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Kidn: '
idnapped!
* The daring ambush of eight IAS officers by
Naxalites in Andhra Pradesh has exposed the
vulnerability of the administration in coping with
extremism . 0. L0
peons. headed for their jeeps after the
700-strong sadass (tridal assembly) had
been a pleasant day. The tiny hamlet,
surrounded by thick deciduous forests,
was just the place to be in, even though

it meant transacting official business on a
holiday. The sadasa had lasted all day,

8 "dusk setted over the
quiet hills around Po}-
bmetth, S R Shankaran,
principal secretary 1o the
Anghra Pradesh

govern-
ment, and M. V. K. C. Sastry, the East
Godavari district collectar, with six
other officials and a posse of derks and
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and the tribals were considecate enough
to realise the administration’s imitations
‘in solving many ol their problems,. Of
course, 2 ot more had to be done: the
tribals needed to be rescued from the
clutches of moneylenders, better medic-
2l faclities to bring down the morafity
rate, clearer demarcation of tribal and
forest lands, more schaols and monetary
hetp. But what had already been accom-
plished by the team of dedicated district
enough to do the Integrated Tribal
Dev Agency (ITDA) in Andhra
Pradesh’s - East Godavari district—a
stronghold of the Naxalites—proud.-
Gomng over what they had . seen and
heard at the sadaga, Shankaran, (who is
not a distnct officer but chose to sccom-
pany the others because of his experi-
ence and witerest in the area), Sastry,
Manohar Prasad, the afficer on special
duty, Girifan Coffee Cooperative and P.
Vijaykumar, the [TDA officer i the area
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. A group of armed men, dressed
* inolive green, leapt out of the
forest, screamed extremist
slogans, trained their Point 303s
" atthe drivers and forced the -
convoy to ahalt. On a closer view
it was found that there were ten
of them, three women and seven
men, aged between 20 and 35

Rajamundhry Jail released. The eight
mctuded six men—Godavali Venkatak-

Thegu.nmen were obvious!y’not
R equipped 10 cope with a large group
of hostages. They chose ¢n ¢=ke only six




wel-intentoned they were. But along
with the release of the officers rang out a
frm uitimatum: “Release the prisoners
or eise the hostages will suffer the
consequences.” Thampi and Radha,
along with the frightened 25-0dd staff,
drove some distance through near-
darkness, took the tar road and sped

Some of them stayed back at Gurthedu
tokccpaw:gd\(rmthere.
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toward Rajamundhry to break the news.

official admitied. Remarked K.G. Kan-
nabiran, the Andhra Pradesh Civil Liber-
tics Committee (APCLC) activist and

< - women had made on him with
their profound knowledge of and
¢ - concern {or the tribals. “They
- seemed to know everything,” .
. another official admitted
g

ary, who had already been due for
transfer as director of the famous Lal
Bahadur Academy of Administration in
Mussorie. The central and state govern-
ments began formulating their first re-
sponse, the Centre taking the hardline,
and the state, the soft line. A company
of CRPF men, inchuding 20 crack com-
mandos, was flown down to Vishakapat-
nam, from where they were sent on
ther way to Rampachodavaram in three
buses. On the other hand, the state
government's industries secretary,
B.N. Yugandhar, began discussing with
the chief secretary, Shravan Kumar, and
semsor policemen the possibility of using
the good offices of the APCLC chief,
Kannabaan, to open negotiations with
the Naxalites. "1 have no objection,”
Shravan Kumar had reportedly .said.

