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A people of an emerald isle, waiting with doosras

eoage Bermard Shanw visited Ceylon in

1948, skipping India alingsther. 5o

miech for the ego of the Bland's

massive neighbour: But that wes nat
all. In a letter to India's Prime Mingster Jawaharlal
Nehin, the unpredictable plaoyrwright wrote: *1
wan convinced that Ceylon is the cradle of the
I'l.lrnmrmbecmnmhﬂy Lh:rl.-lnuksun
original. All other nations are o T
produced” Anthropalogy was as B from Shaw's
‘brain as the: rzor Brom his beard. But in this
otserviion he had hit upon both a buman tnath
and a Lankan verity.

The emerald isle’s people have tradigonally
‘been seen in terms of ethmic groups. The
nd:gm'n.il:lrlhuns L, u.s,{uru'utarlce in

the demographic weight of
sectians of its p population such as given in this
latest figure (Census of B05: Sinhalese 74.0%:; Sri
Lankan Tamil 10.23; Sri Lankan Moors 9.2%;
Indizn Tamdl 4. 2% others 08% "Mooes® being a
quaint Lankan wary of describing. ala
Shakespeare and Othello, the Eland's [slamic
papulatian).
selfFdepriving for 4 naticm.

Muthiah Muralitharan is one of the 4.2% of 86
Lanka's population called Indian Tamils. *...born
in Kandy...to a Hill Country Tamil (Mabivaha
‘Tamixhar) Hindu family of tea plantation
warkers, the eldest of the four sons borm o
Lak:ilnuumlhu SlnrﬂmlunH:nhwhu s a

mmhjndnmlﬂiﬂlnﬁmlwkun(hhrﬂ
tea estates. But Murali i also the Bst-bowling
spinner of spinners whi sends the ball as onky be
does, with a menacing sneer to match, and “has
taken muore wickets in intemational cricket than
any other bowler'. You cannot get more ariginal
than that.

The Sinnusany family is part of the krge group
of agricultural Eibourers that began coming into
the iskind from the drousght-craged and poor
districts in southern Madras over a 100 year
period, from about 1810 to B30 As the
plantations and the Eland’s expaort earnings from
the phntations, especially tea, grew, the

labourers' numbers grew too. Did their incomes
and educational and health soores grow
peogortionately? N

Thesy did not. And here, the single-minded and
umrelenting work put in by another "original’
Indian Tamil leader and bead of the Ceylon
Workers' Congress, the bte 3. Thondaman, made
a difference. He was a *fast-bowler” ofhis own
kind . His ability to inspire and mobilise his
peaple gve them voice, gave them self-respect.
More than that, it maxde them feel they mattered
i persons, individuals.

And there was the Bsue of citizenship. After 10,

is a feamar
e niarator wd

diglomat who sersed
i S Lk owir Dio
spells for sin years

The dme has.
coime for

Sri Lanka's
Indian Tamils
o he
harhingers
of change

25, 50, 100} years, were they Ceylonese or Indian.

or a bit of buth? Nehru old Inda’s Parliament on

April 9, 1958, “They are or should be Gitizens of

Ceylom.” He had the moral authority to di sa,

given the Congress-led Pardiament’s record in the

mabter of affirmative action to ameliorate Indi’s
caste sysbem.

Tusay, all that is history. The Sirimavo-Shastri
Pact of 64 and the Sirimavo-Indir Gandhi Pact
of 1974 saw the translocation of a large mumber of
Inslizin Tamils to India, a procedure Nebin waoukl
have surely resisted. The repatristes are now part
of the fuctuating fartunes of India's
under-emploved, siFemployed and unemployed
wage-sexrching masses. But the stateless and
Futureless Shotion of the Indian Tamils on S
Lanla's plantations has ended. The bulk of Indin
Tamils on 5ri Lanka's plantations are now citizens
of that country, with voting rights.

