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t started with a mild cough. It

deteriorated on the second day

compelling me to consult my doc-

tor who prescribed a cough ex-

pectorant. On the third day , my bet-

ter half came down with cough, cold

and fever sending out warning signals.

Family and friends reached out with

Corona prescriptions , ayurvedic and

traditional concoctions to keep out

the dreaded Corona. Ofcourse, the

sanest advice was to go for a Corona

test as any sudden fall in oxygen at

odd hours may put us (59+) in great

danger.

The nagging thought that we may

be Corona positive and putting our-

selves at great risk at home was a big

psychological burden.A couple of re-

‘You’re Corona positive’

MESSAGE FOR TODAY

The capacity of humanity to deny what is right

in front of it is staggering.

–JIM BUTCHER

Guwahati Tea Auction

Centre(GTAC) has com-

pleted 50 golden years.

How do you assess the

journey of the GTAC over

the years ? 

To reach the milestone of

50 years is indeed an intrigu-

ing achievement for any or-

ganization and is a matter of

pride for all who have been

a part of that journey. So,

when GTAC completed 50

years of facilitating auction

of tea in the state of Assam,

it was a proud moment not

only for the people from the

Tea background, but for the

people of Assam as GTAC is

also known as the identity of

Assam tea and Assam Tea is

the pride of Assam.

The journey so far has been

a phenomenal one, with

GTAC growing from strength

to strength over the last 50

years. Credit must be given

to all the founder members of

the GTAC who were instru-

mental in setting up the cen-

tre despite facing numerous

difficulties and opposition

from several quarters. The

centre started with a minis-

cule quantity of 9.1 million kgs

of tea sold in the first year and

expanded to 204 million kgs

tanding for justice is bad news for the

powers that be. That is why

the arrest of the 83-year old

Jesuit Stan Swamy had to

come sometime because he

has fought for justice all his

life. But when it really came it shocked

those who know him. It had to come

because shooting the messenger of

justice is basic to every government

that only pays lip service to democra-

cy and finds a threat in the poor who

demand their right to be human. They

cannot tolerate those who support peo-

ple who demand their right to a life

with dignity which is how the Supreme

Court has interpreted Article 21 of the

Constitution on right to life. That val-

ue is a threat to the rulers who work

for the profit of a few. However, Stan’s

arrest shocked everyone because one

did not expect even the present gov-

ernment to arrest an 83-year old ail-

ing person at night and take him to

Mumbai where COVID-19 is raging.

He is only the last in a series of per-

sons to be accused of anti-national ac-

tivities for demanding justice for the

marginalised. Others have gone before

him like Gautam Navlakha the jour-

nalist who analysed situations from the

point of view of the poor, Dr Anand

Teltumbde the Ambedkarite intellec-

tual, and others who have been speak-

ing the language of the poor. They

have not been in touch with each other

but are accused of conspiracy to create

violence and overthrow the govern-

ment particularly in the Bhima Kore-

gaon case.

I have known Stan Swamy for four

decades and have worked closely with

him for more than twenty years. What

I have seen in him is total commit-

ment to the cause of the tribes, Dalits

and other marginalised communities.

Equally strong in him is his conviction

of the need for peaceful agitation for

their rights. Agitate he did and he was

present whenever these communities

struggled for their rights. He encour-

aged them but he applied the brake

S
wherever he saw the possibility of vi-

olence. I have seen him with the bond-

ed labourers who were demanding

their freedom in Tamil Nadu in the

1980s even though many of them were

bonded to the family of a powerful pol-

itician. He has taken a stand even

against the church for example on the

side of the Dalits in Villupuram in 1978

and in Thanjavur in 1990 who were

demanding caste equality and human

dignity. For the last quarter of a centu-

ry he has been with the tribal commu-

nities of Jharkhand who are displaced,

deprived of their livelihood and impov-

erished and made to pay the price in

the name of national development.

Stan felt that they were bearing the

burden for the development of anoth-

er class and for corporate profit. He

was in their midst supporting their

struggles at the same time cautioning

them against violence. So one finds it

difficult even to laugh when he is ac-

cused of encouraging violence at Bhi-

ma Koregaon.

