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Prime Minister inaugurates
Z-Morh tunnel in J&K;
remains silent on Statehood

Peerzada Ashiq
SONAMARG (GANDERBAL)

Prime Minister Narendra
Modi, who inaugurated the
strategic Z-Morh tunnel in
Sonamarg area of Gander-
bal on Monday, remained
non-committal on the ti-
meline of restoration of
Statehood to Jammu and
Kashmir. But he said the
new network of roads and
railway lines in the Union
Territory has bridged the
distance between J&K and
New Delhi.

Amid freezing condi-
tions, Mr. Modi inaugurat-
ed the state-of-the-art 6.5-
kilometre tunnel built at a
cost of 2,700 crore. The
tunnel has made tourist
hotspot  Sonamarg a
round-the-year  destina-
tion. Mr. Modi said the Z-
Morh tunnel and the up-
coming Zojila tunnel, con-
necting Kashmir with
Ladakh, will ease the lives
of the people in Kargil and
Leh.

Referring to the militant
attack of October 20, 2024
that left seven workers
dead at the construction
site, Mr. Modi said, “I sa-
lute the dedication of
workers who braved harsh
weather conditions and
even risked their lives to
complete this project.”

Describing J&K as a des-
tination with the “distinc-
tion of having the highest
rail and road bridges and
rope ways”, Mr. Modi said,
“The engineering of the
Chenab bridge has amazed
people across the world.
Passenger train trials were
completed last week on the
bridge. The projects of the
Chenani-Nashri tunnel, the
Udhampur-Srinagar-Bara-
mulla railway link and the
rope ways at the Shankara-

Grand Iaunch Prime Minister Narendra Mod\ durmgthe
inauguration of a key tunnel in J&K on Monday. IMRAN NISSAR

charya temple, Shiv Khori
temple and Baltal-Amar-
nath shrine are underway.
In all ¥42,000-crore of con-
nectivity projects are being
executed in J&K, which in-
clude the Katra-Delhi ex-
pressway, four national
highway projects, two ring
roads and 14 Sonamarg-like
tunnels. J&K will be the
most connected region.
Tourists can now reach un-
touched destinations.”

PM’s promises

Referring to the upgraded
connectivity, the Prime
Minster said Viksit Bharat
was only possible when all
the regions of the country
were well developed.

“J&K is the crown of the
country and has to be
beautiful and strong. I as-
sure you Modi will walk the
talk. Any hurdle in your
dreams will be removed.
‘Dilli ki doori’ is already ov-
er now. We have to work
together to fulfil dreams
and have to take pledges
together,” the Prime Minis-
ter added.

Earlier, Mr. Abdullah, in
his speech, made a case for

fulfilling the promise of
restoration of Statehood.
“On his previous visit to
Kashmir on International
Yoga Day, Prime Minister
talked about three promis-
es, which included elimi-
nating the ‘Dil ki doori aur
Dilli ki doori [Distance of
hearts and distance bet-
ween Delhi-Srinagar]. Peo-
ple have started trusting
you. You [PM Modi] have
already fulfilled the pro-
mise of holding Assembly
elections [in J&K], where
no rigging or misuse of offi-
cial machinery was report-
ed. However, the third pro-
mise of Statehood is yet to
be fulfilled,” Mr. Abdullah
said.

In response to Chief Mi-
nister Omar Abdullah’s
speech, where he referred
to the Statehood demand,
Mr. Modi remained silent
on divulging any timeline.
“When Modi makes a pro-
mise, he fulfils it. Every
time has its right time.
Right things will take place
at the right time,” he said.
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India summons
Bangladesh envoy,
defends fence work

Kallol Bhattacherjee
NEW DELHI

The Ministry of External
Affairs (MEA) on Monday
summoned the Head of
Mission at the High Com-
mission of Bangladesh to
convey that fencing works
on the India-Bangladesh
border was being carried
out in accordance with “all
protocols and
agreements”.

The conversation took
place a day after Bangla-
desh Foreign Secretary
Mohammad Jashim Uddin
expressed “deep concern”
to Indian High Commis-
sioner in Dhaka Pranay
Verma about the construc-
tion works by the Border
Security Force (BSF) along
the border.

