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Qpﬁosition slams Centre for
responding’ to U.S. tariffs

I How will govt. tackle the issue, ask Rajya Sabha members; By reducing customs duty, the govt. is actually

Cong. MP Chidambaram says govt. should clarify its stand helping small and medium industries, says FM

The Hindu Bureay
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NEW DELHI

xpressing concern

over the “tariff war”

looming over the
global economy after LLS.
President Donald Trump's
Tecent  announcements,
Opposition members in
the Rajya Sabha on Thurs-
day asked the Centre if it
had any specific plans to
deal with the issue.

‘The MPs raised the issue
during a discussion on the
Appropriation and Fi-
nance Bills. Senior Con-
gress MP and former Fi-
nance  Minister P
Chidambaram, who initiat-
ed the debate on the Bills,
urged the Centre to clarify
the couniry’s response i
Mr. Trump's statement that
he would impose recipro-
cal rariffs on April 2

He sakd the Centre
should discuss the issue in
Parliament or consult the
Opposition parties on the
matter. “What i the go-
VEIMmMEnt's  response?
What is India’s response?
There has been no state-
ment of policy, no discus-
sion in Parliament, no con-
sultation with Opposition
parties. The government is

What is the govt’s response? What is India’

‘There has been no statemen

arfiament. no consultation with Of

holding its cards close to its ches
P, CHIDAMBARAM, Congress

SpOnse?

of policy, no discussion in
wstion partie:
it s sy cards aall

he govt, is

e

&
N

holding its cards close to its

chest, if it has any cards at
all,” he said.

“Trump effect”
Addressing the members®
concerns, Union Finance
Minister gave a detailed ac-
count of the recent reduc-
tion in basic customs du-
ties and other tariffs,
adding that these were not
in respanse to Mr. Trump's
announcements. However,
Ar. Chidambaram attribut-
ed it to the “Trump effect”.
Ms. Sitharaman said
that by bringing down the

We have been doing this from
teadily, every year,
items are being brought in keeping in mind
. Atmanirbhar Bharat for thy
ements of developed India.
an angoing process, |
=  has nothing to do with today's
hobal situations
NIRMALA SITHARAMAN,
Unlan Finance Minster

e

new

ble

o talk about it only

after it isimplement-

ed after April 2

RPN, SINGH,
e

addition in industries, it
i 1z

petitive as the cost of im-

ported inputs will be com-
pletely  reduced” the
Minister said.

“Consistently, budget af-
ter budget, we are coming
up with reduction of duties
s0 that India's aspiration to
become a manufacturing
hub is supported,” she
said

“I heard members say-
ing that the tariff war has
started and these things
are done 4s a response to
the tariff announcements
made by President Trump.
No. We have been doing
this from 2023, 1t has noth-
ing to do with today's glo-
bal situations,” Ms. Sithara-
‘man said.

customs duty or by remov-
ing it letely, the
Cenire was actually help-
ing small and medium in-
dustries thar import inter-
mediary goods or raw
materials, mainly for pro-
ducing some goods, which
they in mm expor. “We
have actually helped the
manufacturing sector” she
sabd, adding that the
Centre had used the op-
portunity to raticnalise the
tariff structure and address
the dury  inversion.
“Through this, there will
be maore domestic value

pr . facil-
itate trade and provide re-
lief for commaon people.”
she said.

She maintained that the
Finance Bill proposes to re-
move seven customs tariff
rates on industrial goods.
“Two ranches of rationali-
sation of customs rate ra-
tionalisation  has  hap-
pened. They have reduced
the number of tariff rates
from 21 to eight, complete-
Iy bringing them down.
Many Indian exports will
now hecome more com-

- ack-
nowledged that the Fi-
mance Minister had made
significant  reductions in
basic duties. “Thank God,
at long last, the govern-
ment is giving up protec-
tionism. We have
screamed from the mof
tops that protectionism is
not the way to protect the
economy. They are mixing
up protectionism and pa-
triotism,” he said.