88 an official representative. As Kanna-
biran says, it is the administration’s only
way o save itself the embarrassment of
having to admit that they were unable to
solve the problem on their own and had
somebody who is
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into the picture only if he was requested

ing Kannabiram to intervene saymng that
he had discussed it with Shravan Kumar
and it was “okay”, the APCLC chief
wanted the “discussion™ minuted and
wanted to keep a copy of the mimites. “[
have a copy”, he clamed, “and will use it
at an appropriate time.” Eartier, around
midnight on 27-28 December, when
Yugandhar telephoned the civil fberties
lawyer about the kidnap, the former was
aghast that Shankaran and Sastry had
been tzken hostage and was afraid of
s,

On 29 December, the awyer and the
tate industries seggetary travelied by
uzmtoRmthrymdpmceeded 0

were in custody without anything on
record about their arrest. The ases
aganst them were yet to be registered.
But now that their release had become

Meanwhile inside the pmgle it was late
in the evering. The hostages and their
captors had been walking all day, and the
strain had begun to tefl on Shankaran.
The hostages and their captors had been
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there should be no pobce presence.
They had been so friendly all along, but
suddenly, they seemed to have trans-
formed. They, were silent, their looks
changed. The news came again on the
6 pm and 6.15 pm buletns. We were
Sned up almost nstantly. There was no
way we could reason with them. One of
them told us: ‘Now we have you. We will
keep fust one of our men with you and
hide. When your pobice comes, we will
lose just one man, but your casuaines
will be eight.’ We feit a chill in owr
spines. ,The whole group as such was
not amateurish. The Jeader was slightly
better than the others. But # the
government had sent commandos in
helicopters, then we were certain we

would be shot Suddenly, all bope
seemed to evaporate. We rated our
chances 50-50 then.~ A troubled Sastry
looked around (or a pen and paper, and
scribbled out a letter to Yugandhar,
requesting the police to be kept out of
the neighbourhood and advise the admi-
nisteation not to “act™—at least for the
sake of its officers. The letter was
delivered by one of the hostages—
assistant collector Narsmmghrao, who
walked a3 fast as he could to Dartagadda.

Yugandhar and Kannabiran waited
vam for a signal from the extremists.
But nothing seemed to be happening. “If
nobody turns up,” said one of the men
they had brought from ja, “we would be
gad to retum to prnson.” That was
enough to scare the dvl servant. So
when Narsinghrao appeared out of the
dariness with the letter from Sastry—
and the extremists' cold waming of
massacre—Yugandhar reacted with a
mixture of relief and fear. The most

When the state’s chief secretary,
Shravan Kumar, was asked about
the possibility of using the good

~ offices of the APCLC chief, .
Kannabiram, to open negotiations

and Hyderabad at bay.
assured the government that the
would be resolved only i the
stayed out, and news of the police
kept away was broadcast,
appeared satisfied.

dentified as members of the People’s

War Group (PWG), the dommnant
Naxalite group in the area, the extrem-
ists had compieted their mission with
remarkable ease. The incident has
boosted the morale of the Naxalites and
demoralised the administration. “The
fear of bemng kidnapped for ransom will
now prevent honest, hardworking offic-
ers from travellng into the mtenor
without informing the pobce, or taking
b police escorts,” said a government offi-
cal in Kakinada, the East Godavarn
distnct headquarters.

Such a situation would make the pobice
more powerful Of course, bureaucrats,

The police is a symbol of rcptcssion'.
Armed guards can only serve Lo frighten
the poor. So scared are the trihals of the

gathered in Gutchedu—not because
<they were deeply concerned about the
officials’ fate but about ther own If

been a practice, since the days of Vengal
Rao’s violent rule. for the police to |
“raid” tnbal villages to root out extrem-
ists. The “raid” is actually an orgy of koat
and arson—tke the one on 2-3 May,
1987, when 680 tribal huts were burned
down in Chetapalli

One gshameful aspect which has come
to Nght after the incident is the insensi-
tivity of the central govemment towards
its dedicated officers. The kidnapping
episode gave the Centre a splendid
opportunity to establish a case (or Presi-
dent’s Rule. Even today the CRPF and
the commandos continue to wart for
instructions in their camp at the Girijan
College Grounds n varam.
One of them confided: “I'm sure the
officers here are in league with the
extremists. They just got themselves
> because they wanted to get
their men out of jail. We know we won't
be asked to do anything.”

Nirmal Mitra) Myderabed
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