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Civil society under siege, in India

frese civic space regulated under

constitatiomally guaranteed prindples

is the essence of democracy. Indiais

lucky to have an umsually diverse and
wibrant civil society. However, comstitutional
freedoms are themsebves under siege. It will be
impartant to recognise and protect these
freedoms by social and palitical forces who
repase their Exth in the constinution.

The ant-communal and progressive civic
space is under the most serious attack by the
state. This is also the section of society that will
umite against Hinc nationali=m under any party
that offers the prospect of secularism, interpreped
assarva dharma sema Beava (equal respect forall
religions), and citien well-besing with economic
growth.

The scale of attack

We excplored the mnge of instrements deployed
by the state to limit the chic space af 15
organisations, small and big, relying on domestic
and foreign donations. These organisations
include the well-known ones that hune been
attacked such as Amnesty International, the
Centre for Equity Studies, Citizens for Justice and
Peace, Lawyers Collective, Centre for Promaotion
of Social Concerns and Act Now for Harmoey and
Democracy (ANHAL]), among significant others,
whowill remain urmamed.

The organisations we stodied were viewed as
being either neutral, moderate, or strong

regarding their views on minerity rights, Dalit
righis, Adivas (trbal rights and equity
promotion.

Our Endings suggest that arganisations that
were actively fighting against communalism were
the most significantly under attack. We coded the
attacks on a scale where a high leved of attack has
oant of funsds but akeo whose baders have either
been sent to prison or have charges that cin
potentially incarcerate them. These would
include organisations such as Citizens for Justice
and Peace (C]F, Amnesty India, Oxfam, Centre
fior Eqquity Studies and Lawyers Collective.

Boderately attacked instinutions are those
because of multiple attacks by the state. These

izations hove almost come to a grinding
halt. They inclhude the Centre for Palicy Research
(CPR) amla:gnﬁ::ui mR-gvermmsental
organisation (NGO} with American fanding
warking in the nom-communal space. Moderately
atacked instinions ako include fiercely
amti-coammumal BGOs such as AKHAD. Some of
the crganisibions in this area are even neutral oo
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the anti-commumal isue. An anabysis of the
moderate sectiom in our scale suggests that the
civic space his shrunk to sisch an extent that the
Inclicin state is not even lending a non-communal
organiation such as the CPR alone. The current
chair of the Economic Advisory Council to the
Prime Minister and the Deputy Chairman of the
NIT1 Aayoyg charired by the Prime Minister are
both from the CPR. One of the allegations against
the OPR appears o be that it had some
comnections with Adivas rights movements that
impacted the mining interests of the tycoon
Ganrtamm Adlani.

Institutions that have been impacied by
rebatively how levels of attacks are generally not
active in the anti-communal area, even though
they mery be pursuing significant buman rights
causses. These are institutions that lave been
attacked by just one instrument. The woes of
organiations such as Nonesarjan, which is a leader
in Dalit rights, and Save The Children's work on
child rights are less compared o the ones that
harve been hit moderately or at a high level.

We alzo found that the dizciplining
imstruments deploved by the state can impact
organsations. Greenpeace, for example, has
transitioned from one that Bced high intensity
attack ko one that now Bces a low bevel of attack
by our defmition.

Inthe process, Greenpeace had e change i
identity from one that was strong on its
rights-tased mobilization towards achemcing
enviroomental concerns and Adivasi rights o ane
that has become much more hukewarm in that
regard.

A range of instruments

We niew turm 1o the variety of instruments that
are being deployed. Attacks with penal
comsequences that can Jesxd b impriscnment are
charges of money bumdering and investigations,
W bave not incladed the Unknvful Activities
{Prevention) Act i our analysis and restricted
ourselves o activns that largely afilict NGOs. The
amendments, in 2009, t the Prevention of Money
Laumdering Act, 202, browght throwgh the
Fimanoe Act enabled the Department of Bevenoe
b work with a broader definition of proceeds of
crime. This has resulbed in the now wellknown
attacks on NGOs and Opposition politicans by
the Enforcement Directorate,