“India reiterated its
commitment to ensuring a
crime-free border by effec-
tively addressing the chal-
lenges of cross-border cri-
minal activities,
smuggling, movement of
criminals and trafficking.
Barbed wire fencing, bor-
der lighting, installation of
technical devices and cat-
tle fences are measures for
securing the border,” said
the MEA in a press note, af-
ter the Acting High Com-
missioner of Bangladesh to
India, Mohammad Nural
Islam, met the Joint Secre-
tary in-charge of Bangla-
desh and Myanmar divi-
sion in the Ministry, B.
Shyam, at South Block.

Bangladesh had con-
veyed to Mr. Verma that
the construction of barbed
wire fences on at least five
locations along the Indo-
Bangladesh border was
“unauthorised” and had
“caused tensions and dis-

turbances  along  the
border”.
Questions 2015 pact

The Adviser of Home Af-
fairs of Bangladesh, Jehan-
gir Alam Chowdhury, had,
in addition, referred to the
border agreements bet-
ween India and Bangla-
desh as “unequal”, casting
doubt on the Land Boun-

Acting High Commissioner of
Bangladesh to India, Md. Nural
Islam, at the South Block. ANI

dary Agreement of 2015
that was concluded bet-
ween Prime Minister Na-
rendra Modi and then
Prime Minister Sheikh Ha-
sina.

Responding to Dhaka’s
accusations, the MEA said,
“Tt was conveyed that with
regard to security mea-
sures at the border, includ-
ing fencing, India observed
all protocols and agree-
ments between the two go-
vernments and between
the Border Security Force
and the Border Guard
Bangladesh.”

The latest spat intensi-
fied after Mr. Chowdhury
addressed a press confe-
rence in Dhaka on Sunday
where he blamed India for
carrying out constructions
along the border without
following due procedures.
The interim government of
Bangladesh has also been
campaigning to reduce al-
leged incidents of fatal
shooting by the BSF that is
said to have caused civilian
casualties in the recent
years.

The India-Bangladesh
border was considered a
“settled” matter, especially
after the Land Boundary
Agreement was signed on
June 6, 2015, for which Mr.
Modi had travelled to Dha-
ka. However, the latest
comments from Bangla-
desh has reopened the bor-
der debate between the
two sides. Land and shar-
ing of river waters have
been a lingering issue bet-
ween the two sides, and
Bangladesh has been de-
manding its share of the
Teesta’s waters.
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A ‘degree’ of stand-off prevails
along the LAC, says Army chief

Gen. Dwivedi terms situation ‘sensitive but stable’, says Army’s deployment is ‘balanced and robust’; on disengagement, he

says 2 rounds of verification patrolling completed; on 1971 painting row, adds new one is reaching out to newer generations

Dinakar Peri
NEW DELHI

tating that a “de-
Sgree” of stand-off

prevails along the
Line of Actual Control
(LAC), Army chief Gener-
al Upendra Dwivedi said
on Monday that he had
authorised all Corps
Commanders to handle
issues at the ground level
with respect to patrolling
and grazing so that these
trivial issues can be re-
solved at the military-le-
vel itself. He termed the
situation along the LAC
“sensitive but stable”,
and said the Army’s de-
ployment along was “ba-
lanced and robust”.

“All the Corps Com-
manders have been em-
powered to go through
the patrolling and grazing
issues and wherever you
can harmonise relations
between the two sides,
you should be able to do.
When Special Represen-
tative talks took place a
press release was given.
So we are also looking at
Kailash Mansarovar yatra
to resume, some trade
points to be resumed. So
similarly, we are also
looking at, if we can have

Straight talk: Army chief General Upendra Dwivedi addressing the

annual press conference in New Delhi on Monday Rv. MOORTHY

some kind of understand-
ing please go ahead. That
kind of delegation has
been given to Division
Commanders and Corps
Commanders. They will
come back to us... as far as
we are concerned, from
my side it is approved,”
General Dwivedi said in
response to a question on
whether an understanding
had been reached with
China not to block their pa-
trols in the Yangtse area in
Arunachal Pradesh.

He was addressing the
annual press conference
ahead of the Army Day on
Wednesday.

On the recent disen-
gagement from Depsang
and Demchok in eastern
Ladakh, he said two
rounds of verification pa-
trolling had been complet-
ed by both sides.

“There is nothing called
as buffer zone,” he said,
terming them “temporary
moratorium”. “Where you
feel that the nature or the
degree of violence can be
high and the fuse is short,
you create some distanc-
es,” he said.

