VISIT OF NCM TEAM TO KARNATAKA

(MANGALORE, UDIPI & BANGALURU) 

16TH TO 18TH SEPTEMBER 2008

The Minority Commission received several complaints from various NGOs regarding atrocities on the Christian Community and attacks on their places of worship in the State of Karnataka, particularly in Mangalore, Bangaluru, and Udipi.  The Commission immediately sought a factual position from the State Government and after receiving their report on 15th September 2008, decided to urgently send a delegation to visit the affected districts to assess the ground situation.  

2.
The NCM team which visited the troubled spots in Karnataka between 16th and 18th September 2008 was headed by Shri. Mohd. Shafi Qureshi, Hon’ble Chairperson. The other members of the team were Shri Michael P. Pinto, Hon’ble Vice Chairperson (who joined the team a day later) Shri Harcharan Singh Josh, Hon’ble Member, and Shri. M. K. Khanna, Secretary.   Their itinerary included:

(i)
Visit to Mangalore (South Kanara) and Udipi and
(iii)
Visit to the state capital Bangaluru to meet officials and brief them on the findings of their visit.

17th September 2008 at Udipi

3.
At 11.00 AM, the Commission had a meeting with the DM and SSP, Udipi and also visited the New Life Prayer Hall which was damaged by the miscreants allegedly belonging to the Bajrang Dal Organization on Sunday 14th September 2008. The Pastor,                Rev. Gopinath of the New Life Prayer Hall and devotees were present in the Hall at that time. They narrated their experiences and the high-handedness of the miscreants who broke the sound instruments and the window panes of the Prayer Hall.   The Pastor also informed the Commission that the Prayer Hall is the property of the New Life Society and had been purchased in 1994.  They have been performing their prayers since then and have never faced any problem till the recent incidents of attacks on the devotees.  A loss of Rs.2 Lakhs for the damaged articles was also estimated by them. They sought the Commission’s assistance for adequate security for the prayer meetings held every Sunday.  The NCM team advised the officers of the administration to take immediate steps in this regard.  

4.
From there the Commission visited the Mother of Sorrows Church at Udipi where a meeting was held with the parish priest, Rev. Mathew Vas.   He informed the NCM team that only 15% children in their school belong to the Christian Community and the rest are from other communities.  Their effort has always been to provide good education to these children, irrespective of their community.  
5.
The management of the Church also conveyed to the NCM that a one day bandh call was given by the Christian Education Societies in Karnataka as a mark of solidarity for the victims of similar atrocities in Orissa. The Schools were closed on 29th August in the State and the bandh was organized in a peaceful manner.  However, the next day, the administration issued show-cause notices to the school management for participating in the bandh and also threatened withdrawal of their regular grants for not having taken prior permission of the Education Department of Karnataka for participating in the bandh.  

6.
The DM and SSP informed the NCM team that in all 17 persons had been arrested for violence in the district of Udipi and that they all belong to the Bajrang Dal.  Out of these, 5 persons have been given bail and the rest are still in jail till 17th Sept. '08.
17th September 2008 at Mangalore

7.
Shri Michael P. Pinto, Vice Chairperson, NCM joined the NCM team on their visit to Mangalore at 2.30 p.m. The maximum loss of human lives as well as damage to the churches took place at Mangalore.  The NCM team had a meeting with the district authorities at the Circuit House and thereafter visited various places where incidents of violence and atrocities had taken place.  First, they visited the Holy place Milgres Church where the vandals attacked the nuns.  The NCM was informed that these nuns live a reclusive life and go outside only if they are sick for which they seek the permission of the Bishop of Mangalore. The NCM team also discussed the incident which took place at the Milgras Church where the statue was damaged. The miscreants did not even spare the Adoration Monastery where the nuns were mercilessly beaten.  A  Cross had also been broken.  

8.
The nuns alleged that the police  had damaged their church and broken the statue of Isu Masih with their sticks (lathis) including the window panes as well as the Holy Belief of the Christian Community where the frame was thrown out by the miscreants.  The citizens of the city sat on peaceful dharna against this police action.  The Superintendent of the Police informed the NCM team that the people sitting on dharna threw stones on the police force. It appears that Christian boys were arrested by the police and lodged in jail for this.  