Eoth the Bills were re-
urned by ihe Upper House
Iater on Thursday.
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datorV pregnancy registration sparks privacy cohcerns in Haryana

Ashok Kumar
GURUGRAM

A recent order by the Ha-
ryana Health Department
making registration of all
pregnant women manda-
tory during their first trim-
ester has sparked concerns
over invasion of privacy
and potential conflict with
the existing law on termi-
nation of pregnancy. It
may also have unintended
consequences, such as
driving women to seek un-
safe abortions outside the
formal healthcare system.
The two-week-old order
by the Director General
Health Services (DGHS)

men must provide perso-
nal details, including their
name, Aadhaar card num-
ber, husband’s name, ad-
dress, and caste. The regis-
tration is intended to
enable better monitoring
and reporting of RMNCH
(reproductive, maternal,
newborn, and child health)
programmes, making wo-
men eligible for benefits
under various schemes.
The Indian Medical As-
sociation (IMA), Haryana
lauded the initiative to en-
sure optimal antenatal ser-
vices as a “great initiative”
towards reducing pregnan-
cy loss during the first 12
weeks and combating fe-

Health first: Pregnant women wait for routine check-up

)

at a primary health centre in Daulatabad, Haryana. FILE PHOTO

IMA, Haryana, expressed
concern over the order go-
ing against the spirit of the
MTP Act, which prohibits

in the neighbourhood.
This might deter pregnant
women who are unmar-
ried and those seeking an

sex determination isn't
possible during this pe-
riod. The government
could also allow self-regis-
tration or registration
through doctors at private
and government hospi-
tals,” he said.

‘Allow exemptions’
Gynaecologist Jyoti Yadav
advocated for pregnant
women'’s right to privacy
as guaranteed under the
MTP Act. She said the law
permits termination of
pregnancy up to 20 weeks,
and therefore, the govern-
ment should exempt regis-
tration for this period.

She emphasised the

Speaking to The Hindu
over phone, DGHS Manish
Bansal said the sole objec-
tive of the order is to en-
sure the registration of all
pregnant women during
the first trimester for mon-
itoring their health and
stressed there is no conflict
with the MTP Act. Termi-
nation of pregnancies is a
separate issue, he said.

‘Unfounded concerns’

Seeking the support of the
medical fraternity in the
implementation of the or-
der, the official said it aims
to promote the health of
pregnant women and chil-
dren, prevent illegal abor-

aims to achieve 100% regis- male foeticide, but also disclosing the names and abortion from getting need for the government tions by monitoring preg-
tration of pregnant wo- wrote a two-page letter to  other particulars of wo- themselves registered.” to regulate the easy availa-  nancies, and address the
men, an improvement the DGHS stating that the men who have undergone Dr. Mahajan said such  bility of MTP kits at che- skewed sex ratio.

from the current 50-80%  order contradicts the exist-  termination of pregnancy. ~ women might be driven to  mist shops to curb abor- He dismissed concerns
registration rates acrossva-  ing Medical Termination of With local auxiliary seek unsafe and illegal tions based on sex about invasion of privacy,
rious districts. The order  Pregnancy (MTP) Act. nurse midwives (ANMs) abortions, leading themto  determination. She noted terming them “unfound-
mandates that ultrasound the sole authority for regis-  consult unqualified practi-  that affluent families are  ed”, and assured thatall in-
centres must register preg-  Confidentiality issue tering pregnant women on  tioners, posing serious  willing to travel abroad for  formation would be se-

nant women before con-
ducting examinations,
with non-compliance re-
sulting in a notice.

To register on the Re-
productive and Child
Health (RCH) portal, wo-

Several experts also criti-
cised the order, suggesting
that it was “issued in
haste” and “without consi-
dering its implications and
implementation”. Ajay Ma-
hajan, former president of

the RCH portal, it could
compromise patient confi-
dentiality, he said. “Letting
alocal ANM know about an
unwanted pregnancy
could lead to the identity
of the woman being leaked

risks to their health and
life. “Since the order is pri-
marily aimed at curbing fe-
male foeticide, it could be
amended to exempt preg-
nant women from registra-
tion for the first 14 weeks as

sex determination tests
and subsequently use rea-
dily available drugs to ter-
minate pregnancies. She
stressed that this practice
must be stopped to im-
prove the State’s sex ratio.

curely stored within the
government’s system.