The Emergency-era kw from 1976, the Foreign
Comtribustion (Regulation) Act, 2000 (PCRA), was
made stringent in 2000 under the United
Progressive Alliance government, and again
unsler the Bharatiya [anata Party (B]F)
government in 2000, The BIP has used bath the

J0H0 amd 2000 prvisions o take the right of
NGOs 1o access foreign funds away from about
18,000 erganisitions between 2005 and 3022,
Casriushy snough, the FCRA's impact on foreign
funding of political parties has been considerably
weakened over time. But the same instrument
hirs e been deployed with lethal effect on
ﬂnmnﬂahul.rlmﬂuedhy aPnurReFm:nDe
Category List of anound 80 indernationally
reputed donors who are monitored and
imtimidated for pursting any human rights
relabed cases.

Under the PCRA, the Central Bureau of
hﬂgﬂmmrmnmwﬂlbﬂ

NGOs aned their peraonme] with lethal

impact. Far example, the CEI hos filed 2
supplementary charge sheet against Ammpesty
Indlia and its chair of the Board, Aakar Patel. Such
an action can hinve penal consequences. And the
tedionis process el is punishment.

Domestic funding of noon- and anti-communal
NGDs:ialmuml.:rn:p Scdum]ln\rmﬂmuf

amendments now make renewals of 124 and 806G
certificates mandaiory every five years. And
donor data including their PAN card numbers
muzst be made available to the Ministry of
Finance. These provisions enable the state o
imtimidate domestic donors who wish o fight
liszrm and cromy capitali

When the state has no exoase to penaliss
MG, it uses moome-tax surveys asa way of
collecting data that can be used io further
escalate and institute maore cases either by the
CBI or the Tax Department.

o the O itdon’s stand

Thee last bastion and ray of hope for India's
demacracy is its civic gpace. It is under serous
threat. In the 2023 Assemibly elections, the
Congress's keaders (and now Chief Ministers)
Siddaramaiah (Kamataka) and A. Revanth Reddy
{Telingana) both tock a clear ssaalar pasition
alongside welfire pledges that mobilised the
anti-oommmunal divic space against the BIP.
Picking stromg regiomal leaders will be aritical for
INDLA. Whether it was the *Eddelu Kxmataka™
Walke-up Karnataka) or similar social maovermsents
in Telangana, they had one thing in commaon.
S:nlhwmlﬂpt:@ummm{a:ﬂplﬁ:nlhm
came together in both thess States. The

Oippositiom INDIA bloc will not anhy nesd o fght
like a simgle party. [t will also need 1o mobilise the
anti-~communal and progressive cvic space in its
Evour to sve demoeracy.
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Breaking new ground the Kerala way

the urhan spectrum. After almost 28 years.

there is another urban commission, this
time in the State of Kerala. The firs, ie., the
National Commizsion an Uirbanistion, was
formeed by the then Prime Minister of [ndia Rajee
Ganxdhi, and was headed by Charles Corres, coe
of the finest architects of the country. Howewver,
with the asassination of Rajiv Gandhi, some of
the impartant recommendations were not taken
into comsideration. But the 74th Constitutional
Amendment was one of the positive outcomes.
Since then, there has been a shift in policy
panadigm for mare private indtiatve and
imestment in urban development