9.
Thereafter, the NCM team visited the St. Joseph School where around 200 persons were present and out of these about 25 women in the age group of 26 to 75 years showed signs of injuries on their bodies.  They alleged that it was the male police force that had beaten them up with canes and lathis in the Prayer Hall of the school.  Some school children had also been beaten and out of these, two children appeared before the Commission with head injuries.  The people present demanded action be taken against the police personnel responsible for this act.  Around twenty five youths had been arrested by the police and sent to the judicial lock up.

10.
The team visited the Parmannur Church, Ullal. Here the inhabitants again drew attention to acts of vandalism on the church and the atrocities of the police. They stated that the police had broken window panes with the butts of their guns.  They also alleged that the police fired tear gas shells inside the Church with the result that there were around eight holes in the roof of the Church.  When the women protested, they stated that they were beaten up mercilessly.  The injured women showed injuries on the various parts of their bodies.   In this Church, St. Mary's Statue on the front gate was broken by the police as alleged by the Sisters of the church.  The NCM Team members also visited the hospital to see the injured victims in Ullal.

11.
A meeting with the Bishop of Mangalore was also organized. He narrated the whole incident of the attacks on the Churches by the Bajrang Dal boys who had also brutally beaten up the innocent people at St. Father’s Muller Hospital. They also damaged the computers of the hospital where the injured persons were admitted.

18th September 2008 at Bangaluru

12.
At Bangaluru, the NCM team had a meeting at the Vidhan Sabha Conference Room with the Chief Secretary, Director General of Police, Special Home Secretary and other senior officers of the administration. The Commission was represented by Shri Mohd. Shafi Qureshi, Hon'ble Chairperson, Shri Michael P. Pinto, Hon'ble Vice Chairperson, Shri Harcharan Singh Josh, Hon'ble Member, and Shri M.K. Khanna, Secretary.  Mr. Arnold James, Member, Delhi State Minorities Commission also accompanied the NCM team to the meeting.  

13.
The NCM team had detailed discussions on the security of the Christian Community. The incident of violence and atrocities perpetrated by the male police force on the women at St. Joseph School, Kulsekhar at Mangalore was discussed. In this incident, it was reported that 25 women had been brutally beaten up by the Policemen and 23 innocent persons had been arrested, a majority of the young boys still being behind bars.  The Chief Secretary and his team were informed that the injured women had shown their injuries to the NCM team and were weeping from the humiliation that they had been made to face.  They demanded that immediate action be taken against the police officers who were involved in this incident.

14.
The NCM team also took up the matter of the responsibility of the Chairman of Bajrang Dal, Karnataka who has issued statements in the press acknowledging that he had damaged the Prayer Halls in Karnataka. The NCM desired to know why he had not been arrested so far and demanded that he be arrested immediately and serious action be taken against him as well as other persons responsible.
15.
The NCM team took up the matter of issue of notice to Christian institutions for participating in the bandh on 29th August 2008. The issue of transfer of prisoners from Mangalore Jail to Ballare Jail, 700 KM away from Mangalore, was also taken up.  The administration assured NCM that they would not transfer them and if at all there appeared to be a need to do so, they would be transferred to nearby jails under judicial lockup.    

16.
The Administration informed the Commission that so far they have arrested 201 persons out of which 83 are in the judicial lock up,  47 of these belong to the Christian Community and 36 are Bajrang Dal members.  They conveyed that 21 religious places of Christians have been attacked from 22nd August to 18th September, 2008.  

17.
Thereafter the NCM team had a meeting with the State Home Minister in his office and apprised him of the situation, which had also been discussed with the senior state officials.  The Minister assured NCM that no action would be taken against the Christian School administrations in Karnataka regarding the bandh call.  He also assured them that the miscreants who were responsible for the atrocities would be taken to task and that adequate security would be provided to the Churches and the Christian Schools in the State.