More and maore of the yvoung amaong the Indian
Tamils now are seeking avermes of work outside
Ehe estabes, ke Murah's father did, with
rezconable suocess, On-estabe Ko reman,
terms of deficits in howsing, medical and
educational standards. And in ergonomic norms.
And, there are political aspirations of the: Indian
Tamils in Sri Lanka that call for remedial action as
well. These, as identified by participants ina
“Malaivaham®M) event onganised by the
Katugastota-based Institute of Socil
Developmeent incdude retention of the
proportional dectoral system, power sharing at
the central, provindal and local grernment
bevels the re-vesting of human settlements in the
plantations with the State inot the estabes) and
being recognizsd as villages o that government
schemes and services as ako lind rights can Bow
equally to the community.

Changes that are needed

But casting a forward gacee, the Indian Tamils of
£ri Lanka nenw need the following five @

changes o be made by them and for them:

First, to start being seen 2= distinct and equal
Lanlams with huge and unique profestonal
impontant, contribution to their coumtry's
economic well-being.

Secand, to have their bnd-based
climate-dependent prodession profected against
the now almost certain threat of adverse and
erratic weather conditions. This calls for urgent,
i fact, emergency mitigation strabegies not just
in the interest of phnttion kbowr bt also of the
plantations themselves, and therefore of Lanka’s
ECOIONTY.

Third, to haee their worksives, work-cycles and
work-styles readied to face the real possihility of
COVIDHS's variants and other pandemics,
especially zoomotically triggered anes, re-visiting
the plantations. It is vital o cbviste the crippling

disruption that shattered plantation aspirations
orver Ehe wirus's bwo waves by dips in expart, in
prices.

Fourih, o ensure that this sector is not lefi
vulnerable 1o palicy-related adversities such as
those that were created by the ill-conceived ban
on chemical fertilizer some months ago which hit
e esstanbens im the gut, and to made it creatively
equipped to respand to the gradual but globally
discermible change in tea tastes, away from the
current black tea pattern towards green and
berbal peas.

Fifith, and most important now, o recognise
the global opportumities, and :ql.nﬂ\-lhe
challenge that Antifichl Intelligence (Al) is
opening far the community. The oppartunities
are, among others, helping predict weather and,
wsing, dromes, help making plarting, de-weedng
anl de-indesting near perfect if not mero-defiect
operitions, and with algorithms, transform the
future of the phmtation ssctor. Authentication has
been cited as one area where Al will conder a
baen. Labels can and do misrepresent facts.
Traditional methods can fil to see adulteration
or to spot ‘spent leaf”™ in'bags of mixed tea. "0
X or 100 % Y™, muany be only K% or 20% so. Al will
tell the true from the fike. Algorithms detecting
frand, calibrating Savour thnough semsor
techimal ogy and chemomeetrics are going to
tranesform the industry. But will Al cut
emphyment on estates? Could AL in a short
space of a few months, displace hundreds of
thousands now warking on the islnd’s
hill-shopes? Will Al, in some unregulated brain
anl in some frenzy of corporabe rivalry, timper
with tea or coffee preferences and generate a
spasm of araving for something that replaces tea
anel coffiee and makes the tea bush or coffes plnt
ohjects in musewms of antiquated forest produce?
Thits is not about scence fiction, but abowut Al's
i side. E amyone in Sri Lanka or elsewhenes,
thinking of this? Are pl san babour unions?
Thesy must.

I &ri Lanka's plantation workers, ina
mesured but sudsciows meve, wens o be made
part of the creation and develspment of an Al
umiversity situated in the central highlands and
specialising in algorithms for the plantation
sector, their originality as individuals and genius
as perscms could work mot for their own so much
as for Lanka's good. The 4.2% have been.
penerators af wealth for S Lanka, themssbves
remaining in want. The time has come for them
i be harbingers of change, themselves leading -
and regulating — the change.

The author of Pygmelion was an Al drooe
buzing over the ishnd's fisture spotting not Eliza
Diookittle like ariginals who could speak a
zero-defect English but women and men spinning
their individual destinies with docsros waiting o
.
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