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T
he politics of forest reserva-
tion, protected forests and
wildlife sanctuaries is nothing
new, ever since the Indian

Forest Act of 1878 was passed. The
declaration of certain areas as
“reserved” or “protected” forests and
wildlife sanctuaries was met with
strong opposition from local popula-
tions, who are the user communities
of such resources. The intense debate
on the Act effectively came to an end
when the Government of India per-
mitted the involvement of local peo-
ple in the management of forests and
its resources in 1990.

In North-east India, there are
special provisions in several clauses
under Article 371 of the Constitution
that give hill communities the right
to manage forests through certain
committees and particularly, the
autonomous district councils. In
recent years, attempts have been
made to declare vast swathes of land

as reserved or protected forests and
wildlife sanctuaries in Manipur.

The latest effort to declare Mount
Koubru as a “protected site” has
become a matter of conflict. It is a
prayer mountain for peace and pros-
perity of the state, historically cutting
across religious and cultural divides.
Human rights activists on social
media, who were against the move,
have been allegedly arrested by the
police without warrants, while those
supporting the case with comments
inciting communal violence were let
off scot-free. One cannot help but say
that it seems like a blatant example of
majoritarianism in all its nakedness.

Koubru as ‘protected site’
A notification was passed by the

department of art and culture, Gov-
ernment of Manipur on 8 April for a
field visit in order to verify and under-
take necessary measurements or
demarcation “in connection with the
proposal for declaration of the Sacred
Site of Lord Koubru and Lai Pukhri

located at the Koubru Hill Range as
protected site”. That enraged the
foothill settlers in Sadar Hills, and the
visiting team were blocked by vil-
lagers at Saitu-Gamphazol sub-divi-
sion.

Due to tensions on the issue, two
state ministers met leaders of the
Committee on Protection and Preser-
vation of Mt Koubru “on behalf of the
state government of Manipur”.
According to the agreement that was
reached between them, “there will be
no restriction of pilgrimages or wor-
shippers to Mt Koubru” as has been
the practice for ages, and to protect
the sacredness and sanctity of the
mountain “the traditional and present
status of Mt Koubru shall be main-
tained”. The committee also resolved
to take steps for eradicating illicit cul-
tivation to preserve the ecosystem
and biodiversity of Koubru range.

A day later, however, Chief Minis-
ter N Biren Singh denied such an
agreement had been made with his
government.

It all began on 26 November 2020
when a notification was issued by the
art and culture department, Govern-
ment of Manipur, stating that the
“Governor of Manipur is contemplat-
ing to declare the Sacred Site of Lord
Koubru and Lai Pukhri located at
Koubru Hill Range as a protected site
under Sub-section (1) of Section 4 of
the Manipur Ancient and Historical
Monuments and Archaeological Sites
and Remains Act, 1976 in the interest
of the public”. It also added that “any
interested person may file his/her
objection to the declaration of the
said site/monument as protected his-
torical site/area under Sub-section (2)
of Section 4 of the above Act within
two months from the date of issue of
the notification”.

The objections
Tongmang Haokip, a retired

bureaucrat and chief of Saitu village,
was the first to file his objection to the
state government on 20 January this
year. He claimed that the move would
amount to an infringement on his
rights and privileges as chief over the
ownership of the said area, which was
allotted to his forefather by the
Manipur Darbar Administrator. The
land ownership document states that
in the Court of President Manipur Dar-
bar Hills Miscellaneous Case Number
969 of 1946-47, “Luntong Chief of
Saitu, the petitioner, is granted the
right of ownership of land bounded by
Koubru Laikha on the North,
Kanglatombi Thumkhong to the
South, Imphal River to the East cov-
ered within milestone from 113 to
116.” The document was signed by one
Pearson, IPS MBE, dated 1 June 1947,
claimed Haokip in his objection letter.

On 28 January, the Tujang Area
Chiefs’ Organisation also filed their
objection citing five reasons. They
claimed that an area of land between
111-and-a-half and 112-and-a-half
milestones on the Dimapur-Manipur
Road had been recognised as the
ownership of Ngullen of Tujang in a
case filed in 1947 to the office of Mr
Pearson. The group pleaded that “the
Koubru hill has been a perennial
source of livelihood and food security
for the Tujang” area. They also
claimed that “the said site has histori-
cal as well as primal religious tradi-
tions and cultural significance for the
Kuki community since time
immemorial”, and as such “Mt
Koubru is an integral part of our cul-
tural heritage, ancestral land and
identity”.