Haryana’s sex ratio at
birth has witnessed a de-
cline, dropping to 910 in
2024, its lowest point in
eight years.
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SAHYOG must adhere w the safeguards

and procedures in Section G9A of TT Act

¢ indorming the Delli High Cowrr that it
B cannot be compelled w0 come on board
the Union governments SAHYOG portal,
the social media platform, X, s brought w light
a mechanism tet could potentially be misused
by e Eovernamsent in ifs antempes to curb content
o the Inernet. The portal, which has been con-
ceplualised by the government 1o be a plaform
that will Bscilitare coordination among kw enfoe-
cement agencies, social media plarforms and e
lecom service providers o belp in quicker take
downs of unbwiul content, seems o be a
Follo-p ko an oiffice memorandum by dee Minds-
ry of Electromics and Information Technology, in
Oepober 2023, anthorising govemment agencies
o Block coment, under Section 73 of the IT Aot
The creation of SAHYDG was disclosed by the Un-
o Ministry of Hoeme Alfairs (MHA) in the Dells
High Court last vear, in Shabana vs Gowt Of NCT O
Dethi And Ors., where the court had emphagised
the nesd for a mechanism to enable realtime in-
teractions berween Internetl inermediaries and
Lw enforcement authorities in order o address
urgent cases. Section 79 of the IT Ao provides
safe harbour protection to intermediaries so that
they are not liable for third-party content hosted
or rranamirted on or theowgh their plaforms pro-
wided they adlers o certain conditions. Section
ToENb) provides an exceprion to this protection
— i am intermediary receives acual knowledge or
s notified by the government agency that certain
content i being used o comeit an unlawiul act,
it must remove o disable access 1o that content
quickly, failing which it will lose safe harbour
protection.

By using Section 79IKb) 10 enable the crea-
rion of wha is a content takedown portal, the go-
wernment — i X rightly claims in it petitio -
passesd the mited safeguards under Section 694
of the: IT Act, which allows content blocking only
on specific grounds such as national security and
public order, and mandares procedural safe-
puards such as a designated officers appeoval,
written justificarion and independent review of
any such blocking requess. X8 claim also justifia-
bly raises the possibiliny of SAHYOG being used as
a ool for unchecked censorship as it will allow
for nudriple government agencies including Mi-
nistries, State governments and bocal police w
have blocking powers unlike the provisions in
Section G9A. Il SAHYOG is used as e medium w
address blocking orders, there seem 1o be no op-
porunities for challenging the order, nor are

+ there any procedural protections that are ather-
wise available throwgh Section 894, This suggeas
that the implementarion of the portal coubd be uf-
tra wires and violates the Supreme Court's judg-
meent bn Shreya Singhal v Unon of India. While
the Defhi and Karnaraks High Cowres (X has also
fled a petition challenging SAHYOG here) hear
the cases, e MHA must provide the full detsils
af the feamres of the SAHYOG portal for public
prerusal o ensure that it does not bypass the legal

I:lamu\:-uuks fior online content regulation. ll
M X (zfrew) I fieeit TEaie § TR & SAHYOG Wiés WX 9aTe 381U &,
e gere dem w e TE TeE T R

4 FE SAHYOG WEe?

& =5 TR FR SR T U T et wiew 2, S e Tade ueteEt,
IS HHSAT HUTAT TR TR M ST TGTATSHT ok SiTel ATAAHE SETH o 1T
AT T 2
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blic spaces must be always safe
for evervone

espite stringent laws, women remain far

from feeling safe in most public spaces. A

spate of incidents in just the first three
months of 2025 highlights how vulnerable wo-
men are — especially in public transport. A 23.
vear-old woman sustained severe injuries after
jumping off a train to escape an assaulter. In
another shocking case, a pregnant woman who
was allegedly pushed out of a train following an
attempted rape suffered a miscarriage. Harass-
ment is a regular ardeal for women in unreserved
train compartments and on government buses.
Whao is accountable for this grim reality when so-
ciety claims to champion women's empower-
ment? In their seminal work, Why Loiter?, Shilpa
Phadke, Sameera Khan, and Shilpa Ranade argue
that when society says it wants to protect wo-
men, it does not strive to make public spaces saf-
er. Instead, it seeks to confine women to homes,
schools, or the care of others. Even today, wo-
men must constantly consider the time of day
they travel, wary of wenturing out after dark or
before sunrise.

