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BANGKOK: Deadly clashes last week in southern India,
and farmers’ protests in the west against a refinery and a
bullet train, highlight the increasingly fraught disputes over
land and environment in the country’s most industrialized
states. Police opened fire Tuesday on protesters seeking to
shut down a copper smelter run by Vedanta Resources in
the southern port city of Thoothukudi, killing 10. Three
more persons have since died.

Residents and activists had for years demanded the
plant be shut down, saying its emissions were polluting the
air, water and soil, affecting people’s health and liveli-
hoods. Vedanta denied the allegations, and said in a state-
ment that it had complied with “all the necessary regula-
tions”. On Thursday, officials in Tamil Nadu state, where
Thoothukudi is located, ordered the plant to be shut down.
“This government...respects the sentiments of the people
(and) is taking steps legally to close down the unit,” chief
minister Edappadi K Palaniswami told reporters.

The protests are among several in India’s wealthiest
states, where villagers are
increasingly taking to the
streets against industry-
friendly policies they say are
taking away their land and
livelihoods. Across the country,
such conflicts have increased,
activists say, as land is sought
for industrial use in one of the
world’s fastest growing major
economies. A 2013 law was
meant to protect the rights of
farmers and villagers, ensuring
consensus over land acquisi-
tions, rehabilitation for those displaced, and adequate
compensation. It also requires environment and social
impact assessments.

But several states have diluted these provisions to
speed up acquisitions for developments they say gen-
erate jobs and wealth . In  the rush to lure more
investors, officials often clear projects too quickly and
overlook violations, analysts say. “The more developed
states have a reputation for being more business
friendly, so they receive more applications for setting
up industry, and they clear them faster,” said Aseem
Shrivastava, a development economist. “They tend to
have a lighter touch with violations to keep investments

coming,” he told the Thomson Reuters Foundation.

Blind eye
Tamil Nadu, among the most industrialized states in the

country, is dogged by reports of child labor and abuse of
tens of thousands of women workers in its multi-billion
dollar textile industry. At the same time, policies that favor
industry have driven hundreds of desperate farmers in the
state to take their own lives, activists say. “Laws to protect
people only exist on paper,” said Geetha Narayanan, an
activist in Chennai, the capital of Tamil Nadu state where
the deadly protests against the smelter took place.

“In Thoothukudi, people have been protesting for 20
years, and going to court to say public consultations were
not held, that environmental impact assessments were not
done. Yet the government turned a blind eye until lives
were lost,” she said. In the western states of Gujarat and
Maharashtra, farmers have taken to the streets to protest
land acquisitions for a bullet train, as well as a $44-billion

refinery and petrochemical
project. The $17-billion-dollar
high-speed rail link to connect
financial hub Mumbai and
Ahmedabad, has sparked a
debate on the definition of
“public purpose”, or the state’s
legal right to take private
property for public use.

Officials say the train, being
built with Japanese coopera-
tion, will cut travel time
between the two cities by
more than half, to under three

hours, helping businesses, and generating more jobs in the
areas serviced by the line. Farmers stand to lose 850
hectares of land, and have not given their consent as
required, said Sagar Rabari, a leader with farmers’ group
Gujarat Khedut Samaj. “This is fertile land that is the only
means of livelihood for thousands,” Rabari said by phone.
“If we lose this land, how will we live?” Calls to the
National High Speed Rail Corporation seeking comment
were not returned.

Hold accountable
Gujarat and Maharashtra states account for more than a

tenth of the nearly 600 ongoing land disputes in the coun-

try, according to data from research firm Land Conflict
Watch. Along with Tamil Nadu, they are among India’s
most industrialised states, with wealthier and better edu-
cated populations - factors that contribute to a greater
number of conflicts, said Shrivastava. “While the states are
wealthier, the urban-rural divide is wider, which is leading
to more dissatisfaction among villagers,” he said.

“But because literacy levels are higher, people are more
aware of their rights, follow the government’s moves more
closely, and are better able to organize and protest. So
we’re going to see more, and more violent conflicts,” he
said. In Maharashtra, thousands of farmers are also refus-
ing to surrender land for a proposed refinery of a consor-
tium of Indian firms with Saudi Aramco, the world’s top oil
producer.

The earmarked region along India’s west coast is famed
for its juicy Alphonso mangoes and lush cashew planta-

tions. The state government has failed to secure even one
acre of the roughly 15,000 acres needed, state industry
minister Subhash Desai told Reuters. Some of those farm-
ers joined thousands of others in a 180-km march to
Mumbai recently, demanding that the government recog-
nize their rights over forests and stop the forced acquisi-
tion land for industrial projects.