The Committee on Protection
and Preservation of Mt Koubru also
opposed the move of the state gov-
ernment, particularly the plan for
construction of a temple dedicated to
a particular religion on the mountain.
The Liangmai Naga Council, Eastern
Zone and Eastern Liangmai Chief
Association also expressed their dis-
pleasure over the “thoughtless act” of
the Manipur government on its move
to declare Mt Koubru as a “protected
site”. They also lamented that despite
the Liangmai Naga people guarding
and protecting the Koubru Hills for
centuries, the state government has
been deliberately ignoring their
rights.

Thus, the attempt to declare Mt
Koubru as a “protected site” seems to

be a violation of land ownership and a
case of deprivation of the livelihood
of hill people.

HAC and Manipur government
The Government of Manipur

under Biren Singh has reiterated time
and again that Koubru Hill Range is a
reserved forest. It may be noteworthy
that the Hill Area Committee recently
made a pertinent decision in this
regard. This committee of the Legisla-
tive Assembly of the state, consisting
of select members of hill areas, has
been established under special pro-
visions of the Constitution. It per-
forms its functions under the
Manipur Legislative Assembly (Hill
Areas Committee) Order, 1972 to
“safeguard the interest of the people
of the Hill Areas”.

The HAC in its meeting on 11
March this year,  under the chairman-
ship of L Leishiyo, unanimously
resolved that “there is a procedural
error in the Declaration of Reserved
Forest after 1972. Any declaration of
Protected Forest, Reserved Forest and
Wildlife Sanctuaries on or after 20
June 1972 shall not be enforced by the
Department until the approval of the
Hill Areas Committee, since it per-
tains to Scheduled Matters of Article
371C of the Presidential Order of
1972”. It also resolved that “Forest Ter-
ritorial Maps should be made at par
with the existing Revenue District
Boundaries for administrative conve-
nience”.

The resolution of the HAC came
at a crucial time. The Manipur gov-
ernment, however, seems to ignore,
as it has in the past, the procedural
requirements of scheduled matters
that affect the hill people.

The way out
The attempt to declare Mt

Koubru in the Sadar Hills as a “pro-
tected site” by looking at it from a per-
spective of cultural and religious
exclusivity has invited strong opposi-
tion, as discussed above. It is in total
disregard to minority cultures, and an
attempt to legitimise and impose the
majority culture and religion using
state machinery. The mountain has
always been open for trekking and
visitors from all religious communi-
ties, who have performed their reli-
gious rites without any restriction.
The Christians use it as a site for fast-
ing, prayer and penance.

As much as the Meiteis and Hin-
dus have attached great importance
to Mt Koubru, many communities
surrounding the mountain also have
cultural and religious significance
attached to it. The primordial culture
and religion of the Kukis attach great
importance to Mt Koubru. Legend
has it that a woman from one clan of
the Kukis was married to Koubru and
till today, it is claimed that she reveals
her presence in the form of incessant
rainfall whenever that clan has an
important ceremony.

All said and done, one feels the
cultural and religious significance of
the mountain to all communities
must be recognised and status quo
should be maintained for peace and
tranquility in Manipur.

The writer is assistant professor, Centre for
the Study of Law and Governance, Jawaharlal
Nehru University, New Delhi

Scribe deaths

The North-east lost two journalists with-
in 24 hours last week from Covid-19
complications, increasing the regional
tally of coronavirus victims among
media persons to seven. India’s total toll
has already crossed a hundred journal-
ists, whereas the global tally has touched
1,200 across 76 countries since the pan-
demic broke out in March 2020.

Assam’s talented journalist, Aiyush-
man Dutta (35) succumbed to Covid-19
aggravated ailments on 26 April at a pri-
vate hospital. The soft-spoken scribe, who
used to work for The Sentinel, tested pos-
itive some days prior. His attending doc-
tors had advised specific drugs, which
were not available in Guwahati. A prolific
writer, Dutta was also a founder of the
Guwahati International Music Festival.

Just a day before that, Tripura’s Tan-
moy Chakraborty (42) died of post
Covid-19 complications at a private hos-
pital in Agartala. The news editor of Din-
Raat channel, who had also worked ear-
lier at North East Now, News18
Assam/NE, InsideNE, Daily Desher Katha
etc, was hospitalised for liver-related
problems. Chakraborty returned nega-
tive for Covid-19 tests but finally suc-
cumbed to various health problems.