A necessary starting point is affirming that wo-
men have the right to bve and move freely - with-
out fear. While easier said than done, a recent
Delhi High Court ruling has set an example. The
court upheld the conviction of a man who sexual-
Iy harassed a woman on a public bus in 2005, call-
ing it a "deeply concerning reality™ that harass-
ment in public spaces persists despite decades of
independence and tough laws. The court righedy
pointed out that judgments in such cases serve as
crucial signals to society. Until a harassment-free
environment is created, conversations about wo-
men's progress will remain hollow. Equally signif
icant is the Supreme Court of India's decision to
stay an Allahabad High Court order that had out-
rageously ruled inappropriate touching of a mi-
nor did not amount to attempted rape. The top
court’s response sends a clear and much-needed
message: such “totally insensitive and inhuman™
mterpretations of the law are unacceptable. The
responsibility does not lie with the judiciary
alone. Administrative bodies must ensure that
streets are well-lit, police are trained to handle
cases of harassment effectively, and all vacancies
in law enforcement are promptly filled. Without a
coordinated, all-encompassing approach o safe-
ty, women will continue to live in fear, denied
their rightful access to public life.
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he facts in the Justice Yashwant Yarma
case are indeed disturbing. In an
apparent accidental fire in an outhouse
on the premises of his official
bungalow in New Delhi (while he was not in
wown), the fire department seemed to have found
several sacks of high value currency notes (500,
which had been burnt, some partially. Someone
in the police/fire department recorded a video
when the firemen were trying o douse the fire.

The next evening, the Delhi police chief
reported the incident to the Chief Justice of the
Delhi High Court, where Justice Varma is a senior
Jjudge. This was then conveyed to the Chief Justice
of India (CJI), who convened a meeting of the
Collegium. A decision was taken to repatriate
Justice Varma back to his parent court, the High
Court of Allahabad. Justice Varma's response was
also soagght where he denied that any money had
been stored in that room and even sugpested that
it might be a conspiracy against him.

However, when the news of the incident
spread, it cansed such a public furore that the CJI
convened other meetings of the Collegium and
decided to institute an in-house enguiry
conducted by a three-judge committee which
included two Chief Justices of the High Court of
Himachal Pradesh and Punjab and Haryana, and
a lady judge from the Karnataka High Court. The
CJI also sought the call records of Justice Varma as
well as those of his staff for the last six months.
The CJl decided to release all the information
related to the incident in the public domain,
which included the video of the currency notes
being found. These steps were indeed a case of
welcome transparency. The CJl thereafter advised
the Chief justice of the Delhi High Court not o
assign any judicial work to Justice Varma till such
time as the inguiry is completed. Though Justice
Varma's explanation does not appear to be very
credible, one should still await the findings of the
inquiry committee. There is no doube that the
report of the committee will shed ght on what
really happened.

A triggering of the government

The public furore that enupted has enabled the
povernment to fish in the troubled waters of the
judiciary, and the government is now using this
incident to try and retake control of the power of
appointing judges. To this end, the Vice-President
of India (and the Chairman of the Rajya Sabha)
has invited political leaders from the government
and the Opposition to discuss why the National
Judicial Appointments Commission (8]ACh Act,
which was struck down by the Supreme Court of
India as violative of the basic structure of the
Constitution, should not be brought back. The
NJAC Act essentially formed an appointment
committee comprising the CJI, two senior judges
of the Court, the Union Law Minister and two
eminent persons to be nominated by a committes

Prashant Bhvushan

is & Public interest
Lawyer practising
before the Supreme
Court of india

solutions o
address the key
imsues of
misconduct and
corruplion and
appoiniments
exist, while also
keeping the
independence
of the

Jjudiciary intact

comprising the CJI, the Prime Minister of India
and the Leader of the Opposition in the Lok
Sabha. It also placed the secretariat of this
commission with the Law Ministry. Seven judges
of the Court held the view that this would provide
suhstantial soope to the government to interfere
with judicial appointments and that would erode
the independence of the judiciary, which is part
of the basic structure of the Constitution. Thus,
despite the NJAC Act having been brought by way
of a constitutional amendment, it was declared
imvalid by the Court.

