INDIAN COMMUNITY

Panic and
Resentment

ANIC. Anger, Resentment. These
P werethedominantemotionswith-

in the Indian community in Sri
l.anka in the wake of the jvp's anti-
Indian campaign. Never has theisland’s
Indian community felt so insecure. The
influx of Indians inte two heavily-
guarded hotels a day before the June 14
deadline set by the jvp for launch of its
anti-Indian campaign, included almost
the entire high commission stafi and
their families.

But late last week, with no major
incidents involving Indians having tak-
en place, the Indians straggled back to
their homes blaming the high commis-
sion for the inconvenicnce. Bumed
Pradeep Cheruwari, a Colombo-based
businessman who had refused to move
out of his home: “It was stupid of the
high commission. Instead of instilling
confidence into the [ndian community,
it pressed the panic button.” There are
an estimated 1,000 Indian nationals in
Colombo though only about 600 are.
registered with the high commission.

High commission officials, however,
insist they had no option. “Wejust could
not take risks with thelives of the people,
gspecially in view of the indulgent atti-

tude of the authorities to
the jve campaign. By
moving into the hotels we
were sending a message
that we knew their game-
plan,”’ explained a diplo-
mat in Colomba.

Other officials say the
move was an over-reac-
tion. The decision to move
thestaffand their families,
they say, was taken by
High Commissioner La-
khan  Lal  Mchrotra
against the advice of his
colleagues. Unlike his pre-
decessor, Mehrotra has
projected an image of
aloofness to Sri Lankans
and Indians alike. If his
predecessors: kept com-
munication channels
open, it was because they
realised thatinahotdiplo-
matic seat like Colombo,
timely information is vital
to the country's interests.




" In any case, the high commission’s
action in asking its personnel and their
families tomoveinto hotels turned outto
be a psychological victory for the ex-
tremists and helped project.a larger-
than-real image of their potential.

True, the jvb threat was alarming.
But the fact that the only stray incident
reported was of a Tamil shopkeeper.

wounded slightly by ustknown gunmen - count- for_nearly 70 ‘per

in a Colontbo suburb raised the question
of whether the jve was acmallv hehind™
the threat.

’

“Tam not certain whether it was the
Jve that issued the boycott call. But
whoever did it is playing with fire," said
anIndian businessman. Hisviewreflects
the widespread feeling in Colombo that
influential sections of the Government

cials over the phone. *

proximately Rs 130-crore worth of In-
dian goods (4.1 per cent of totalimports).
mainly vehicles, pharmaceuticals and
traditionalitemslike onions and chillies.
Now, importers of Indian 1,00d> have
stopped-opening letters of s 2’y

going to set their (the Sri Lankans’)
home right and go back, why notngw?"
Not everyone is of that opinion.’Says
Mala Selliah, a Gujarati married to a Sri
Lankan: * Solongasthe1pkris here, Tam

{) confident nothing worse

credit for fresh imports.
Even Indian pharmaceu-
tical prndnrre which ac-

cent of the island’s totel
drug imports, have disap-
peared from the market, -
“Wehavebeenrtold by the
Government nol to- sell
Indian medicines,” ad-
mitted the owneér of amed-
ical store. He said the or-
ders -were given by offi- -

Whatever its origin,
the boycott campaign has
hurt the Sinhalese too, ™
particularly the common

man, whom the jve claims
to serve. As Sri Lanka's Textiles and

Rural Industries Develapment Minister .

S. Thondaman pointsout: **Are the Sri
Lankans prepared to forgo maseor dal
and Bombay onions? What are we going
to.do with all -the Bajaj scooters and
trishaws around? Are we to burn all the

. Tata buses? Can all the womcu gw‘, up.

wearing the indian saree?’
But the threat has u,rtdluly suc-

~ ceeded in_causing panic tu[‘luug :

ranks of the Indian community wl'l'ijél

includes a large proportion of business- -

" “men. Amajority of those from the Indian

business ° community—

were orchestrating the
anti-India campaign with
. aview o pressuring India
into  withdrawing its
troops from Sri Lanka.
The tampaign itself’is
seriousenough. Shops pul
up boards announcing a
halt in trading in Indian
goods to fall in line with a
jve demand for boycott of
all Indian merchandise.
Video parlours have re-
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¥ Wh_at
appears most
" frightening is
the possible
reaction of
the Lankans
to the IPKF's
" not leaving.”

KESHAVCHANDRA RAL
executive

Tamils, Bohras, Sindhis
and Gujaralis=—have liv:
edin theisland for genera-
tions. “Our family came
from Gujarat 120 years
ago. This is our country
now. Where are we sup-
posed to go?"" asks amem-
ber of the economically
powerful and influential
Bohra community.

Says R.V.M. Keshav-
chandraRau, generalma-
nager of the Indian-man-
aged Pugoda Textile Mills:
“It is not the jvp threat
that is frightening but the
apparent reluctance of

moved popular Hindi and
Tamil film cassettes from their racks and
theatres have suspended the screening
of Tamil films. Customiers at Indian
banks have closed their accounts.

Last year, Sri Lanka imported ap- -

New Delhi to withdraw
the ke and the possible reaction of the
Sri Lankans.” Both Rau and wife Choli
teel the 1vkr should leave. Argues Rau:
“About a thousand of our soldiers have
died. Vor what? Ultimately if we are

b )
r[;m high

commission
instead of
instilling
confidence in
the Indians
pressed the
panic button.”

PRADEEP CHERUWARI
businessman

will happen to us.”’
Umesh Gautam, resi-
dent executive of Ashok.
Leyland, says his com-
panyisseriously cansider-
ing winding up opera-
. tions. The factory had
" been burnt down at the
time of the signingof the
Indo-Sri- Lanka ~actord.
The chairman of Lanka
Leyland, a joint venture,
has resigned and workers

have struck work. Most customers, bar-
ring the Government, have mncel}ed
their orders.

But there is a positive element too.
Despite the new strains in Indo-Srf
Lanka relations, a majority of Sinhalese
have been sympathetic to the plight of
the Indians and embarrassed over the
boycott campaign. R.G. Rajadhyaksha,
general manager of a joint venture firm,
Indian Humg Pipes {Colombo), says his
Sinhalese friends went out of their way
to ensure the welfare of his«family.

“Despite that vague foreboding s the

* subliminalfecling thatnow pervadesthe

Indian community in Sri Lanka. The
worst threats of the jvr have not
materialised. Butthatisnottosayitdoes
not exist. -P. JAYARAM in Colombo
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