Other farmers in Gujarat had reason to celebrate this
week, as the US Supreme Court agreed to hear their law-
suit against a World Bank agency, which financed a power
plant they blame for damaging the environment and their
livelihoods. “The government says development is good.
But the fact that industries contribute to the economy does
not preclude them from following the law,” said Ritwick
Dutta, an environmental lawyer who has taken Vedanta
and other large corporations to court. “People’s lives are at
stake,” he said. — Reuters 
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Several states have diluted provisions to speed up acquisitions

CHENNAI: Indian protesters hold placards and shout slogans during a demonstration against the killings of pro-
testers in Tuticorin on May 24, 2018. — AFP 

News in brief

Migrants flee from captors 

TRIPOLI: More than 100 East African migrants
escaped from smugglers holding them captive near the
Libyan town of Bani Walid earlier this week, with some
of them wounded and reportedly killed in the process,
a local source and humanitarian workers said. The local
source in Bani Walid and Doctors Without Borders
(MSF) said the migrants were shot at as they tried to
flee. Survivors told MSF that at least 15 people were
killed and up to 40, mostly women, had been left
behind. MSF said in a statement it had treated 25 of the
migrants at Bani Walid hospital, and that some had
severe gunshot wounds and multiple fractures. The
migrants, numbering about 140 and of Eritrean,
Ethiopian and Somali nationality, had been held by
“notorious trafficker Mousa Diab”, according to a sep-
arate statement by the UN migration and refugee
agencies. They were mainly teenagers seeking asylum
in Europe, and reported being held by traffickers who
had sold them multiple times around Bani Walid and the
nearby town of Nesma, MSF said. — Reuters 

48 killed in Uganda road crash

KAMPALA: At least 48 people including 16 children
died in northern Uganda when a bus hit a tractor driv-
ing with no lights at night and then a truck, the Red
Cross said yesterday. “Evacuation teams are working
tirelessly to rescue the injured”, said Ugandan police
spokeswoman Emilian Kayima, adding that all three
drivers had died. “The death toll is now at 48 including
16 children,” Red Cross spokeswoman Irene Nakasiita
told AFP. The accident happened on Friday night in
Kiryandongo, about 220 km north of the capital
Kampala. The bus collided first with the tractor before
hitting a truck transporting beer. Local media said the
death toll exceeded 30. Uganda has one of the worst
records for road safety, due to the poor condition of
vehicles and roads as well as dangerous driving. More
than 9,500 people died in a road accident in the coun-
try between 2015 and 2017, according to figures from
the transport ministry, with the situation worsening
each year. — AFP 

Govt turned a 
blind eye until 
lives were lost

MANILA: From Manila’s iconic jeepneys
to Kuala Lumpur’s motorbike taxis,
Southeast Asian capitals are on a drive to
clean their streets of vehicles that cause
pollution and traffic jams, while experts
defend the vital role they play in cities
without adequate public transit. The
Philippines this year began rolling out
electric vans, which officials say will
replace jeepneys older than 15 years with
safer, more environment-friendly vehicles
by 2020. But operators and drivers of the
270,000 jeepneys that ply the country’s
choked roads are resisting the plan, saying
the strict conditions and high cost of the
new vehicles will push them out of busi-
ness and raise prices for commuters.

“It will definitely send transport workers
and their families into poverty and danger-
ous desperation,” said Daisy Arago, execu-
tive director of the Center for Trade Union
and Human Rights in Manila.
“Modernization is acceptable only when
rights and welfare are at the center of the
program, she said, adding that privatizing
operations may increase fares and hurt
poorer residents. Jeepneys, known endear-
ingly as “Kings of the Road”, have for
decades been the cheapest option in a
country where millions struggle with inad-
equate public transport.

Cobbled together initially from surplus
army jeeps left behind by the U.S military
after World War Two, jeepneys have
evolved into cultural icons, brightly painted
and decorated with religious symbols,
pithy slogans and luxury logos. At a cost of
8 pesos ($0.15) for 4 km in Manila, even
the city’s poorest residents can afford
them. Manila aims to phase out about two-

thirds of jeepneys. But the government
denies it is unfairly targeting drivers and
operators.

“We assure Filipino jeepney drivers that
this initiative of the government to improve
our public transport sector will not put
them out of business,” presidential
spokesman Harry Roque said in a state-
ment. “In fact, the program aims to
strengthen and guarantee the profitability
of the jeepney business,” he said.

‘Disastrous’
In Metro Manila, one of the world’s

most densely populated urban areas with
nearly 13 million people, jeepneys are the
preferred transport option, ferrying mil-
lions of commuters every day. Each vehicle
packs in 15 to 20 people, who sit knee-to-
knee on twin benches without seatbelts or
air-conditioning. Drivers are known to
speed, stopping randomly to pick up and
let off passengers. They make between 200
and 400 pesos a day, and pay a portion of
their earnings to the owner.

Most vehicles run on heavily-polluting
diesel, which is the main reason they must
be replaced, according to officials. The
government also wants to set new routes
with fixed drop-off and pick-up points,
and consolidate vehicle ownership, which
officials say will streamline operations and
improve earnings. But drivers say the new
vehicles, priced at about 1.8 million pesos
($34,000), are too expensive, and that the
government subsidy of 80,000 pesos is
inadequate.