But the attack on him had to come

because he has spent his life fighting

for the tribal cause. His latest ‘crime’

is that he had approached the Jharkhand

High Court asking for the interven-

tion of the judiciary to free hundreds

of tribals who have been arrested and

have been languishing in jail for months

for demanding that the State imple-

ment the provisions of the Fifth Sched-

ule, Forest Rights Act and other legal

provisions in favour of the tribes. It

was important to take Stan Swamy

away from Jharkhand before the court

took up the case and summoned him.

So this sick man who has been suffer-

ing from Parkinson’s disease for three

decades and many other morbidities

after it, who had cooperated fully with

NIA during fifteen hours of question-

ing, was arrested at night and taken to

Mumbai at the risk of being exposed

to COVID-19.

The Dalits of Maharashtra celebrat-

ed on 1st January, 2018 the second cen-

tenary of the victory of the Mahar Reg-

iment-led army over the dominant

caste-led Maratha army on 1st Janu-

ary 1818. That was an affront to the

ruling powers who would like to see

the tribals, Dalits and women remain

subordinate. Some anti-social ele-

ments subverted the celebrations by

organising violence at Bhima Kore-

gaon, the site of the celebration. That

became an excuse to repress people

who were sympathetic to the cause of

these and other oppressed groups.

First it was the journalist Gautam Nav-

lakha who is a strong nationalist but

his nation is  primarily the poor peo-

ple. He was arrested and accused of

being an ISI sympathiser. Dr Anand

Teltumbde, was the next target on ac-

cusation of being an urban Naxalite for

the crime of being an Ambedkarite in-

tellectual. Others followed. Stan

Swamy is only the last of them.

All of them are accused of being co-

conspirators in a plot to overthrow the

government. The fact that most of

them have never been to Bhima Ko-

regaon or that they have not been in

touch with each other is irrelevant to

the Government or its intelligence

agencies. Of importance is to punish

people who question injustice or de-

mand justice for the marginalised. It is

a crime in the country that declares all

citizens equal before the law. That Con-

stitution seems to be a threat to the

ruling powers so those who want its

provisions to be implemented have to

be punished. That has implications for

the Northeast too. Human rights have

become a red flag in this region too as

one can see from the arrest at differ-

ent times of Jiten Yumnam in Manipur,

Lachit Bordoloi and Akhil Gogoi in

Assam and others elsewhere for de-

manding that human rights be protect-

ed. The continuing existence of the

Armed Forces Special Powers Act is a

glaring example of violation of human

rights in the region.

“Base of the policy is not rote learning but learning

with understanding”. – PRAKASH JAVADEKAR, Union

Minister

“Happy that Ms. Mehbooba Mufti has been finally

released after 14 months of unjustified detention. Sad

that the Central government.....(has) not yet realized the

enormity of the abuse of law.” – P CHIDAMBARAM,

Congress leader

“Just secularism a key component of the Constitution....

Don’t need your certificate on Hindutva.” – UDDHAV

THACKERY, CM Maharashtra

“It is surprising the foundation stone laid by former

UPA government was missing from the tunnel.” –

KULDEEP SINGH RATHORE, Congress chief Himachal

Pradesh

“This is the most shameful and cowardly act.... Now

only women will have to take the responsibility of women’s

safety.” – PRIYANKA GANDHI, GS, Congress

“Strategic sector like defence and ordnance

manufacturing.... are being handed over to foreign private

enterprises. All doors and windows of India were opened

in this front.” – MANIK SARKAR, former CM, Tripura

“Combined fiscal deficit of states and the Centre during

the current fiscal may go up to 14 per cent.” – C

RANGARAJAN, former RBI Governor

“I have to say clearly that the situation is not good.” –

JAN HAMACEK, Czech Interior Minister on new Covid-

19 infections.

Walter Fernandes

Punishing the messengers of Justice

in its 50th year.

What is the present sta-

tus of the GTAC in the glo-

bal tea auction market? 

Currently the GTAC is

the largest auction centre in

the country and the 2nd larg-

est CTC auction centre in

the world.

Can you briefly explain

the functions of the GTAC

and the role of the stake-

holders?