Government’s game

In the recent past, the Narendra Modi
government has sericusly interfered with the
appointment of judges despite the law being that
the power of selection & with the Collegium of
the Supreme Court and that the government can
only return the name of the judges selected by
the Collegium once to the Collegium if it is
dissatisfied. Thereafter, if the Collegium reiterates
its choice, the government is left with no option
but to nodify the appointment. However, in recent
vears, the Modi government has stymied the
selection of independent judges by the
Collegium, by sitting on recommendations,
sometimes for years, without any response, and
without notifying the appointments. Even when it
is forced to respond and it returns the names
with objections, and thereafter, even after it is
unanimousky reiterated by the Collegium, it has
still not notified the appointments of many judges
who are considered “inconvenient’ to the
government. At the same time it is quick to noify
the appointments of those judges that the
government likes.

During these years, on several occasions, the
Collegium appears o have bent backwards to
appease the povernment by selecting some
judges who are favoured by the government in
order toget some of those that it has
recommended appainted. This has led to the
appointment of many judges who are either
committed to the povernment's Hindutva
idenlogy or who are weak and unable to resist the
diktats and wishes of the povernment. As a result
of this, the independence of the judiciary has
been substantially eroded in recent years.

Mow, using the Justice Varma case, the
government is seeking even greater control and
say in the matter of appointments of judges. If the
government succeeds in this attempd, it will no
douht erode the independence of the judiciary —
already in a precarious state — even further. This
government has been trampling on the
fundamental rights of people, rampanthy
misusing the enforcement agencies and
bulldozing the rule of law by using bulldozers. In
these circumstances, it is essential for public
opinion and the Opposition to see throwgh the
government's game plan and resist such an

judiciary’s ‘between a rock and hard place’ moment

attempt. There is no doubt that the collegium
system of the appointment of judges is far from
perfect and that its lack of transparency and any
proper criteria for selecting judges have led to
much nepotism and improper appointments
through the Collegium as well. However, the
solution i not greater povernment control. The
problem with the Collegium is that it comprises
sitting judges who are very busy with their
Judicial work and have litthe time to devote to this
ask.

Appointment of judges, issue of corruption
Every year, hundred judges of the High Court and
the Supreme Court are to be selected. In any
proper selection process, at least a 1,000
candidates have to be examined for their relative
merits and demerits. For this, the right criteria
and method to judge people on those criteria
should be devised. Unfortunately this has not
been done. The solution is to have a full-time
judicial appointments commission, comprising
retired judges and other eminent public men,
wheo are totally independent of the government,
and with a secretariat under their control which
wiuld select judges in a transparent manner. This
wiuld be a much better solution to address the
problem of the appointment of judges — and what
the Campaign for Judicdal Accountability &
Judicial Reforms has been advocating for a long
time. However, the particular problem
highlighted by the Justice Varma case is the
problem of cormuption in the Indian judiciary,
which also needs a solution. The Constitution
only provided for impeachment as a method. But
this method has not been found to be practical or
desirable because it starts with the signatures of
100 Members of Parliament to begin with, and
ends with a vote in both Houses of Parliament.

Baoth are paolitical processes, which often pet
paoliticised by paolitical parties. This is why no
Judge has ever been successfully impeached in
the history of the country, despite public
knowledge that there is much cormuption in the
higher judiciary. What we need is a high-powered
and fulltime judicial complaints commission
comprising five men,'women who are
independent of the government as well the
Judiciary. This complaints commission can
receive complaints against judges of the higher
judiciary from people. If they feel that thereis a
prima facie case, they can have the matter
investigated or hold the trial of the judge through
another committee, much like the judges inguiry
COmmittee.