! 5 2074 begins, there is some good news in

Necessity of an urban commission
&l.r.mn.tb- mare than half of the world's
population lives in cities (56%). When Capital was
written by Marx, and cities were considensd to be
wentres of industrial production and capital
accumulation, there was just over 5% of the
3H:n]p|:|puhmnhmglnurhﬂnrerims_ﬂm
provess of isartion has led to
dlargzau‘u:ﬁtl‘lemld Nutmly haas it
impacted climate change but has also created
spatial and temporal changes such as massive
land use, building typologies, imigquitoas cities,
duality, informality, crisis of pollution, bousing,
watter and samitation challenges, and some of the
most umegual city spaces. One af the major
processes of capital acoumubtion is the process
Mcﬂ}'dﬁﬂupmmt
Post-independent India has witnessed two
stark perinds of development in the whan
spactrum,. The Nehruvian period heted for
almost three decades and began unnvelling in
the late 15&0s. During this period, around 150
neEw bowms were built with a holistic cty
approach, adlamlrnm:&umubmg:
centralised planni
master pﬁmﬂmdupmﬂu phuu.Hum.-mr this
process also failed miserably 2 it was drawn by
the core idea of the stabe acting as a basic
instrument of capital accumuation, pushing
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millions of people from rural o urban spaces,
with mamsfacturing = the ﬂ:'h'irgﬁcm:v_
Manufacturing did not rermdn the central pivot of
driving migration to the cities as it fell miserably
and new areas were opened up. The cities sill
drew millioms into its fokl with the imformal
secior taking centre stage and the urban plns
failing miserably.

The perivd of the 19%0s i the one where the
abject privatisation of cities began and global
cities were the image an which the development
process was built. Master plans were handed over
o Earge parastatals, and big consultancy firms
were hired io denw such plans. These companies
gave away the concept of social housing, pablic
health, sducation, and real estate was supposedly
i be the core element of this hypothesis. Cities
were made competitive and termesd as ‘engines of
growth’ — ot spaces of enly e, future of
dreams, and habitat. Instesd of a whaole city
approach, a project-oriented approach was the
guiding principle; misson mode of development,
the Janvabarial Mehro Kational Urban Renewal
Mission, aned the Smart Cities Mission were the
bumzwonds.

It is in swch a hackground that the Urban
Commassinn, formesd in 1985, hos to be revisibed
help. And neither are they making amy
breakthrough. Hence, an urban commission is
megpuinesd at the national and State levels o
unlerstand some of the interesting ohjective
patierns of urbanisation. Migraton is one of
them. Settlement patterns are another ane, and
imfarmation technology is one of the enablers but
alzo disablers. A holistic understanding of the
[process is reguired and must be developed. The
mmpm:mmhummme

mizsion approaches auch as the Swachh Bhanat
Mizsion or Atal Missicn for Rejuvenation and
Urban Transformation (AMBLUT), Matbonal
Heritage City Development and Augmentation
Yorjuna (HRIDAY), or Pradhan Mantri Awas Yojana
(PMAY). All of them hove filed in their desired
mesults anxd are bound i Bl ferther as they are

distant from objective realities.

Likewise, the grvermance in cities is in a real
mesz. Eighbeen subjects under the Lth Schedule
Ehat were supposed o be transferred bo the cities
are still far zwary. There is debate in political
circles that there shoukd be managers, instead of
elected officials, running city affairs. The
over-centralisation in the Bnancial architechure &
evident from the Fifteenth Finance Commission
recommendations where the grants to the dties
are linked to their performance in collecting
property taoes and the increase in that should be
commensurate 1o the Stite's Goods and Services
Tax. These are complex processes unfolding in
the urban realm.

It & in this light that the formation of the
Kerala Urban Commission must be seen. Kerala
s adopted this urban policy commission:
imitiative that should acldress these complexities.
Some of its iers include M. Sathishk
an urban professor from Dubling Janaki Mair, a
historian, and K-T. RBavindran, Professor and
Head of Urban Design af the Schoal of Manming
and Architecture, New Delhi.

The e issian’s 12-month ¢ i
adddress the challenges of urbanisation,
particularky in the context of Kerala's urbanised
popubition, which MIT] Axyog has estimated
around S0f%. The commisson’s rle is o Ly a
road map for at kst 25 years of urban
development. Kerala'’s urban development
canmot be divorced from the overall urban
processes unleashed both at the global and
natiomal levels, and, hence, a proper estimation
of them is also required.

Lighthouse for other Stales

What was desired was another national
commiszion. However, even in its absence, the
Kerala Urban Commission can be the lighthouse
ar other States such as Gujarat, Maharashera,
Tamil Nadu and Punjab that have a high urban
popubition. It i the process of taking forward the
urban commission that should be 3 leaming
lesson for these highly urban populated Sates.
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