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have the producers. Opium Irade has reached
hitherto unknown dimensions with the entry of
brokers and peddlers. Most of the youth and
even many overnment employees have smoked
away their health and wealth. Today the situa-
tion has worsened with students of schools and
colleges falling into the deadly trap and becom-
ing addicts.

Poppy plants are cultivaled in small fields in
the bright sunny plains and valleys. Itisa beau-
tiful rare sightwhen the flowers are in full bloom
over the blue lit mountains; the flower is very
beautiful and ranges in colour from white lo
purple with shades of red and orange being the
mostcommen, However, the beauty of this plant
belies its danger as it can rob you of your heaith
and wealth. This illicit cultivation of opium
which is widespread also portends ill for the
people at the receiving end. A person addicted
to opium will go to any lengths to procure it. He
will commit theft, robbery or murder to acquire
money to buy opium or related drugs.

EFFECTS AND ADDICTIVE NATURE

Opium comes from the poppy plant known
botanically as Papaver somniferum. This plant
is a dicotyledon lits seeds contain lwo seed
leaves), belonging to the family Papaveraceae,
This family is actually a cousin of the family
Cruciferae 1o which the familiar cabbage be-
longs. The word papaver is a Greek word mean-
ing ‘poppy’. Somniferum is a Lalin word mean-
ing 'l bring sleep’. Since opium induces sleep,
ils name is quite apt.

Opium and its various constituents exert ef-
fects upon the body ranging from analgesia, or
insensitivity to pain, narcosis, or depressed
physiological activity leading to stupor. Opium
users describe experiencing a feeling of calm and
wellbeing. Opium addicts in otherwise good
physical and mental health whose drug needs
are mel are thought to experience no debilitat-
ing physiological effects from their addiclion,
although there is some evidence that the im-
mune funclion is compromised. However, their
preoccupation with the drug and ils acquisition
can lead to malnutrition and general poor self-
care and an increased risk of disease.

ON THE INDIVIDUAL

As the sun sets over the blue
hills, people of all ages espe-
clally those residing in the re-
motestvillages of these districls
assemble with their dear and
near ones al their home lo pre-
pare for an opium session with
friends at their house er in their
friend's home. Assicts say thal
il gives rise lo a feeling of
wellbeing. In small doses, say
of about 50 mg, It gives rise to

pleasant sensations; however,
A man with his

in large doses itinduces sleep. , © "o L,
Still iarge# doses. say zbout 2 for smoking opinm.

§m, are liable to kill a person.
The innocent tribal people
along with friends unaware of
the ill effect of this substance
spend long hours of the eve-
nings In an ecslatic stale draw-
ing from their favorile opium.

Most of the innocent Iribal
villagers are aware that opium
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passes through the port right under
the nose of the police and the
customs officials.

This scribe questioned the
policeman and the custom officials
who check and give the go ahead
for the truck to proceed towands
Bangladesh; as to why the trucks
were allowed entry in spite of the
fact that the trucks carried coal
weighing more than the 9 tons limit
specified h)‘ lh: Cmn rl'dcr T‘B

lhm \fi:lmd th: oﬁ‘lce o\f the Inland
Custom Station of the Indian

Custom Office in Dawki and met Mr.

B. Nongbri, Custom Dfficer whois

in charge because the Superinten-
dent Mr. MK, Brahma is out of
station. Replying 1o the question
about the trucks violating the Court
order, Mr. Nongbri clarified that the
duty of the custom office is 10
facilitate trade through the port and
also 1o ensure that contraband is
not illegally smuggled into India.
When asked if he is aware of the

The trucks transporting minerals
from this port particularly coal, not

The papers from the Meghalaya Di-
rectorate of Mineral Resources in-
cluding the receipt from the
weighbridge shows that the truck
carries a shipment of 9 tons only

Though the permissahle load
per trick i 9 tovs, exporters
chaose fa fgnore thiy onder of
the Supreme Conrt of India.