However, the commission should decide what
needs to be done with that judge, and their
decision should be final, subject wo judicial review
only in exceptional circumstances. These matters
should not go to Parliament at all. This would
address the problem of judicial misconduct and
cormuption to a substantial degree.
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\[}S{ defence ties — India needs to keep its eyes open

sector undertakings have the Indian armed

forces as their captive customers. In fact,
with the ‘Aatmanirbhar Bharat' campaign, this
dependence has only increased and has added o
the siress of planners in the Indian Air Force (IAF)
as they juggle with a depleting squadron strength
in the IAF due to a poor production rate by
Hindustan Aeronautics Limited. After the [AF

l tis no stare secret that the defence public

[~ chief made his angst clear at the Aero India2025
Le show in Bengaluru in February, there has beena

flurry of media statements about how a
reinvigorated environment is now geared up to
supply Tejas MKIA Light Combat Aircraft (LCA)
jets. This month, the handing over event of the
first rear fuselage for the Tejas, made by a private
manufacturer - with the Defence Minister and
the IAF chief present - has also been highlighted
in the media.

Even as the report of the Ministry of Defence
committee looking into the IAF's needs (including
imports) is being evaluated, there are three facts
that should help keep us grounded.

SIPRI report and U.S. policy

First, the latest Stockholm International Peace
Research Institute (SIPRI) report for 2020-24
shows that India is still the second highest arms
importer in the world. However, the fact that
India’s imports have reduced by 9.3% from
201519 is good news, but with a rider - expensive
weapon systems such as aircraft, tanks, top end
radars, and specialised armament, would
continue to be imported for many more years
and contribute to the import bill.

Second, the IAF has thrown its full weight
behind indigenous fighter aircraft — LCA Tejas
ME1A, Tejas Mk2 and the Advanced Medium
Combat Aircraft (AMCA), all of which are planned
with American engines. The [AF's kinetic
operational potential would, thus, become a
function of America’s calculations of India's
worth in its strategic calculus. Would India be
weaned away from its heavy dependence on
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Russia, which contributes to 36% of its arms
imports? The [AF's inventory of 270 Sukhoi Su-30
fighters, 3-400 missile systems and similar
big-ticket items for the Indian Army and the
Indian Navy stand out against a positive
affirmation.

Third, the frequent coinage of fancy-sounding
new policies in India-U.S. relations in the past two
decades should keep India on its toes vis-d-vis
their demonstrated short shelf life. Whatever
became of the ‘Defence Technology and Trade
Initiative" of 2012 which was much tom-tommed,
and also said to bring in niche cutting-edge
technology and usher in a new paradigm in
defence cooperation? Are we sure that the end
result of the recently announced framework for
the “U.5.-India Major Defence Partership in the
2ist Century” would be any different considering
the tempestuous churn in American foreign
policy with a transactional new U.S.
administration under President Donald Trump?

‘Parmership® is the key word

There is historical reality to back this negative
appreciation. The joint statement, afier ULS.
Secretary of Defence Ashton Carter's visit to India
in April 2016, said that [a] “defense relationship is
a key component of the strategic parmership
berween India and the US.” Similar sentiments
have been expressed recently after the
Trump-Modi talks.

The key word is “partnership’. But the
million-dollar question is whether two nations
that are culturally, financially and with differing
world outlooks, be true partners. An article by
Anna Simons, Professor of Defence Analysis, in
the Winter 2013-14 issue of the ULS. Army War
College magazine, Parameters, says that “..a
parmership can succeed only if it is grounded in
mutual indispensability”, since “._anything less
creates a dependency, and a dependency by
definition is not partnership.” This raises the
question whether India and the U.S. are
indispensable to each other. And if they are not,

then can Washington and New Delhi be true
partners? )

The indispensability factor can be tested by
seeking answers to three pointers. First, are both
parties equals, interchangeable and can blend
seamlessly? Second, is a division of tasks possible
for joint programmes? Third, can the expertise
possessed by each nation complement and fill the
gaps that exist in the other’s capabilities? A
truthfisl analysis of their respective defence
research and development and manufacturing
sectors shows that there is great asymmetry in
the capabilities, and the follow up can only result
in India’s stifling dependency on the U.5.

