Police Atrocities at Manibeli
Report of A Visit

ASH1SH KOTHARI

or nearlya month now, the tribal hamlet of
Manibeli in Maharashtra has been turned

daysinlIndia’sdemocratic history. Thatday, about
20 previous days of state-sponsored terror in the

into a virtual police camp. This tiny villagetii@y tribal village of Manibeli culminated in an

slated for .submergence by the upcoming Sardar
Sarovar (Narmada) Projectthis monsoon, and its
residentsarcfighting a last ditch struggle to save
their lands from being obliterated forever. A signi-
ficantproportionofthe tribal familieshave resolved
to drown under the waters of the SSI* reservoir,
rather than shift out for what they consider an
unviableand unjustproject. Unable toshake their
resolve, and the determination of the Narmada
Bachao Andolan activists supporting them, the
authorities have now begun trying to break the
anli-SSP movement by outright terror tactics.

A recent visit by members ofsocial action and
environmental groups of Delhi has revealed the
following facts:

1. Thereisstrongevidencoofropeatedincidentsofpolice

repression. Hundredsoipeoplein (he lasithree weeks
have been heaten up; arrested on the flimsiest ol
excuses; manhandled and denied food, water, and
medicalexaminationincustody.and hadtlieirproperty
and belongingsdamaged and stolen hv the police. In
whatis a neu- phenomenon in the urea, at leastfour
women activein the movementhare, been molested by
policemen in two separate inciih'nts.

2. Official claims that the police presence and the
colistruction of a road was necessary to protect and
help the oufctees which have shilled nut. of Manibeli.
and wanted to remove their belongings, are patently
hollow. Eventssince March 26 have repeatedly made
it.obvious that thisclaimis only a pretext for massive
oolice'deployment, aimed atcrushing the Andolan.

:i. Since outright eviction of those families who do not
wanttomoveoutmayik-embaiassing for the State, it
isnowtryingtodosoinanindirectway:byclearfelling
the forests in and around Manibeli and the other
villageswhich are/xpectedtobesubmergedtliisyear.
This is almost as bad as eviction, for without forests,
these tribals are like fish nutof water,

The Shameful EventsofApril 16
April 16, 1992 must countas one of the darkest

Theauthoristhefounder-memberofKalpavriksh,
anenvironmentalactiongroup, and alLecturer at
the Indian Institute of Public Administration,
New Delhi.
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unprecedented level of police repression. So bad
was the police behaviour that even normally pro-
dam and anti-Andolan Gujarati newspapers like
Gujarat Samachar reported it in screaming
headlines.

SinceApril 13, people from Manibeli, neighbour-
ing villages, and support groups were sitting on
satyagrahaoutside the tinshed policeChQwkiinside
the village, demanding the removal of police from
their village. Thischowki had been set up despite
the villagers’ objections, on April 11. On April 10,
the satyagraha was going on as usual with the
singing of Andolan and tribal songs and slogan-
shouting. By the afternoon, residents of Manibeli
moved off for lunch, leaving about 40 people atthe
satyagrah spot. Suddenly at 2 PM, four jeeploads
of armed police arrived there, and gheraoed the
satyagruhis. Without any warning, they started
caning the people and dragging them off to t'ne
jeeps. Noone wasspared, notevenwomen, olditen
and children.

Simultaneously a police contingent encircled
the Andolan office in the village, the ‘Narmadai’,
and dragged out four people who were eating
lunch. ActivistArundhati Dhuru had alathi shoved
into her mouth for daring to shout slogans even
while being dragged along the ground. Rama, the
Andolan’s boatman, was stripped and taken away
in underclothes.

In all, <16 people were arrested and removed to
Dhule. Over a dozen children, who were also
beaten and taken away, werereleased immediately
innearby Surpan village. (Later, a medical exami-
nation report showed that 33 of the 46 people
arrested had cuts of 1" to 4” depath, and many
bruises. These people were released only two days
later, on April 19.)

