounce the systematic human rights violations towards Afro-Colombians and to work towards their education and organization and increase their awareness of their rights. In addition, AFRODES works towards the goal that each of these families will some day be able to return to their areas of origin with compensation.      

LMB: We decided to create AFRODES because we found that the displaced Afro-Colombian population in the large cities was totally disoriented, dislocated and without anyone to help them.  
GSG: What are the special needs of Afro-Colombian IDPs residing in Bogota? Do the needs of IDPs differ when IDPs are residing in cities versus rural areas? Luz Marina, do IDP women have special needs? 

MC: Displaced persons in cities have special needs. Although the security situation in the cities appears to be better than in the rural areas, when it comes to food and shelter IDPs must compete on a daily basis for food, shelter and clothing.  In the cities the displaced get lost among the poor and some are ignored.  They must find a way to live and sustain themselves on their own.  Many communities refuse to leave rural areas because they are not prepared for urban living.

LMB:  Displaced women have special needs. They must take care of their children while living with the trauma of having lost their husbands. Women must become both mother and father to their children. It is harder for Afro-Colombian IDP women to obtain jobs due to discrimination. They also do not often have the right skills needed for city jobs. Furthermore, the help offered to the displaced by the state does not consider that women need special items such as diapers and feminine hygiene products.    

GSG: Do Afro-Colombian IDPs in Bogota receive assistance from the Social Solidarity Network (the state institution mandated to assist IDPs), NGOs or the international community? 

MC: The majority of the assistance for IDPs comes from international foundations and churches.  The Social Solidarity Network is bureaucratic and negligent. There is not much opportunity for IDPs to compete for jobs, given the unemployment in Colombia and their lack of skills. Any dream of their becoming businesspersons is quickly lost. IDPs need to receive skills training as well as access to markets where they can sell their products.

LMB: In Bogota, Afro-Colombian IDPs receive practically no assistance from the government. In the past, persons received humanitarian assistance and health services.  Now there are many persons who registered as IDPs more than a year ago but who have not received anything. This is due to lack of funds and because the system for assisting IDPs is undergoing reform.  NGOs have tried to help but some only help in a manner that is in accordance with their own interests.  Some propose projects in our name but we do not receive the benefits. Often the focus of their projects is on empowering displaced persons but this is not helpful to us if we cannot put our plans into action.  

The best way to improve assistance to IDPs is by directly giving it to IDP organizations and local organizations that support them. We are the ones who know our community the best because we have experienced displacement. For the past five years, our situation as displaced persons in Bogota has not changed.  We are in critical need of employment and projects that allow us to help ourselves.     

GSG: What obstacles have you faced as an IDP leader?

MC: The first hurdle one must overcome as an IDP leader is the challenge of creating an organization that undertakes the peaceful resolution of disputes between the displaced and public officials.  The officials with their legalisms and bureaucracy at times reduce our ability to work more effectively with other IDP groups.  Equally important is the lack of a budget with which to support our activities and basic needs.  

LMB: We face two main obstacles as leaders of the displaced. The first is security. In Colombia, persons who work in human rights are often persecuted and harassed. This has happened to various members of our organization including Marino who is in exile in the US due to attempts on his life. The second obstacle is economic. Our work is purely voluntary and we do not receive a salary. We are literally hanging from the tips of our “nails.” We do not have funds for transportation so we often have to walk long distances to work. 
GSG: Why is Law 70 significant for Afro-Colombian displaced persons?

MC: Law 70 is a “small constitution” for Afro-Colombians, in particular rural persons who first initiated this effort. Law 70 is important because it recognizes a group of persons whose country ignored them throughout its history and acknowledges their land rights. However, we cannot stop with this achievement alone; we must continue to fight for our survival.  

LMB: Law 70 is an instrument that is very valuable to our people. It is unique and not found in other countries. Unfortunately, in a country where laws often remain on paper we have to continue to work toward the implementation of Law 70.  

Our organization has initiated a project called “Project of Life” which forms the basis of our work. In order to unify the Afro-Colombians we conduct activities in seven areas: 1) organization and capacity building of the Afro descendant population, 2) economic and social development, 3) cultural identity, 4) issues faced by urbanized Afro-Colombians, 5) human rights, in particular the rights of IDPs, 6) women, youth and children issues, and 7) land rights.       
GSG: Have you utilized the Guiding Principles on Internal Displacement in your work?  What meaning do these Principles have for Afro-Colombian IDPs? 

MC:  Many of the norms re-stated in the Guiding Principles form part of Convention 189 that relates to tribal and indigenous groups, Law 70 and Law 387 of 1997.  Displaced persons empower themselves based on international conventions.  The Guiding Principles form part of the fundamental basis of our work.

LMB: The Guiding Principles provide a framework for our work and we utilize them when advocating for our rights. What we would like is for the government and others to implement them.  

GSG: What is your relationship with other IDP leaders and displaced groups in Colombia? Have you learned any lessons since becoming an IDP leader?         

MC: The most important outcome we have achieved in coordinating with other IDP leaders and IDP groups has been to increase the level of visibility of the displaced population.  We also work with human rights organizations and international organizations such as the United Nations.  At first there were difficulties amongst IDPs and their leaders due to our cultural differences and lack of knowledge of each other’s specific ethnic rights in Colombia.  

LMB: There are many IDP organizations in Colombia. We work with other IDP groups within the framework of the Mixed Working Table of Soacha. When we form partnerships with other IDP leaders and IDP groups, we make sure that they respect our ethnic differences.

One myth that exists among agencies working with IDPs is that the displacement experience forces women and IDP leaders to empower themselves and learn about their rights.  In the Afro-Colombian IDP community, this has not been the case. Displacement has weakened them.          

GSG: Do you have any advice to offer to other persons who find themselves internally displaced in other parts of the world?   

MC:  The necessity and urgency that comes from working for one’s survival is instinctual.  The right to life is inherent in every human being and when this right is under threat one has to work to overcome this. In general, poor and minority ethnic groups are more likely to face this threat.  That is why it is our calling to work every day for our rights and to create networks with others facing similar situations around the world so we can unify efforts.  

LMB: My advice to other IDPs is that you must organize yourselves.  It is more difficult for one person to get attention and face these problems alone.  The organization process is slow and the successes may take some time but it is crucial that IDPs organize and become aware of their rights. 

GSG: Do you have any specific recommendations for how the international community can better address the needs of Afro-Colombian IDPs?

MC: The international community should make every effort to become aware of the tragic realities that exist in Colombia and in particular to address the situation of its ethnic groups. A visit to the areas inhabited by the African descendant groups would be essential to better understanding our history and present circumstances.  Today this history has become more difficult because of the war that is taking place over our lands and natural resources. We need international solidarity in order to overcome our situation. If the international community refuses to heed the cry for help issued by Afro-Colombians then we are condemned to no longer exist in future generations.    

LMB: I have three recommendations for the international community. First, more follow up on the implementation of norms pertaining to IDPs. Second, make every effort to ensure that there are enough resources to sustain IDP projects and that these resources are directly reaching the IDPs who need them. Lastly, US aid to Colombia should be focused on social rather than military assistance. International support should go to better health, shelter and education not to more weapons. This is to only way to help resolve Colombia’s conflict.

Gimena Sanchez-Garzoli