only violate the Court order but the
trade has also brought o huge loss
to the country in the form of foreign
exchange. The ¢custom officer Mr. B,
Nonghe also said that India is
selling coal w Bangladesh at the
rute of 50 USS per ton and the
average number of truck passing
through the Tamabil part is 450
trucks per day. The point 1o be
noted here is that only 9 tons of
coal per truck is legally exported to
Bangladesh with proper documents
and now the question “What
happens to the amount of coal
which does not appear in paper?”
arises. The truck driver Leaderwell
Dkhar disclosed that the real weigh
his truck carries is 16 tons and only
9 tons appeared in the expon
document. What happened to the
excess 7 tons which did not appear
in paper? Where hiss this coal
disappeared? If one 18 1o use 4
simple calculation o estimae the
loss in foreign exchange from this
illegal uct, it will accrue to the une
of 157500 US$ (one hundred fifty

seven and five hundred dollars) per
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The northeast is slowly becoming the drug
addict’s paradise; seen here are two images
of which we should all be alarmed of:
Alcoholism and drug abuse become a social
problem evervday as more and more younger
peaple get *hooked' into this every day,

Left - {Alchohnd addiciian photograpl - Edw)

Below - (D Pltograph - Avinan Zhenlkeyev)
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which come by way of regulating free enterprise and preventing
fair competition. Economics is essentially the science that studies
supply and demand. We are told ad nauseam that when the demand
exceeds supply. there is always the danger of inflation. For many,
huwcm.inl!ﬂimisstumtyﬂ:erisingmoﬂim;fwlhem
it means dipping further down the poverty index; not the Montek
Singh Ahluwalia paverty benchmark of Rs. 32 a day, but real, stark
paverty as expenienced by nearly 70% of India’s poor living in sub-
human conditions without even a roof aver their heads.

Rent secking m many ways is economic nonsense because
there is no public asset creation in this type of economy. Only when
assets are crealed. can the economy revolve seamlessly 1o generste
more wealth. In a rent seeking economy, the state resources are
expended w0 ennich a few people who control political power. Since
no new wealth is created in this process, rent-seeking reduces
the sum of social wealth as well. Economists consider political
lobbying ss the prime activity in a rent-seeking economy. Hence
when a governmenl wanis roads o be made, bridges and building
10 be constructed and water o be supplied o citizens, it pretends o
call for tenders. But underhand deals have already been struck with
contractors who pay money to win the bid/coniract. Invariably fair
competition is eliminated and what we have are sub-standard roads
and water supply systems that go kaput after two years.

The ultimate losers in a rental economy are the public who
depend on public services which are supposed to be provided by
the government of the day. This is a great social loss. Economists
like Gordon Tullock and Anne Kreuger distinguish profit seeking
from rent-secking. Profit secking is a natural corollary of all
economic activities and helps add to wealth and asset creation but
rent-seeking is debilitating because it goes against the very grain
of good husiness practice in economics. It is the use of stale power
to distribute wealth between different groups of individuals who
are close to the power centres. It results in money finding its way
into the wrong hands and very often transactions happening only
on paper. For instance, there are many roads and bridges which
have been constructed on paper in this region. But when a physical
inspection is carried out, those roads and bridges are non-existent,

The reason why we have audits and accounting systems i
1o ensure thal rent-seeking does not become overwhelmingly
predominant and tum our states into the category of failed states.
But these systems have their limitations. They are not punitive
in nature. Year after vear, the Comptroller and Auditor General
(CAG), points out to blatant acts of corruption that are intrinsically

OPINION

linked o the rental economy. The legislature is supposed to use
these: findings and to probe further into the iregularities so that
the government is held accountable. Unforiunately the opposition
parties in every state have today become just governmentsin-
waiting s they do not have the moral stamina fo hold the executive
responsible. This only seeks to reinforce rent-secking and the
destruction of the public economy.