As ifthe beatingup andarrestshad notsatisfied
them, the police then wenton arampageinside the
‘Narmadai’and other huts. Earthen pots, cycles,

lanterns, utensil, mugs, and other items were
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broken up and thrown about. Two drums (dhols
used whilesinging), worth over Rs200Geach, were
brokenand thrown down the slope. Worse, several
thingswerestolen, including two cameras, plastic
cans. axes,and bags. Duringthiswholeoperation,
two reporters of the Illustrated Weekly of India.
who had turned up thatday, weredetained on the
village outskirts. <On a prior occasion, an activist
who had attempted to take photographs of police
action had had her camera snatched away. |

The most shameful incident was to follow.
Policemen chased two tribal women, Radvi llama
Vadavi and Gena Bolya Padvi, into the nearby
ravines. After catching them, the two policemen
attempted to molestthesewomen.Afterprotracted
scuffles, the women managed toescape up a steep
slope which the policemen could not climb. The
next day. the entire village marched to the police
camp, and the two guilty officers were visually
identified by the women. They were Khedkar, PSJ
of Navapur Police Station (Dhule District) and
V.M. Nikam. P1l of Dhule Police Station.

It was later learnt, on release of the arrested
peopleon April 19. thattwo ofthe women arrested,
including activist Arundhati Dhuru, were also
molested in the police van while being taken to
Dhule. Never before have the police stooped to
such levels, and the trend is ominous.

The villagers have filed complaints on all these
events, including the molestation attempt,
requesting that these be treated as FIRs.

Police Protection to Willing Ousteesonly a Pretext

April 16 was only the worst in a series of police
actions which started on March 2f> fsee brief
chronology attheendl. Since that day hundredsof
police personnelhave repeatedlyentered Manibeli,
arrested scores ofpeople, beaten up men. women,
and children, issued dire threats, used foul

language, and generally spread terror. Allthis has
hcen done on the pretext ofgiving protection to
families who wanted to move out, or recover their
belongings. The fact that thisis merely an excuse

is shown by the following three circumstances:
(in March M and repeatedly alter that. Manibeli's
s/n'jHiiich. Narayanbhai Tadvl, and other residents
had nlVort'dli»help theeso families who. wauled In shill
their belongings, and muiual agreement had been
reached that,there wasnoneed tobringin the police.
Vet<m 26th itself,just a few hours afterreaching this
agreement, Narayanhhai and others wore called >y
the police fur'talk*' at the village border, suddenly
surrounded and cordoned olThydozens of policemen,
and refused food and water for the whole day while
dem<i)iliomiper«iiionssiaytedundor policesupervision.

iai
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Che Andolan has liven charged with actively
ohstruetingihervmovalofhelongingsoftinise families
who have earlier moved out r.f Manibeli. Andolan

activistsdenylhischarge. Perhapsthereisanelement
oftYuthin Ihe charge, hut there seems little evidence
to support it There are the reported statements of
villagers who have moved <>utof Manibeli(see below,
“Who are ihc Oustees"i, versus ihe denials of those

who remain. In a highly chai-gerlandemotionalatmo-
sphere. il would be difficult to get at lhe truth ofthis
allegation, liuiinany case,i(thisohstructionistaltitude
wasatalllrue. what was stoppingthe pro-damgroups
and the government from obtaining a court order
restraining the Andolan from using such tactics?
What, indeed, was the need for police deployment?
Thefirst Jewdays witnessed the presence ofover HKH>
policepersonnel at Manibeli: why bringinsuch uhuge
contingent inina villaneofharely 2IXspeoplewhohave
never shown signsofviolence?

Even after all the belongings of shifted ouslee.s had
lieen removed by April I, police presence not only
continued on the Manibeli outskirts, I»m in fact a
rhowki was forcibly >etup inside the village. To date
this is present: who are the police now offering
protection to?

Similarly, the road built into and through
Manibeli may initially have helped to remove the
belongings of the shifted oustees, but is now
obviously a means ofquickly deploying police, and
aiding the entry of forest officials who want to
clearfell the forests. The road has already caused
serious damage to the farmland of villagers like
Kadva Gaba. and to the wadis (compounds) of
Narayan Ohima, Kadva Gaba, and others who
have refused to move out of Manibeli. It was also
instrumental in the sudden police swoop on
satyagrahisonApril Ifi. Itwasbecauseofjustsuch
an eventuality that the Andolan has repeatedly
protested against the construction of the road. As
the villagers rightly asked: for 45 years, the
governmenthas made no attempt to make a road
or providemedical and education facilitiesto these
villages, so why suddenly this road in the name of
development of another region? n

At any rate, the shameful events of April I(j
have completely demolished any pretensions that
the officials may have had, and have revealed the
real intention of the State to crush the Andolan,
and terrorise people into moving outofthe way of
the SSP juggernaut.