The GTAC acts as a facili-

tator for auctioning of teas and

is also involved as arbitrators,

policy maker etc. When we

say stakeholders at GTAC,

we mean all members who

are registered at GTAC as a

seller, buyer, broker and

warehouse. However, we

have a governing body i.e. the

“Tea Auction Committee,

Guwahati” which was estab-

lished by the Govt of Assam

in 1970 involving representa-

tives from all sections of the

tea trade and government of-

ficials, which is the final au-

thority in all decisions pertain-

ing to the centre. The mem-

bers of the governing body are

changed from time to time as

per notification by the Govt

of Assam. The Chairperson of

the Governing body is always

appointed by the Govt. of As-

sam. We also have several

committees and subcommit-

tees who look into various as-

pects pertaining to the day to

day policies of the centre and

are empowered to take deci-

sions on behalf of the Govern-

ing Body.

The GTAC is the only tea

auction centre in the world

where the chairman is

nominated by the govern-

ment . All other auction

centres are run by the

stakeholders.What are the

merits and demerits of

such an arrangement? 

To this question, in my

humble experience, I have

seen only advantages of hav-

ing a chairman nominated by

the Govt of Assam. It helps

us communicate better with

the Govt and also in several

instances like during the re-

cent lockdown period, as our

chairman is nominated by the

Govt, he had taken interest

personally to ensure that the

functioning of the auction cen-

tre is affected minimally. This

is just one example of the

merits of having a Govt of

Assam nominated chairper-

son. There are several other

issues which are much easily

resolved because of having a

chairperson nominated by the

Govt of Assam.

In what ways have the

government helped the

GTAC?

The Govt of Assam has al-

ways been one of the pillars

of success for the centre as;

they have extended help to

the centre in more ways than

one. Like for example during

the VAT regime, the Govt.

had provided incentives to

members selling through

GTAC by reducing the VAT

to a larger extent vis-à-vis teas

sold ex-factory. Even when

GST was introduced, we

were given several patient

hearings and our grievances

were noted and necessary

amendments were made. We

have also received support

from the Govt. of Assam in

many other forms.

In tea producing coun-

tries like Sri Lanka and

Kenya the entire produce

is sold through tea auction

centres. Why is the prac-

tice of selling to private

parties directly allowed in

our country? 

The Tea Board may in

some point of time decide to

implement 100% auction for

tea in India, but they would

be able to do so only after

consultation with all sections

of the trade. If such a deci-

sion is arrived at by Tea

Board, we are sure the auc-

tion centres would be able to

expand their capacities as per

the requirements of the

market at that point of time.

Since tea auction price

is the barometer of the tea

industry, is this not send-

ing a misleading picture

about the industry? 

We wouldn’t say it is mis-

leading that the tea auction

price is considered the ba-

rometer of the tea industry,

however we would like to add

that if the prices of the teas

sold in private are also taken

into account, the picture would

be more accurate. It might

help if a mechanism is devel-

oped where both the auction

as well as private sale prices

are taken into account which

can then be considered as the

barometer.

Are you satisfied with

the present infrastructure

of the GTAC ? What are

your future plans?

We are always looking at

further development of GTAC

and have several plans in the

pipeline. Our Chairman is cur-

rently also considering to set

up a quality control lab within

the GTAC so that the teas sold

through the centre can be test-

ed which would increase the

confidence of buyers on the

teas sold through the centre.

This will further help the price

discovery process. As part of

recent projects is the GTAC

Tea Lounge which serves and

sells premium teas of Assam

at very reasonable prices. The

specialty of this lounge is that

all teas available here are sin-

gle origin garden fresh teas

packed by the sellers them-

selves. You will also notice

that the teas available are from

the top ranked factories of

northeast.

What is the role of the

GTAC vis-a-vis the Tea

Lounge and the Tea Park

township coming up in

Chaygaon?

As far as the GTAC Tea

Lounge is concerned, the Gov-

erning body of the Guwahati

tea Auction Centre had estab-

lished it in 2019 and formed a

committee from amongst its

members to monitor the day

to day running of the lounge.