18.
At 2.30 PM, the NCM team had a meeting with various leaders of Christians Organizations who gave their memoranda and demanded adequate security and liberty of performing their religious functions.   They also demanded the arrest of those miscreants who were involved in damaging of Church Prayer Hall Buildings. They also demanded an enquiry by the Sitting Judge of the High Court.
19.
At 3.00 PM, the NCM team had a Press Conference at Balapuri State Guest House, Bangaluru where the media was given a briefing about the visit. They were apprised of the broad conclusions that the NCM team had arrived at after their visit to various trouble spots of Karnataka and their interaction with the people and State officials.
Some observations of the NCM Team.
20.
The attacks on Christians and their institutions appear to have been well planned.  Given that earlier attacks had occurred in August, 2008 the State Government had sufficient time to prepare for renewed attacks that took place on September 14, 2008.  In spite of this, such attacks had not taken place if State would have taken adequate precautions.

21.
The Commission, during the visit, frequently heard that the confrontation was a result of attempts to convert people by certain fringe groups amongst the Christians.  NCM was also told that the mob was enraged by a pamphlet denigrating Hindu Gods and Goddesses allegedly released in gatherings organized by the ‘New Life’ group.  The Commission did not get an opportunity to see the pamphlets, but it is important that the matter be probed to find out who authored, published and distributed these pamphlets. 

22.
Attempts by the Commission to ascertain the number of conversions recorded in the State in one year and particularly 100 days of present Government with no success.  Although allegations of large scale conversions were made, evidence of even a single conversion could not be found.  Instead, there is a general acknowledgement of the contribution of Christians in the fields of education, medicine and work done by their organizations for support of downtrodden people and, especially, widows and orphans.

23.
The violence in the affected districts has still not stopped completely.  Reports of further attacks on churches came even as the Commission was leaving the State.  It appears that there is a lack of actionable intelligence which can help the authorities to anticipate such events and take action to prevent them.   The social harmony in the entire State has been greatly disturbed and the Commission noted with regret the rise of communal violence in an otherwise peaceful area.  

24.
The other disconcerting point that had been noted by the Commission is the force used by the police on peaceful demonstrators and more especially on the women. Wherever the team went, they were told of beatings received by helpless people.  The damage to church and school property in police action was clear and apparent.  In addition to breaking statutes and other religious items, the Commission noticed that even the glass top of the table in the office of the Principal of St Josephs School was smashed to pieces.  The degree of force used is certainly not commensurate with the requirement of the situation.  The State Government must urgently look into the need of better training for the police so that their response to spontaneous demonstrations by groups of citizens is more nuanced.
RECOMMENDATIONS:
25.
The systematic destruction of churches, pray halls, schools and places of worship have left a deep mark on the psyche of the Christians in Mangalore and other places. Sporadic incidents still continue and the sense of insecurity is palpable.   The State Government must take strong and determined measures to control the situation and restore harmony. If this is not done immediately, the Centre should consider an appropriate response in accordance with the provisions of the Constitution.  
26.
The origin of the pamphlet that has been reported to have caused so much trouble must be probed.  It should be ascertained by whom it was written, where and by whom it was published and who was responsible for the distribution. 
27.
The State must keep a close watch on the activities of all organizations that have contributed to the break down of communal harmony in the State. Remedial action, including a ban and prosecution should be initiated. Communal harmony should be maintained at all cost.  
28.
The State Government must take steps to ensure that, after peace is restored, Mohalla Committees with representatives from all communities are established.  It is especially important that such Committees work in times of peace to ensure that lines of communication between communities are kept open.  

29.
The Government must provide financial assistance for the re-construction of all places of worship and educational institutions damaged during the violence.

30.
The State Government should pay special attention to the need to build up an effective system for collection of intelligence.  Communal incidents of this nature are usually planned in advance and can be anticipated and prevented by a good intelligence system. 
31.
There is need for some salutary steps by the State Government like conducting flag marches by the Para-military organizations and Army to warn common citizens that the Government would take action in case the clashes were not controlled.
32.       SUMMARY OF RECOMMENDATIONS OF THE NCM
· Right of Freedom of Religion:  Security for all Churches and Christian organizations in Karnataka in future.
· Right to Life:  Stringent action against miscreants as a lesson to others.

· Right to Equality: Action against male police force who have assaulted women citizens.
· Human Rights Violation:  Action against persons responsible for violation of human rights.
· Immediate Repair:  All Christian establishments damaged to be immediately repaired by the State Government.

· Enquiry Commission:  A Commission to be instituted to be headed by a sitting Judge of the High Court.
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