Ib

(c)

The Truth about the Oustees

Ithas beenclaimed thatmostfamiliesin Manibeli
want to shift out, butare not being allowed to by
the Andolan. This appears to be rather untrue.
The families who came on March 26 to take away
theirbelongingshad movedoutseveralyears back
(by 1985 before the area’s residents had even
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ought of the option of fighting against
displacement. Yet their shifting has been touted
by pro-dam people assignsofthe weakeningofthe
movement!

This early movement had left about. 76 families
in Manibe.ll,ofwhich 55had given writtenaffidavits
in court,inJanuary 1992, stating their resolve not
to move. The other 20-odd families, many ofwhom
had earlier taken part in the Andolan’s rallies,
wereunder increasingpressure from their relatives
who had moved offearlier,and wereshowingsigns
ofbuckling under this pressure, as also under the
fear of police repression. Their written consent to
moveoutwasallegedly obtained by the government
(though these documents, if they exist, have not
been shown to the Andolan members who have
asked for it). But in an atmosphere of State-
sponsored terrorism, and with the sword of the
lam hanging on their heads, how ‘voluntary' can
these consent statements be? The Andolail has
been charged with 'forcing several families to stay
on. but what about the use of explicit and not so
explicit force by the state?

And whathas been the fate of these 20 families
who were shifted-out? At Parveta, one of the
resettlement sites in Gujarat, where they were
taken to, there were no landholdingdeeds waiting
for them, little fuel and fodder, no provision for
drinking water, and mostshocking, noteven any
tin sheds to live in. From the 1stweek of April till
at leastthe 16th, these families were living in the
open, and may still be.

Alarmist ReportingaridlrresponsibleJournalism
The Andolan has undoubtedly been guilty of
sr-reacting to the initial police action, not so

much m their actions as in their reporting to the

media. Forinstance, there wereimmediate reports

forcible eviction. Some media coverage had
suffered from similarexcessesin theearlier stages
of the police action, but was considerably more
balanced later. But far more guilty in this respect
havebeennewspapers,especiallyvernacularones,
which have sought, toconsiderably underplay the
policeatrocities, and given almost exclusive cover-
age to the pro-dam version of the event at the
exclusion ofeither an independent oran Andolan

viewpoint. m
In this respect, the recent statements ofsenior

journalist B.G. Verghese, widely reported in the

regional pressand as Lettersto the Editor insome
national dailies, are astonishing. On the basisofa
cursory two-hour visit to Manibeli on a day when
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no police action took place, he has concluded that
reportsofpolice repression at Manibeli are false,
and that, the Andolan is misleading oustees and
thepublic. The famousGujaraticolumnist, Praveen
Seth, has also waxed eloquent on the peaceful
nature of the police action in the Gujarat daily
Sandesh. He lets the cat. out ofthe bag. however,
when he reveals that Verghese met only Mcdha
Patkarat Manibeli.and made noeffort,to meetthe
villagers who were victims of police excesses.
Further, Verghese hasstated that‘all’the families
he met at Parveta, the resettlement site for the
Manibeli oustees, “were greatly relieved to have
finally moved and now permanently settled in
circumstances that they were unanimously con-
vinced would offer them a distinctly better life
despitetransientproblems™. ButSeth reveals that
he and Verghese talked U>a grand total of four
people at Parveta. Compare their generalisations
on thisskimpy basis with the carefully researched
study ofthe Tata Institute ofSocial Studies which
showed, sometime back, that child mortali rates
among the oustees had shot up after their shift to
Parveta. and that these oustees were facing all
sortsofproblemsofwater, fuel, fodder, and fertile
land availability, and hostility from the host
community.

Such reporting as has been done by B G.
Verghese can hardly be called responsible jour a-
lism.Comingasitdoes fromaseniorandrespected
journalistlike him. itis notonly irresponsible, but
also dangerous, for it gives credibility and
encouragement to a State which already cares
little about basic human rights. Verghese has
rightly defended the right of “some to lead their
own lives, unobstructed and as they see best”, in
the case ofthose familieswho wanted to move out
of Manibeli. Will he defend the same right ofthose
who want to stay on?