“So when we carried
out these negotiations over
a period of time, some
places were declared as a
temporary moratorium. [t
means that both sides will
remain back and will not
go to the common areas
because we still feel that if
we meet at those places the
violence level may go
high.”

After April 2020, the
trust between the two
countries has to have a
new definition, he re-
marked and therefore,
there is a requirement for

us to sit together and come
to a broader understand-
ing of how we want to calm
down the situation and res-
tore the trust.

On the situation along
the Line of Control with Pa-
kistan, the ceasefire under-
standing reached in Febru-
ary 2022 is holding on, but
the terror infrastructure
across remains intact and
infiltrations attempts conti-
nue. “The violence level is
being orchestrated by the
epicentre of terrorism that
is Pakistan... If the support
is not forthcoming the way
India is looking at it, this
kind of terrorist infiltration
will continue to be there,”
he said.

They have inducted
15,000 additional troops in
2024 and that is why the
violence level has gone
down and they have been
able to neutralise 73 terro-
rists out of which 60%
were from Pakistan. “The
parliamentary elections
and the State Assembly
elections both had nearly
60% voting... All indicators
show that people of J&K
are shunning violence and
it is being fully orchestrat-
ed by our adversary.”

On the Siliguri corridor,
also referred to as the
Chicken’s neck, and the
Chinese infrastructure

near Doklam, the Army
chief said that is the stron-
gest point. “As far as Chick-
en’s neck is concerned, 1
would like to put it in a dif-
ferent perspective. That is
our strongest point, be-
cause all the forces which
are there in West Bengal, in
Sikkim, all the forces
which are there in North-
east, from all the three
sides our forces can con-
gregate there,” he said.

To a question on the
shortcomings in the per-
formance of women offic-
ers as Commanding Offic-
ers as revealed by a recent
letter by a Corps Comman-
der to the Eastern Army
Commander, Gen. Dwivedi
firstly noted that the letter
should not have been
leaked and an inquiry has
been ordered. Women of-
ficers are doing “exceed-
ingly well” and one kind of
example cannot be taken
as a yardstick. “Wherever I
have seen, women officers
have been very mature,
considerate, kind... and up
and above,” he said.

To a query on the row
over the 1971 painting, he
described the new one as
depicting India’s civilisa-
tion connect and modern
technology as also reach-
ing out to the newer gener-
ations.
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Rat-hole mining: w
continues in spite o

Labourers mainly from Assam, Nepal, and adjoining Bangladesh risk the hazards of rat-hole mining
collapse of mines due to lack of structural support, and flooding

Rahul Karmakar

On January 6, 2025, nine workers were
trapped in a flooded coal mine in Assam's
Dima Hasao district. Bodies of four of the
workers have been recovered, and rescue
work is still ongoing. In this article, dated
November 29, 2023, Rahul Karmakar
explains the dangers of rat-hole mining.
The story so far:
n oral question from the
Supreme Court to the Union
government continues to
remain unanswered even as
rescue workers recover bodies of workers
who died trapped in a flood rat-hole coal
mine at Dima Hasao district in Assam. On
January 11, 2019, the top court had asked
whether rat-hole mines could possibly
operate in the northeast hills without the
“connivance” of officials. “Lives are lost
due to illegal mining. What about the
officials who allowed this to happen?” the
court had asked the government.

What is rat-hole

Rat-hole mining, of two types, is so
named as it involves digging tunnels 3-4
feet deep, barely allowing workers to
crawl in and out. They have to squat while
extracting coal with pickaxes. The
side-cutting type of mining is usually
done on hill slopes by following a coal
seam — dark brown or black-banded coal
deposited within layers of rock- visible
from the outside. The second type called
box-cutting entails digging a circular or

£

Efforts underway to rescue the labourers trapped inside an illegal rat-hole coal mine, in Dima Hasao district, Assam, on January 9, 2025. PTI

the practice
ts hazards

squarish pit at least 5 sq. metre in width
up to a depth of 400 feet. Miners who
drop down in makeshift cranes or using
rope-and-bamboo ladders dig
horizontally after finding the coal seam.
The tunnels are dug in every direction
from the edge of the pit, resembling the
tentacles of an octopus. Some workers
from Assam lost their lives in the coal
mines of Meghalaya, dug using this crude
method, before and after the National
Green Tribunal (NGT) banned it in April
2014,

‘Why is such mining banned?