The region has earlier lost five jour-
nalists to Covid-19, namely Jadu Chutia
(Moran-based reporter), Dhaneswar
Rabha (news correspondent based in
Udalguri), Ashim Dutta (senior journalist
based in Silchar), Golap Saikia (radio news
presenter from Nagaon) and Jitendra Deb-
barma (camera person associated with a
Kokborok language cable television chan-
nel named Chini Khorang in Tripura).

According to the Geneva-based
media rights and safety body Press
Emblem Campaign, Brazil continues to
be the worst affected country where
more than 180 journalists have lost their
battles against Covi-19 complications.
Peru remains in the second position with
more than 140 media casualties ahead of
India. Expressing apprehensions that the
situation may worsen for the safety of
journalists on the ground due to the pan-
demic, the PEC advocates adequate
compensation to the victim families.

�NAVA THAKURIA

DM apologises

West Tripura district magistrate and col-
lector Shailesh Kumar Yadav, who led the
raids at two marriage halls in Agartala
last Tuesday, apologised for disrupting
the ceremonies, says a report in the
Guwahati-based Assam Tribune. “If any-
one got hurt due to my action, I am
apologising for that. I have done this for
the larger interest of society. I have taken
strict action to give a message to people
to maintain the government SOP,” Yadav
told a local television.

As many as 31 people, including 19
women, were detained from a marriage
party in Tripura for violating the night
curfew and other Standard Operating
Procedures enforced to curb the Covid-
19 spread. However, in another raid at a
marriage party in the city, no detentions
were made. Officials said that Tripura
chief minister Biplab Kumar Deb has
asked chief secretary Manoj Kumar to
submit a report about the DM’s actions
in dealing with the marriage ceremonies
defying night curfew and the SOPs.

Tripura chief secretary imposed a
night curfew in Agartala Municipal Cor-
poration area from 10 p.m. to 5 a.m., 22
April onwards. The order said that in
closed spaces, a maximum of 50 per cent
of the seating or hall capacity should be
allowed for any social, cultural, enter-
tainment or political gathering with a
ceiling of 100 persons while in open
spaces. Higher numbers may be allowed
based on the size of the ground with a
ceiling of 200 persons.

All the 31 people were subsequently
released from the West Agartala police
station. Yadav told the media that a sec-
tion of policemen, who were hand-in-
glove with the marriage parties, allowed
holding the ceremonies blatantly violat-
ing government orders.
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Debates and conflicts are raging over attempts to
declare the sacred mountain in Manipur as a
'protected site'
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P
ollsters are predicting a cer-
tain pro-incumbency in
Assam. One must say, howev-
er, that for the last five years,

the continuous scare of being deciti-
zenised, brought on by Citizenship
Amendment Act- induced anxieties,
created a situation of the minority
and majority coming together in
Assam. The main plank of campaign-
ing by the ruling Bharatiya Janata
Party was keeping the religious
minority away from Assam’s main-
stream.

That said, the Hindus of Assam,
with their deep ethnic divisions and
disenchantment with other linguistic
identities, seemingly failed to be con-
solidated into a single voting bloc.
Therefore, it was possible for Hindu-
Muslim joint voting patterns in the
Brahmaputra and Barak valleys for
commonly chosen candidates. One
feels such a scenario would benefit

the Opposition alliance or the Maha-
jot headlined by the Congress Party.

The Mahajot must have antici-
pated such a recombination of voting
blocs as they strategically put candi-
dates to reap the benefits of the same
and that is sure to go against the con-
certed campaigns of the ruling coali-
tion. One feels the joint voting by
Bengali Hindus and Muslims in a seat
like North Karimganj of Barak Valley
in favour of the Congress Party’s sit-
ting Member of the Legislative
Assembly Kamalakshya Deb
Purkaystha, who is seeking a third
consecutive term, is a case in point.

Similarly, in Upper Assam’s
Naharkatia, seemingly combined vot-
ing by Hindu Bengali and Assamese
people, along with the minorities,
presents a picture of failed polarisa-
tion. If one also takes a tea garden
labourer-dominated seat of Upper
Assam like Golaghat, Mahajot-Con-
gress Party candidate Bitupon Saikia,
a sitting BJP MLA who switched sides,

reportedly bagged votes from
Assamese Hindus, tea garden work-
ers, tribes and minorities, thereby
indicating a split in the traditional
vote bank of the BJP.

Apart from such switching of
blocs, is it possible that the Mahajot
also added a good number of Bodo
votes across at least 34 constituencies
in Upper and Western Assam that had
both Hindu and Muslim candidates?
If it is swung by Hagrama Mohilary as
he claimed in his whirlwind cam-
paign, the Bodoland People’s Front
factor in the Mahajot could certainly
dent the BJP’s prospects in districts
like Tinsukia, Darrang and other parts
of Lower Assam. One can roughly cal-
culate Bodo votes in a range above
5,000 at least in 10 seats. In those
seats, if considered marginal where
swing votes determine the outcome,
the presence of Bodos as a minority
must have gone in favour of the
Mahajot.