Anyone who wants to buy a franchise
must have a market capitalization of at least
7 million pesos and a fleet of 20 units,
which would bar thousands of small and
independent operators who now make a
living from jeepneys, Arago said. “Providing
efficient and affordable public transporta-
tion services is a principal obligation of the
state to its citizens,” she said. “Handing
public transportation services over to pri-
vate corporations would be disastrous to
public interests, particularly commuters and

wage earners,” she added. The government
will offer subsidized loans to help buy new
vehicles, according to Roque.

Priority lanes
Elsewhere in the region, motorcycle

taxis - the fastest way to get around grid-
locked streets - face an uncertain future, as
do all motorbikes in some cities, even as
car sales boom. Kuala Lumpur last year
banned motorcycle taxi services due to
safety concerns. In Bangkok, drivers face
increasing restrictions from the military
government including on parking on side-
walks, said Chaloem Changtongmadun,
president of the motorcycle taxi associa-
tion, which has long sought designated
parking zones.

City officials have said that motorbike
taxis clutter sidewalks and cause accidents
with their rash driving. Thailand’s road
death rate is the highest in the world apart
from war-ravaged Libya, according to a
2015 World Health Organization report.

Meanwhile, Indonesia’s Supreme Court
earlier this year lifted a ban on motorcycles
on Jakarta’s main thoroughfares, following
a petition by a motorcycle taxi driver who
argued that it was discriminatory. Hanoi
has vowed to ban all motorcycles by 2030
to unclog its streets and reduce emissions.

These moves are misguided when pub-
lic transport systems in the region are still
inadequate, said Rene Santiago, at the
Transportation Science Society of the
Philippines. “Instead of posing hurdles,
governments should work with operators
and help them become more efficient to
solve urban transit problems,” he told the
Thomson Reuters Foundation. In Manila,
priority lanes for jeepneys, passenger
shelters and digital booking systems simi-
lar to ride-hailing apps can help relieve
congestion while also serving drivers and
commuters, he said. “They are seen as a
traffic hazard, but really, we must
acknowledge they play a very vital role in
urban transit.” — Reuters 

Cheap rides at 
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MANILA: Jeepneys are seen in this March 15, 2018 photo. — Reuters 

PAHOA, Hawaii: A tide of molten rock turned
a Hawaii street into a volcanic wasteland on
Friday as the number of homes destroyed by
the erupting Kilauea volcano soared and
authorities told residents to flee a surge of
lava heading towards them. The destructive
fury of the erupting Kilauea volcano was
unleashed on the Big Island’s Leilani Estates
housing development, with the number of
homes and other structures destroyed leap-
ing to 82 from a previous count of 50,
according to the Federal Emergency
Management Agency. 

Some 2,200 acres of land have been torched
by lava since May 3, in what is likely to be the

most destructive eruption of Kilauea in more
than a century, according to the County of
Hawaii. “There were eight houses taken on this
road in 12 hours,” Ikaika Marzo said in a
Facebook video as he stood on Kaupuli street
and showed a black, glass-like lava field where
his cousin’s house previously stood.

Magma spewed from 30-m-high cinder
cones and formed elevated ponds of molten
rock that were expected to soon overflow
and stream into the next rows of homes -
Kahukai Street and Mohala Street.
Firefighters went door to door evacuating
residents before the lava arrived. “It’s this
tide of lava that rises up and overflows itself
on the edges and keeps rising and progress-
ing forward,” US Geological Survey geolo-
gist Wendy Stovall told journalists on a con-
ference call.

Around 37 structures are already “lava
locked”, meaning homes are inaccessible,
and people who do not evacuate may be
trapped by lava f lows. “Any residents
remaining in the current affected areas

should evacuate now,” Hawaii County Civil
Defense said in an alert. Magma is draining
underground from a sinking lava lake at
Kilauea’s 4,091-foot (1,247-m) summit
before flowing around 40 km east and
bursting from giant cracks, with two flows
reaching the ocean just over 5 km distant.

Stovall declined to comment on lava vol-
ume being emitted. Marzo said he was told
by a USGS geologist there was much more to
come from Kilauea. “What has been coming
out is just a small fraction of what was in the
volcano,” he said. Though lava destruction
from the volcano is confined to a roughly 26-
sq-km area, the eruption is hurting the
island’s tourist-driven economy as potential
visitors fear ashfall or volcanic smog belching
from Kilauea’s summit. Visitor numbers to the
Connecticut-sized island so far in 2018 are
“trending a little bit lower” than 2017, with
the cancellation of some port visits by cruise
ships expected to have a $3 million impact,
Ross Birch, head of the island’s tourism board
said on a conference call. — Reuters 

Hawaii street 
swallowed 
by ‘lava tide’ 

PAHOA: Community members watch as a home is destroyed by lava from a Kilauea
volcano fissure in Leilani Estates on Hawaiiís Big Island on Friday. — AFP 


