Visit of S. Harcharan Singh Josh

Member, National Commission for Minorities 

to London, U.K. from 8 – 14 August, 2008

I was invited by the Southwark Hindu Centre, A Charitable Unincorporated Association of London on the eve of celebration of "India’s Independence Day" on the 10th August, 2008 as the Chief Guest. The Centre had also organized a Seminar on "Role of the National Commission for Minorities for the Protection of Minority Rights in India" on this occasion.   The function was attended by Mr. Rakesh Dubey, Attaché, Indian High Commission along with Mr. Darshan Grewal, Ex-Mayor of Hounslow as well as the members of Sikh, Muslim and Christian communities.  There was a gathering of about 200 guests from the various walks of life from London.  This function lasted for three hours including a question-answer session regarding certain misinformation.  There were lots of questions regarding the Sachar Committee recommendations.   Because of the misinformation, the minority communities in London were under the impression that the Government of India wanted to appease only the Muslim Community and that is why all these concessions are being offered to them only.  I clarified that Government of India was providing various facilities/benefits as recommended by Sachar Committee under the 15-Point Programme of the Hon'ble Prime Minister of India.

I distributed some of the brochures on the 15-Point Programme of our Hon'ble Prime Minister and other literature of our Commission, which I had carried with me to apprise them about the true and fair picture on such issues.  I also explained that the NCM receives about three thousand representations from various parts of India every year. These representations are examined in the Commission and appropriate action taken thereon accordingly.  The NCM Teams also visit different States for an on the spot assessment of the situation in case of atrocities on the minority communities and holds public meetings with the Minority Community Members.  NCM also interacts with the State Government officials regarding the implementation of welfare schemes announced by the Government of India from time to time for the welfare of Minority Communities.  NCM enjoys the Status of a Statutory Body.  

The Commission got a study of four minority communities namely, the Sikhs, the Christians, the Buddhists and the Parsis.  In addition, the Commission has also undertaken a restudy on  "The Socio-Economic, Educational, Cultural, Traditional and Occupational Status"  of Sikhligar, Lubana, Banjara and Dakshini Sikh groups in India to work out appropriate schemes for upliftment of these groups and the same is under process.

During the above meeting, I mentioned that India is observing its 61st Anniversary of Independence this year.  At the outset, I remembered the great sacrifices of our countrymen during the freedom struggle that brought us this happy day when we have gathered to celebrate our Independence Day on the land of the people from whom we wrested our freedom.  And we celebrate this day on this land with great pride and with dignity and admiration of these very people.  Many young boys and girls of our country sacrificed their lives to convey the message to our former rulers that Indians cannot be subjugated by use of force or threat of violence.  On this very land, in this very city lies that last remains of Sardar Udham Singh, a great revolutionary who avenged the genocide of Jalian Wala Bagh to restore the dignity and hurt pride of Indians.  Celebration of Independence Day in this land, therefore, brings memories of those historic days when all Indians carried a dream in their eyes.  Today, that dream is a reality and Indians constitute a vibrant section of this country making vital contribution to its growth and development.  I paid tributes to our leaders who made great sacrifices for the Independence of India, i.e. Mahatma Gandhi, the Father of the Nation and S/Shri Netaji Subhash Chandra Bose, Jawaharlal Nehru, Sardar Patel, Abdul Kalam Azad etc. and particularly about the great martyrdoms, Shaheed-E- Azam Bhagat Singh, Chandra Shekhar Azad, Raj Guru, Sukhdev etc.

I also appreciated the sacrifices made by the Indians abroad putting their hard labour earning and remitting valuable foreign exchange adding to the Indian economy. The Indians settled abroad have been working for the nation of their adoption with sincerity, honesty and dedication.  The Indians who had settled in U K for the last four decades back are aware that at the time of freedom, India had to start from scratch but today India is one of the major powers in the world.   Indians had toiled hard in all fields of life, i.e. Science, Technology, IT, Medicine etc to bring their motherland at par with other super powers of the world.  There is maximum demand of ITs Engineers in the world and India is the leading country providing such as manpower to them. However, rise in population is a great hurdle in India's rapid progress. 

I quoted that in recognition of Sikhs contribution to the British Society, the then Prime Minister, Mr. Tony Blair had paid them a glowing tribute on the occasion of 2003 Baisakhi celebrations in London.  Mr. Blair said "I know that the British Sikhs have a great contribution to the economic, cultural and political life of the United Kingdom and I firmly believe that your faith and culture have brought tremendous strength and benefits to our society.  Prince Charles, the Prince of Wales praised the Sikh Community for "having served this country with great loyalty for hundreds of years adding to the rich tapestry in Britain."