The government has little control over the
land in Meghalaya, a Sixth Schedule State
where the Coal Mines Nationalisation Act
0f 1973 does not apply. The landowners
are thus also the owners of the minerals
beneath. Coal mining boomed after
Meghalaya attained statehood in January
1972. However, the terrain and expenses
involved discouraged mine owners from
employing advanced drilling machines.
So, labourers mainly from Assam, Nepal,
and adjoining Bangladesh risked the
hazards of rat-hole — asphyxiation
because of poor ventilation, collapse of
mines due to lack of structural support,
and flooding - to earn thrice or four times
as much as working in farms or
construction sites. Apart from issues of
safety and health, unregulated mining led
to land degradation, deforestation, and
water with high concentrations of
sulphates, iron, and toxic heavy metals,

h
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low dissolved oxygen, and high
biochemical oxygen demand. At least two
rivers, Lukha and Myntdu, became too
acidic to sustain aquatic life. These factors
led to the NGT banning rat-hole mining in
Meghalaya in 2014 while observing:
“...there is umpteen number of cases
where, by virtue of rat-hole mining,
during the rainy season, water flooded
into the mining areas resulting in the
death of many...” Illegal mining and
transportation of coal, as mentioned in
the interim reports of a one-man
committee appointed by the High Court
of Meghalaya, has continued despite the
ban and the loss of lives. At least 17 miners
were drowned in an illegal mine in the
East Jaintia Hills district’s Ksan in
December 2018 after water gushed in
from a river.

What led to the NGT ban?
Environmentalists and human rights
activists began flagging the hazards of
rat-hole mining in Meghalaya two decades
ago. The campaign intensified after
Impulse, a Meghalaya-based NGO, began
addressing the issue of human trafficking
and child labour in such mines.

Three reports prepared by the NGO,
first with the Nepal-based Esther
Benjamin Trust in May 2010, the second
with Aide et Action in December 2010,
and the last with Human Rights Now in

July 2011, estimated that about 70,000

children mostly from Bangladesh and
Nepal were employed in these mines

3 & < ganell fora & g1a €t # ufed ge, gl e Y-8l WaH | §1¢ 3H & HRUT $s Hid 6 T 3, 39
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asphyxiation because of poor ventilation,
to earn thrice or four times as much as working in farms or construction sites

because they were the right size to work
in them. The State's Department of
Mining and Geology refuted the claim
but, under pressure from the National
Human Rights Commission, admitted in
June 2013 that 222 children were
employed in rat-hole mines, specifically in
the East Jaintia Hills district. The NGT ban
came a year later.

What is the way forward?

Unlike in Chhattisgarh and Jharkhand,
coal seams in Meghalaya are very thin.
‘This, miners say, makes rat-hole mining
more economically viable than opencast
mining.

The State has an estimated reserve of
576.48 million tonnes of low-ash,
high-sulphur coal belonging to the Eocene
age (33-56 million years ago). The stakes
for a section of locals have been so high
that the State government has been under
pressure to facilitate the resumption of
‘mining legally.

In May 2023, Meghalaya Chief Minister
Conrad K. Sangma said the Coal Ministry
approved mining leases for four of the 17
prospective licence applicants. This
would lead to the commencement of
‘scientific’ mining ensuring minimal
environmental impact through
sustainable and legally compliant
extraction procedures. Anti-mining
activists, who are assaulted by miners off
and on, said that ‘scientific’ would
eventually be a fancy tag in a State where
profit has driven coal mining.
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Transforming ‘men*-talities, redefining masculinity

s another International Day for the
A Elimination of Violence Against Women

passes by (November 25), we face a stark
truth: despite decades of advocacy, nearly one in
three women worldwide has endured violence at
the hands of men. While men are often the
perpetrators, they can also be key agents of
change. Addressing violence against women
requires addressing men’s roles and questioning
traditional notions of masculinities based on
strength, aggression and control. These notions
need to be replaced by a culture where equality,
empathy, and non-violence define alternative
notions of manhood.