As per decision of the Gov-

erning body, the Tea Lounge

Committee was later convert-

ed into the GTAC Tea Lounge

Trust. So now although the Tea

Lounge is an offshoot of the

GTAC, the affairs of the lounge

are managed by the trust. The

Tea Park Township coming up

at Chaygaon is a Govt. of As-

sam project being handled by

AIDC, GTAC has a minimal

role in this.

Small Tea Growers who

produce about 50 million

kgs of tea have changed the

dynamics of tea production

in the state. What has been

the impact of this develop-

ment on the GTAC?

With the increased produc-

tion of the small tea growers,

we have seen that quantum of

teas produced by bought leaf

factories have exponentially in-

creased and with the current

scenario they are a major fac-

tor in the Tea Industry. As a

result over the last several

years we have witnessed sev-

eral bought leaf factories com-

ing into the auction system to

sell their teas. Due credit should

be given to the small tea grow-

ers who have played a huge part

in increasing the production fig-

ures for the state of Assam.

cent covid related deaths in the family

added to the enveloping gloom. The

Covid toll in the office was already

going up casting a dark shadow. To test

or not to test was the Hamletian di-

lemma before us.

Enough was enough. I put my foot

down. We shall go for the test. Both

of us packed our suitcases fearing the

worst. I asked my son who drove us

to the GMCH to also undergo the

test. The brightly-lit screening cen-

tre welcomed us as we arrived late

in the evening .

There were about 10 people ahead

of us. We filled out forms. A young

girl nervously waited for the result. A

teenager who was vomiting was be-

ing brought in by his anxious parents.

Two stout looking Biharis, one on the

sickly side waited for their turn. We

were tested.

My wife’s name was called out.She

proved negative. She beamed a sigh

of relief. The young girl jumped up

with a thumbs up as she was announced

negative. The teenager proved nega-

tive bringing smiles to his parents.

“Rajesh Singh , Paresh Singh Posi-

tive”, announced  the sample examin-

er. A policeman suddenly appeared on

the scene and escorted the two Singhs

to a different enclosure. Both my son

and I waIted with growing tension. Our

names were called out

“You are negative,” he said.

I collected the negative certificate

and bowed in gratitude to the sample

examiner.
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Ground reality
Well-wishers of the Naga people desire an honourable set-

tlement to what indubitably is the most protracted bone of

contention in the history of independent India. But, realisti-

cally, given that the Naga people for over seven decades had

sacrificed greatly after Phizo’s call for sovereignty on the

eve of India’s independence, any agreement that is arrived

at with the Union Government must be acceptable to every

section of the community. Thus how far the assertion of Naga-

land Chief Minister Neiphiu Rio, that the message from the

Government of India was that there will be only “one solu-

tion” for the Naga political issue, would serve to bring about a

conclusion to this long pending problem, is moot. Rio had made

his assertion in a keynote address at a consultative meeting

with tribal hohos, civil society organizations, political parties,

prominent personalities and NGO representatives at Kohi-

ma. Such a gathering can hardly be said to represent the

entire Naga community, especially since the Opposition Con-

gress party and the Naga People’s Front boycotted the meet-

ing. Rio exhorted the gathering to not dwell on history; he

said that while it was important to respect history, the Naga

people cannot allow themselves to be tied down with history,

and have to move forward. No doubt this is sagacious advice,

but how far it will be taken remains doubtful, given the im-

passe that had developed over the Naga peace talks.

That a deadlock had been reached was made explicit by the

Naga talks interlocutor and Nagaland’s Governor R.N. Ravi,

who in August last year said that though the Centre was anx-

ious to arrive at a settlement it would in no way agree to a

separate flag and a constitution as demanded by the National

Socialist Council of Nagaland (Isak-Muivah).  Compounding

the problem was the NSCN (IM) claim that it alone had the right

to negotiate with the Centre and other stakeholders, who it

termed as “opportunists, deserters, opponents and detrac-

tors” who never fought for the Naga cause, should stay out.