But the same questions can be asked about the
other relationships of India too, say with Russia,
Israel or France. The answer lies in whether India
has a political indispensability quotient in such
strategic relationships or whether it is like the
U.5.-Pakistan “partnership’ that broke when
Islamabad outlived Washington's geo-political
interests and was dumped like a fly in a tea cup.
Or, even the recent unravelling of the U.S's
decades long and iron-clad trans-Atlantic
partnership with Europe, leading to questions
being asked about the reliability of the Trumpian
friendship.

Looking ahead

This brings us back to the theme of this article.
Are we heading the correct way as we look to the
U.5. for our strategic armament needs? The
answer, surprisingly, actually lies with
Washington on whether the U.5. wants a ‘true
partnership’, in which case it has to make India
politically indispensable to itself (the U.5.) by
imbuing a special friendly slant in our relations.
On India's part, New Delhi must ensure that its
decisions ‘insure’ its interests against any U.5.
policy reversal in the geopolitical environment
that it is placed in. Even as India imports vitally
needed aircraft and other equipment, its eyes
need to be wide open to avoid a dependency that
would negatively affect its strategic autonomy.
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‘Shé:ld the free movement regime between India an

PARLEY l

Amit Shah anmounced that the Free

Movement Regime (FMR) along the

Myanmar border would be scrapped but
there s peither been any notification by the
Ministry of External Affsirs in this regard noe
any bilateral agreement with Myanmar so far.
Former Manipur Chief Minister N. Biren Singh's
insistence is said to have led to the decision
following comphiints that unregubted
movement of people from across the border was
fuelling the ethnic conflict in his State. Mizoram
and Nagakind opposed this decision, which has
not yet been implemented on the ground. The
FMR came into existence in 1968 a5 people an
either side of the border have familial and ethnic
ties. The territorial limit of free movement then
was 40 km, which was reduced to 16 km in
2004, and additional regulations were enforced
in 2016. Should the FMR between India and
Myanmar remain? Henry Zodinfiana Pachuau
and Liklse Sarggtam discuss the pros and cons
in a conversation moderated by Rahul
Karmakar. Edited excerpts:

l n February 2024, Unson Home Minister

How has the FMR impacted the lives of
communities along the 1,653-km-long
India-Myanmar border?

Henry Zodinliana Pachuaw: There were
transactions and there was movement of people
even before the FMR was putin place and before
rules and policies were implemented. 1
remember a children we would have access to
items from across the border. It is natural for
Mizoram, Ihlchhxilmmuhmulbulders The

because u(lhlsom;ml.lm.k The FMR did not
make much of a difference because there has
been 1o check on people movirgg beyond the 16
km specified

Likhase Sangtam: | come from one of the
districts bordering Myanmar. The FMR is quite
unknown to the communities living on the
border. It has become an issue only because of
the problem in Manipur. This border was drawn
without the consent of the people, and they
were quite ighorant sbout it. But the people in
the region did not get affected by the PMR at all
because the two countries did not impose any
restrictions on their movement.

How justified is the Centre's security
concern? The Centre believes that scrapping
the FMR will help stop migration and
cross-border crimes.

HZP: After the Border Area Development

Indian Army perscnned koep vigt along the India Myanmar intemational
border. ATy B KOWWAR

Programme (BADP, 1980s), the presence of the
armed forces increased, but a lot of contraband
goods coatinue to be mu(.sled into 1mm
Mizoeam, a5

India’s Act East policy Is a good strategy but
people are aware of the millzrisation that

e

Myanmar remain?

has been imposed upon them. The Chins across
the border have close ties with us, the Mizos.
This is same for communities in Manipur,
Nagaland, and Arunachal Pradesh. We share the
sume ancestors. There are abo fears that
ancestral kinds could be taken away b

came in with the Border Area De
Programme. Restrictions should ease. but
there should be proper monktoring of the
border so that there is adherence to rules.
India should legalise the trade of most goods
as people are trading them anyway

HENRY ZODINLIANA PACHUAU

the border?