 11th August 2008

A meeting was organized by the Sri Guru Singh Sabha Gurudwara, Southall on the Occasion of Tri-Centenary of Gur-ta-Gaddi of Guru Granth Sahib ji being celebrated all over world in October, 2008.  This is one of the biggest Gurudwara in the world with a capacity of around six thousand people to sit in under one roof.  Earlier, the Southall Gurudwara was under the control of radicals and now the present Management is controlled by the moderates.  In this meeting, Mr. Himmat Singh Sohi, President, Sri Guru Singh Sabha;  Dr. J.S. Garcha, Secretary, Sri Guru Singh Sabha; Mr. Virender Sharma, Member of Parliament; Mr. Darshan Grewal, Ex-Mayor Hounslow; Mr. Jagdish Sharma, Councillor;  Mr. Gopal Singh Dhillon, Councillor; Mr. Jaswant Grewal, Member of the Managing Committee;  Mr. Paramjeet Singh and Mr. Ajmer Singh Dhillon, were  present.

In addition about two dozen Members of the Municipal Council, Southall/Hounslow were also present at the meeting.  

During the meeting, some members of the Sikh Community raised the issue of the 1984 riots and rehabilitation of the affected persons. I explained about the good gesture of the Government of India.  Dr. Manmohan Singh, the Prime Minister of India announced in the Parliament on 5th August, 2005 a package of compensation of Rs. 714.76 Crores for those who were injured, lost their lives and property and paid homage to the victims of 1984. The compensation to the victims has already been distributed all over India by the respective State Governments on behalf of the Government of India. 

Some members also demanded that accused of 1984 riots should not be spared but dealt with firmly and they must be alienated boycotted socially, culturally and politically.  The ruling party should treat them as moles of society. They also demanded that Government of India should take stern action against the culprits of Sacha Sauda incident in Hissar (Haryana).

The other issue came up during the discussions was related to unauthorized immigrants in U K. They requested the NCM to intervene since they have been working very hard in that country and the Government of India could help them to obtain proper authorized documents to make their stay legal.  They have been remitting large sums to their families in India through legal channels.  The Gurudwara Committee also raised the issue of legal documents to the boys who had gone there during the last 5 years and living without any legal documents and working in the various fields.  It may also be mentioned here that the total population of Indians in U.K. is about 2 1/2 millions out of which 7.50 lakhs belong to Sikh community, i.e. approx. 30 %.

12th August, 2008

At 3 P.M., I had a meeting with the Indian High Commissioner, Mr. Shiv Shanker Mukheerjee at India House where the representatives of the Sikhs, Muslims, and Hindu Communities were also present. We discussed the basic problems faced by the Indian minority communities in UK.  Indian High Commissioner assured me that he would try to help the Indian Minority Community members in obtaining the Visa/Passport documents etc. as per the rules at the earliest.

On the same day, another meeting was organized at 5 P.M. by the Indian Muslim Federation in their Centre at East London.  The Society is in existence since 1969 there and most of the Members belong to Gujarat, Maharashtra, West Bengal and Uttar Pradesh.  Mr. Shamshuddin Agha, President of the Organization said that their objective is to protect the interests of the minorities and also to defend our Nation.   When they formed the Society, the Muslims from Bangladesh, Pakistan and other Muslim Countries approached them for the membership, but they refused and clarified that only Indian Muslims can become the members of this Society.  He also mentioned about the dual membership by the Society, i.e. Temporary and Permanent. Non Muslim can also become a Member of the Federation but without any right to vote.  He can also attend functions and other activities of the Federation.  They were also worried about the Communal riots taking place in various parts of India and recently the incidences in Indore (Madhya Pradesh).  They were anxious to know the fate of Justice Sri Krishna's Report and Bombay Riots in 1992 in which Justice Sri Krishna has mentioned about the negligence of the Police Officials and also provocative speeches of certain political leaders of reactionary parties.  They wanted to know about the action taken by the Government on the recommendations of the Justice Sri Krishna Report against the Politicians as well as Police officials.  I explained that action against the persons whose names had been mentioned in FIRs is being taken and some of them have already been arrested and cases were pending in respective Courts.  They were also anxious to know about the recommendations of the Sachar Committee for the minorities, particularly for the Muslim community.   I also explained, Government had written to the various States for providing Computer Education in the Madrasas alongside religious education to those students who want to opt for the same for their future career.