The organization asserted that it represented the Naga peo-

ple, including village chiefs, civil society organizations, political

parties and the churches. Ravi had broadened the dialogue

process by including more Naga groups and signing a pream-

ble with the seven Naga National Political Groups, an undis-

guised effort to drive a wedge in Naga unity. But the ground

reality is that the NSCN (IM) still enjoys considerable clout

amongst the Nagas and, despite a section of young, educated

people of Nagaland being in tune with Rio’s call for the State to

“move forward,” no end to the issue is possible without secur-

ing its approval. Moreover, after the abrogation of Article 370

depriving Jammu and Kashmir of its special status, giving a

separate flag and a constitution to Nagaland would be contra-

dicting the Centre’s declared stand, adding to this imbroglio.

Natural gas pipeline
The pipeline right to use (RoU) sharing agreement between

NRL and GAIL is a welcome development that will benefit the

State’s fledgling industrial scenario. Under the agreement, both

the companies will share a common RoU for laying their re-

spective pipelines for a stretch of 550 Km from Purnia in Bihar

to Guwahati. The GAIL Barauni-Guwahati pipeline (BGPL)

which  is a part of the Pradhan Mantri Urja Ganga project will

feed natural gas to pipelines under the North East Gas Grid

(NEGG). NRL, as part of its mega expansion plan, is also laying

its 1,630-km Paradip-Numaligarh Crude Pipeline (PNCPL),

originating from Paradip Port, traversing the States of Odisha,

West Bengal, Jharkhand, Bihar and Assam and terminates at

its refinery at Numaligarh. The sharing of the pipeline RoU will

also help in optimization of land acquisition for pipeline laying.

The commissioning of these gas pipelines would open up new

possibilities in the State’s energy sector. Streamlining of the

natural gas would meet the growing power needs of different

industries in the region. Given that Assam is a major oil and

natural gas producing State, such essential infrastructure ought

to have been in place long back. The feasibility of gas pipelines

for domestic purposes should also be explored, as such an

arrangement stands to serve the consumer’s interest in a more

efficient manner. Effective channeling of natural gas can go a

long way in addressing the perennial power shortage of the

State. Assam in particular is largely dependent on thermal

power even as all its thermal power stations continue to func-

tion well below their installed capacity, with shortage of natural

gas being a major concern. There is an urgent need to aug-

ment the capacity of the thermal power stations and streamline

their functioning. With Assam having large reserves of crude

oil, it should explore ways and means of producing and chan-

neling more natural gas to feed its power stations which is

expected to meet the deficit of petroleum products in the North-

east besides sustaining the operations of all the refineries in

the region by augmenting their crude availability. NRL’s expan-

sion had been long overdue, given that its refinery size at 3

million MMTPA was largely sub-economic even as it was wit-

nessing a growing demand in its supply zone.

(pjbaruah_at@yahoo.com)

Different Strokes
Anecdotes full of wit and humour with

a finishing punchline having a word
count of 360 words may be sent to
differentstrokes@assamtribune.com

Courtesy: THE HINDU

Parliamentary Form of Govt Stressed

Choudhury Inaugurates Orientation Seminar
From Our Special Representative

SHILLONG, October 17: The Revenue Minister and Deputy Leader of the Assam

Congress Legislature Party, Sri Mahendra Mohan Choudhury, said here today that Indian

democracy was passing through a transition. The major political parties of the country had

splits and legislatures tended to become more and more disorderly. The grave constitu-

tional issue baffled the citizens and defection became the rule of the day.

Sri Choudhury, who was inaugurating the sixth Orientation Seminar for Legislators in

the State Central Library here this afternoon, added that he was one of those who sub-

scribed to the theory that Parliamentary system of Government had a built-in mechanism

which could adjust and attune to the requirement of the times. The essence of the theory

was that the Ministry would be responsible to the popularly elected legislature.

From THE PAST

Prasanta J Baruah
............................................................

Voices of the WEEK

Priyanuz Dutta is the  secretary of Guwahati Tea Auction

Centre since 2016. Prior to that he was involved with GTAC

as the assistant secretary. He started his career in the Tea

Industry with Williamson Tea Assam Ltd. in the gardens in the

year 2004 and continued till 2011 when he joined GTAC as

the assistant secretary

(Dr Walter Fernandes Director, North

Eastern Social Research Centre, Guwa-

hati. walter.nesrc@gmail.com)