In the North East rent-secking has resubied in stalling of people
~friendly policies such s the Mining Policy in Meghalayn, a sound
Environmental Policy vis-d-vis puwer generation in Assany; a Policy
on Water Resources in the entire North East; the building bye-laws
etc. All these policies are stalled to provide undue advantages to the
business lobby which pays politicians to sing their tune. Most of the
ecomomic regulations or tarifFs are often pushed by vested interests
in collsboration with government agencies particularly when the
government agency must rely on the firms for knowledge about the
market. Rent-seeking gives bureaucrats the opportunity o solicit
bribes while spplying their discretionary authority for awarding
contracts or other benefits to clients. Officials of the taxation
department often exempt legitimate taxes far some remuncration.
Soeven while the exchequer loses, the individuals in the system gain
personal wealth and clout. Mancur Olson studied the
of rent seeking in his book, “The Rise and Decline of Nations™, He
says, gs & country becomes increasingly dominated by organized
interest groups, it loses economic vitality and falls into decline.
Olson argued that countries that have seen the collapse of a political
regime and the interest groups that have entrenched themselves
around it can radically improve productivity and increase national
income when another regime comes in because they start with a
clean slate in the afiermath of the collapse. An example of this is
Jupan afler World War Two. But new coalitions form over time,
once again shackling socicty in order to redistribute wealth and
income to themselves.

Rent-seeking stunts economic growth, It hinders productivity
and innovation which acually drives economic growth. Bul are the
seven stales listening? Are they accountzble for the thousand of
crores pumped into the region vide the various Five Year Plans?
Why are people lethargic at seeking accountability? A rent-seeking
cconomy has a definite shelf life. What happens when that false-
botiomed economy collapse complelely?

(The author is Edivor. The Shillong Times and Member:
National Securiry Advisory Board)
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columnist, he was summoned to the
Laitumkhrah police station on an FIR filed
by some supporters of Mining Minister
BM Lanong. The five complainants, all
belonging 1o the United Democratic Party
(UDP) a coalition partner in the MUA
Government (and the party Lanong was
elected from) said that their MLA and
senior party leader has been publicly
defamed on account of the article, They
asked the police to file “appropriate cases
under relevant sections of the Press Council
Act, Now the FIR is bad in law in that it
has no legs to stand on. A defamation case
can only be filed by an aggrieved party, not
by anyone else on his‘her behalf And why
would the police take un the task of writing
to the Press Council of India on behalf of
the complainants? The FIR should not
have been registered in the first place since
the complaint was non-cognisable. At best
it is a civil suit under the IPC but only if
filed by the person who claims to have
been defamed.

Mohmmen was detained at the police
station for over two hours and asked to
sign a bail bond failing which he was

told he would be amested. When senior
media persons contacted senior police
officials and briefed them on this case they
realised they had blundered and released
Mohrmen afler taking a statement from
him. But this is a just a flavour of the kind
of pressures that journalists in Meghalaya
are working in. Last year | was summoned
by the Privileges Committee on several
occasions on grounds that were not
tenable and did not amount to the breach
of privileges of the MLAs. They included
a letter to the editor writien by a former
IAS officer who is currently an activisi.
The general tendency of politicians here
has been to gag public opinion because
they can’t accept the truth of their actions
being exposed.

In the case of Mohmen the
complainants even gol a copy of the
‘Cabinet Memo' showing the date when
the Mining Policy was discussed in the
cabinet and later shelved. They wanted to
prove to the world that the Mining Minister
had indeed brought the matter 10 cabinet,
Bul they never informed anyone how they
got hold of documents that are sctually

OPINION

within the realm of “official documents™
which still fall under the purview of the
Official Secrets Act. If at all anyone was
to get a copy of the Cabinet Memo they
would have had to apply it through RTL
Evidently this means that an imporiant
document of the govemment had leaked
out and that someone from the cabinet had
breached that privilege. The Meghalaya
Right to Information Movement (MRTIM)
jumped into the issue and condemned the
atlempt 10 suppress press freedom and
filed an RTI on how the ‘cabinet memo’
2ot into the hands of ank outsiders.

The case has now entered an
interesting phase. It shows how powerful
the mining lobby is and how political
parties and their supporiers dance (o the
tune of this lobby. We are yet to hear the
last on this cese. But the Shillong Press
Club has remained united in the need 1o
uphold press freedom at all costs and not
10 allow this freedom 1o be rampled upon
by the encmies of democracy.

(The writer is Editor, The Shillong
Times and can be comacted at patricial 7@
rediffmail com)
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