About the Gujarat, Godhra Victims, I explained that the Government has taken the initiative in this regard and paid Rs. 3,50,000/- to the kith and kin of the victims who lost their lives.  The Commission has taken up the issue of providing basic facilities in the Camps where they have been put up after the riots.  It has also taken up the matter of Medical, Electricity, proper drainage and education to the inhabitants of Camps as well as pensions to the Widows living in these Camps.  The Commission has requested the Gujarat Government for providing security to victims for shifting to their respective places with the sense of security so that they can have lively-hood.

The Government has selected 90 Minority Concentrated Districts which have been identified by Planning Commission throughout the Country where the minority communities are lagging behind in competition for jobs/services, education etc. to bring them also in the main stream with other communities. 

13th August 2008

A meeting was organized at 10.30 A.M. by Sri Guru Singh Sabha Southall in a School premises.  This Gurudwara is also running a School known as Khalsa Vidyalaya Primary School at a new place on a 7 ½ Acres land purchased from the open market and permission has been obtained from the Mayor of London and the Education Department.  The Government of U K. has also sanctioned a grant of 8.5 million pounds to this School for the education of Indians.   This function was attended by 500 children between the age of 5 to 10 years and their parents in addition to officials of the British Army, Major Gen. Kubit, Mr. H.S. Sohi, President, Southall Gurudwara.  Maj. Gen Cubit CBE and Colonel Paul Meldon supported their message to the Sikh youths and also voiced their support to the establishment of the First British Army Sikh Cadet Detachment in the U K located at Norwood Hall.  This is a fantastic achievement by the Gurudwara Committee. During my speech, I also mentioned that the Sikh Soldiers have played a dominant role during 1st & 2nd World Wars and fought along side British forces against the Germans in these wars.

On the same day, another meeting was arranged at 4.30 P.M. by the Indian Community, by Shri Umrao Singh Atwal, prominent social activist at Kingsway Hotel, Hounslow regarding the problems faced by the Indian Community and also to know about the Commission's activities for the welfare of minority communities, particularly the Sikhs.  This meeting was attended by S/Shri Darshan Grewal, Ex-Mayor, Jagdish Sharma, Councillor, Gopal Singh Dhillon, Councillor, Ajmer Councillor, Paramjeet Singh, Jaswant Grewal, Mahinder Singh Gill, Pritam Singh Councillor, Sh. Balwant Kapoor, President and Freedom Fighter, Indian Oversees Congress, Sukhdev Singh, Aatamdeep Singh, Pappu Singh, H.S. Padda and Harinder Singh Tapia etc.  About hundred persons from various walks of life namely Doctors, Advocates, Journalists, Businessmen etc. were also present.

Recommendations :-

1.
Some of the migrants lost their balance of mind after the blue star operation and 1984 riots in India and joined the extremist groups and terrorist camps where they were exploited/used against the Indian Government through misinformation about the developments in India.  Now they have realized their fault and want to come back to India in the main stream.  The Government of India had put their names in the blacklist and they are unable to get Indian Visa/Passports.  During the discussion, it was desired that if their antecedents are good and they are not involved in any anti-national activities, their cases should be reviewed favorably on individual basis.

2.
They demanded that those accused of 1984 riots should not be spared but dealt with firmly, they must be Boycotted Socially, Culturally and Politically.  The Ruling Party should treat them as out-casts of society.

3.
It should emphasized by the Indian Embassies to have a closer relationship with Sikhs settled in UK, Canada, USA, Australia, Germany, France and other European countries where their population is in formidable numbers. The Indian Embassies in these countries can play a very important role to rope the Sikh Community members who are well knitted in the Europe and elsewhere.  I was told that eight Sikh Members have been elected in the Parliament of Canada.

4.
In 1995, Dr. Manmohan Singh, the then Finance Minister of India waived a loan of Rs. 25 lakhs taken by the Southall Gurudwara from the Bank of Baroda.  This created a good impact in the minds of Sikh Community that Government of India is their friend and not the enemy.  Our High Commissioner should also propagate about true and factual picture of the Government of India and its secular credentials.

5.
There was a strong demand by the Muslim community for the implementation of Justice Sri Krishan Report regarding the arrest of persons responsible Policemen/ Politicians for the Bombay Riots. 1992. 

6.
Muslim community also demanded for the resettlement of the Godhra riot victims (Gujarat) from camps to their original place of living and providing them adequate security and confidence.
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