HZP: Our Chief Minister (Lalduhom) sxid he
i not like the idea of building fences but we
understand borders are sensitive in terms of
national security. There & a paradax: a boeder &
a plxr\-hﬂ'vapk'nmlnﬂmmmm‘ﬂ it
defines te £

and

the Forest (Conser vation) Amendment Act,
2023, which says the government can use forest
area within 100 km of the international
boundary for strategic projects of matiorsal
lnpv.mur I think fencirgg is 3 coercive

LS: If the Government of India is not lxlrul on
this issue, there & a high possibility thal

s demand for 4 common humEI.md will
be reignited. In Nagakand in particular, the
border is along the exstern region, where there
is 2 demand for the creation of Frontier
Neggaland. The people in this region are quite
neglected, and the unemployment rate is high. A
good number of educated youth from this region
have not been absorbed iito the system. So,
when such decisk taken without the

The Cenlxt)usa rationale behind the
decision and the former Manipur Chief
Minister's compluints (that “infiltrators™ from
Myanmar played 1 role in the ethnic violence in
Manipur) played a part. As in Manipur, many
people who have been displaced by Myanmar's
civil war are in Mizoram 100, and the

been 2 route for drugs, mmmb«ﬂ all
of which is brought in llegally. o1 don't think
scrapping the FMR will maske any difference 1o
cross-border crimes.

LS: That the government wants to scrap the
FMR or fersce the India-Myanmar border is
understandable from a security perspective. The
government is worried and is keen to do
something sooner rather than later. If the
government ignoees the problems along the
btxdtr that could become an even bigger

foe it.

However, since the people were not taken into
account when the FMR was put in place,
building a fersce could lead to protests. If not
handled properly, this couk! become a bigar
problem for the country. The Government of
India has to consider many factors — the
instability in Myanmar, the presence of armed
groups, the drugs that are coming in from the
Golden Triangle further away (a region where
the jungle borders of Thailand, Laas, and
Myanmar meet and which is one of the world's
main ¢ production and trafficking
areas), and the Chinese influence in Myanmar.

y is taking care of them on
humanitarian grounds. The situstion is affecting
the business of the local communities which are
dependent on each other and has Jed w alot of
soxial problems.
1 don't know what the government intends to
do, but fencing b not worked even in
.\d\.mn.ed countries such as the United States.
This my be a copy of the Danald Trump
administration’s strategy, but it is very
impractical when you consider the terrain and
the length of the border, which is almast 1,700
kmllulx‘lkrloln\! d other

cunsent of the people, this miy woek sgairst the
country or the government.

So.da)wlhmkunmmddmﬂllm
what can be a win-win alterna

HZP: The FMR is 2 good way of trying to
monitor what is taking place but the ground
reality is different and | am not sure fencing will
help. The border areas need to be monitored
properly to serve Indix's ecanomic purposes
better. We need 1o check the smuggling of drugs
such as beroin; gold; and other items and ensure
that certain commodities traded for the benefit
of a few families are not dumped on everyone.
India’s Act East policy is a good strategy but

are aware of the militarisation that came
in with the BADP. Restrictions should ease, but
dmuhuuuhepnqm:muuuu-mgwummm
ce to rules. India should legalise the

along the border, which
will engage in regular dialogue with their
counterparts on the other side. Putting up a
fence has never worked and never will work.

LS: Erecting a fence along the entire stretch is
going 1o be daunting task, and it's going to be 3
big challenge for the government to implement
it, especially if the people are not taken into
account. There will be a lot of resistance as there
are many communities every 5-6 km. Handling
them will not be easy.

1 N 1d

Then it must take the people
and take a decision.

How practical is the Centre’s plan to fence

dﬁuwammammmm(m

HZP: Definitely, as people think the boundary

mde of most goods as people are trading them
anyway. That way, the government can eam
some maney with duties. Taking care of security
issues is more about giving the local

ities 4 sense of ownership and
responsibility.

LS: The FMR cannot continue like this. The
situation is unpredictable in Myanmar. If we
don't come up with a certain mechanism to
check the flow of from Myanmar to
India, it is not going to be good for the country.
Bust at the same time, since we have not taken
the people into corsideration, putting a fence is
not going to wark. So, we really need 10 educate
the people in India sbout the problems in the
region, take the people into confidence, and
arrive gradually 2t a decision.

Quﬁ%m
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