Violence against women can be seen,
somewhat paradoxically, as a quintessential
“men’s issue” — a societal issue that demands the
active engagement of men. From early childhood,
boys are influenced by norms that tell them
strength is dominance, that emotions are a
weakness, and that asserting control is the way to
protect their status. These deeply entrenched
ideas not only harm women but also limit men’s
lives and their relationships, trapping them in
cycles of suppressed emotions and aggressive
behaviours. Recognising and reshaping these
norms is essential for creating healthier
relationships and a safer world.

The subject of men and masculinities has
become a prominent focus within the
development sector. Over the past two decades,
academic research and grass-root efforts have
revealed the importance of engaging with men,
highlighted strategies that work, and shown how
men are increasingly stepping out to challenge
traditional gender norms. This growing shift
reflects a recognition among men of their role in
advancing gender equality.

An India report

UNESCO’s Transforming MENtalities initiative has
aimed to shift the way men engage with gender
issues — not just as allies but as active participants
in social transformation. This initiative challenges
rigid and stereotyped ideas of masculinity and

Tim Curtis

Director, UNESCO
South Asia Regional
Office, part of Team
UN in India

Ravi Verma

Executive Director,
International Center
for Research on
Women (ICRW) Asia

A UNESCO
initiative with
the goal of
changing the
way men engage
with gender
issues is making
progress

fosters positive, supportive roles for men,
engaging them as champions for gender equality.
As we inch closer to Agenda 2030 — working to
create an inclusive and equal world — UNESCO, in
collaboration with the International Center for
Research on Women (ICRW), is proud to present
the report, “Engaging Men and Boys: A Report on
Pathways to Gender Equality in India”. This
report documents 10 pioneering programmes
across India that engage men and boys to address
gender inequality.

Some of the interventions

Through impactful initiatives, these programmes
encourage critical dialogues that are aimed at
questioning traditional gender norms, reshaping
concepts of masculinity, and fostering inclusive
attitudes. By emphasising education, open
discussions, and community-driven actions,
these programmes empower participants to
become advocates for gender equity within their
household and within communities and
institutions they are part of.

For example, ‘Mardon Wali Baat (A man’s
thing’), an initiative by The YP Foundation, uses
storytelling and social media to foster
conversations around positive masculinities with
young men on campuses and in communities.
This intervention helps young men critically
examine the limiting narratives they have grown
up with, empowering them to embrace values of
respect and equality. Similarly, Gender Equity
Movement in Schools (GEMS), a collaboration
between the ICRW and the Department of
Education in the State of Rajasthan, uses
interactive classroom activities to help adolescent
boys see the harm in toxic masculinity and adopt
more equitable gender attitudes. In one session, a
boy reflected, “I used to think boys should only
do outdoor chores. Now, I believe we should
work alongside women at home.” These
moments of transformation create ripple effects
that can reshape entire communities.

Initiatives such as ‘Dekh Rekh (caring for each
other’) and ‘Hamari Shaadi (our marriage’)

encourage men’s active participation in family
nutrition and planning, tackling gender bias
through small, everyday actions. These
interventions prove that when men and boys are
invited to engage with gender equality as a part of
their lives, rather than as an abstract idea, change
becomes possible.

The defining role of public figures

Change also becomes possible when men and
boys have positive role models demonstrating
equitable behaviours. These initiatives
underscore the importance of role models who
actively participate in household and care-giving
responsibilities, reject violence as a solution,
practise empathy, and embrace vulnerability.
Public figures, in particular, can help normalise
gender equality. For instance, a well-known
Indian cricketer recently sparked a national
conversation on shared parenting and
responsibility by publicly committing to paternity
leave. Actions such as these highlight how
equitable relationships are rooted in care,
respect, and partnership, redefining what it
means to “be a man” in ways that uplift both
individuals and communities.

The path to true equality is long, and the active
participation of men is crucial in this journey.
Beyond rejecting violence, men can challenge the
stereotypes and cultural norms that perpetuate
it. They must see themselves as essential
contributors to change, helping dismantle toxic
ideas of manhood. This requires a willingness to
question the privileges that patriarchy grants the
world and to explore ways to address the
pressures and expectations that accompany these
privileges. By reflecting on and reshaping their
roles, men can play a transformative part in
building a more equitable society for all.

In the new year, let us celebrate those men and
boys who are “Transforming MEN’talities” and
championing equality. Together, by redefining
masculinity, we can create a world where every
individual, regardless of gender, is free from
violence and empowered to thrive.
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