Threat of Clearfclling

For the last month or so, forest officials have
been coming offand on to the area, to mark the
trees for cutting before submergence. They clain
thatpermission for clearfellinghas been :riven by
theUnion Ministry ofEnvironmentand Forests. If
this is true, then the Ministry is taking what can
be considered an illegal step. In its conditional
forest clearance accorded to Sardar Sarover in
1987,the Ministry had specified thattheconcerned
State Governmentspreparedetailed compensatory
afforestation plans, as well as a comprehensive
plan for resettlement of all the oustees. But the
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governmentrecordsthemselvesshow thatneither
condition has been met. In addition, an essential
study on the wildlife of the area to besubmerged,
and the possibilities of its relocation, will be
completed in Maharashtra only by 11)03. How can
clearfelling start one year before?

The Andolan fears that, since forcible eviction
may be considerably embarrassing for the State
governments, they are looking for other ways of
getting the villagers out. Clearfelling may be one
such tactic, for the tribals ofthe area are heavily
dependent on the forests for their daily needs.
Without them, they would be as good as forcibly
evicted.

The Andolan Continues

Meanwhile, the 56 familieswho have refused to
shiftoutofManibelihave continued their peaceful
resistance, in the face of strong rumours that a
massive police action istocome any day after April
20. The satyagraha in front, of the police chowki
hasbeen resumed afterthe April 16incidents. The
46 peoplearrested thatday, which included people
from other villagesin the submergence zoneofthe
SSP, have returned to Manibeli. On April 17. over
65 members of the Chhatisgarh Mines Shramik
Sangharsh Samiti and the Chhatisgarh Mukti
Morcha reached Manibeli solidarity, and
membersofdozensofenvironmental, social action,
and human rights groups have been coming to
lend their support.

in

Conclusion

Based on their understanding of the events at
Manibeli in the last few weeks, Delhi support
groups have urged the concerned governments to
take the following steps:

1. The police chuivki inside Manibeli be immediately

dismantled, midall policeunitsdeployedinthe vicinity
ofthe village be sunl Ixick.

2. Thepolicemen involved in the shameful incidents of
molestation of women <n April Ifi be immediately
suspended.

3. Ahigh-level,independentenquiry heorderedintothe
events of April 16. and the responsible officers he
punislieilL

ot. ThevillagersofManibeliandmcrnhcrsnfthe Andulan

whose property wasdamagedor stolenon April 1t?be
adequately compensated.

5. Amove be initiated by the concernedgovernments to
have a high level dialogue with the Andolan.

Thenexttwomonths are likely tosee an inten-
sificationoftheState-peopleclash,assubmergence
draws near. All parties to the issue will be put
under severe test. Will the Andolanremain grimly
determined todrown rather than moveout? Will it
be abletocontinueonitspath ofpeacefu lresistance,
despite growing anger and frustration among its
members? Will the State remain callously
indifferent to the human issues involved, or will
only the lossofsome livesshake it? Will thoseofus
who are outside supporters be able todo anything
todiffuse the crisis? Will any pro-dam activists set
aside their viewpoint on the dam, and condemn
forcible eviction, if it takes place? 1

y\ Brief Chronologxf of Events at Manibeli (March 26 to April 19, 1992)

PreviousousteesofManibeli,accompaniedby pro-dam activists and about800 policemen, forcibly

March 26:
enter the village after breaking an agreement with the village panch on not using police force.
Demolition ofhouses ofearlier oustees. and those willing to move out, started.

March 27: Attempts to make a road through Manibelicommenceat 3 AM. Resisting villagers manhandled,
about 50 arrested Road-making started

March 28: Villagers protesting against the damage to fields and houses, caused by the bulldozer, lathi-
charged. and ul more arrested.

March 30: Residents of neighbouring Dhankhedi village squatted on their border, refusing to allow the
bullodozer to enter their village. That day,and on March 31, the presence nt'journalists appeared
to keep the police subdued

April 1-4: Removal of belongings carried on. finishing on the 4th.

April 5: About 100 policemen approached Manibeli with Irrigation and Forest Department officials, but
were atopped at the border by villagers.

April 7-9: The police repeatedly entered neighbouring village of Chimalkhedi, only to be driven off by
villagers.

April 11; The police forciblyentered Manibeli, arrested 21 people, and set up a tinshedchowki inside.

April 13: Andolan started a peaceful satycigrnha in front ofthe chowki. demanding its removal.

April 16: Massive andunprecedented police repression, including beating up, arrests ot'-IG people, damage
to and stealing of property and molestation oftribal and activist women.

April 19: Arrested people released after considerable harassment in custody, police chowki and camp

continues.
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