It brings into question the larger
pattern of tribal peoples’ voting in
Assam. The contentious demand for
recognition of Scheduled Tribe status
to six communities like Maran,
Motok, Ahom, Tai, Santhal and oth-
ers, which the BJP government could
not accomplish despite their electoral
promise in 2016, must impact their
prospects in Upper Assam. Those
communities reportedly did strategic
voting this time, unlike 2016, which
indicates another rift in the BJP’s vote
bank. Pollsters have not taken into
account such politically germane fac-
tors for sure.

A look at the ground from above
often creates confusion in under-
standing the behaviour of voting
blocs. That is why pollsters have pre-
dicted a huge range, incorporating

the magic figure 64 (from 126 seats)
for both the BJP alliance and Maha-
jot, clearly reflecting stochastic uncer-
tainty. Such an uncertainty is reflect-
ed in BJP state president Ranjit Kumar
Das changing his constituency from
Sorbhog to Pathacharkuchi, where he
is facing Asom Jatiya Parishad strong-
man Pabindra Deka. The booth
return-survey cannot really predict
who will win the critical constituency,
which depends on how many votes
the Mahajot candidate can take away
from both the key contestants there.

Pollsters lacked adequate knowl-
edge of ground realities in selecting
their questions, understanding his-
toric trends and also factors that
would likely change during the elec-
tion. Such issues could come in the
way of gauging voters’ moods on the
day of polling, as most people do not
reveal their preferences and skirt
questions. In a broader sense, poll-
ster predictions and their methodolo-
gies need to be explained in a more
transparent manner so that people do
not remain in the dark about how
things might work out. As pollsters
make use of statistical techniques and
adopt a suitable method of calcula-
tion, they have to deal with unknown
X-factors. The other important thing
is one’s personal bias, which cannot
be eliminated altogether.

The advanced developments in
data science that goes towards an
accurate prediction seem to have
eluded many of the temporary hiring-
based surveyors at the ground level.
Nevertheless, the political class takes
them seriously as they have some-
thing to lose if they don’t. Interesting-
ly enough, though elections are a
game of numbers, they are not only
token but representative of a deeper
grammar of politics, much of which
remains elusive to plain and simplis-
tic empirical observation.

As part of a deeper understand-
ing of poll choices by the electorate,
one has to delve into the conflicts of
choices by various blocs and individ-
uals. The exact amount of rivalry,

competition and trade-off on the
ground is something that often denies
a precise count. Voting behaviour
based on how my perceived other is
going to behave, in the context of
Assam, assumes differently placed
social and cultural identities and their
preferences.

As the BJP had to keep its silence
on the CAA, it must make a big dif-
ference in their appeal to caste Hindu
Assamese voters. Indeed religious
minorities and caste Assamese Hin-
dus would stand on the same anti-
CAA stance and it is likely that the BJP
will not garner their votes to the
degree of 2016.

In contrast, Bengali Hindus who
looked ahead to the CAA were not
happy either as many were deemed
“D” voters and incarcerated in deten-
tion camps. People have not forgot-
ten how many died during the course
of the whole National Register of Citi-
zens exercise and also how many are
still in detention camps. The biggest
detention camp at Matia was also a
point of concern.

A large section of Bengali Hindu
voters with Assamese Hindus and
Bengali Muslims may have coalesced
into voting against the ruling party.
To stop such a slide, the BJP’s chief
election manager Himanta Biswa
Sarma tried his best by promising no
harm to Assamese Hindus or Bengali
Hindus. But his tirade against “miyas”
and immigrants also created some
amount of fear among Bengalis in
general, as Bengali Hindus and Mus-
lims are in the same predicament for
both the NRC and CAA.

Pollsters did not identify such
issues but rather went by rhetorical
claptrap. Counting such arbitrary fac-
tors to determine voting behaviour
remains the primary example of sta-
tistical mischief that can introduce an
unnatural bias in predictions.

The writer is a philosopher and an
independent political analyst based in
Shillong. This article was written before the
official counting of votes to the 2021 Assam
Legislative Assembly

Hindering better predictions
Changes in voting patterns during an election often
elude pollsters and their simplistic statistics-based
models

Questioning
exclusivity of
Mt Koubru


