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Long Live the Fisher people's struggle
One is b ou n d  to run short o f  superlatives to describe the victory the fisher people across the country  
have achieved. T heir  victory, w h ich  cam e as a result o f  their week long agitation, shou ld  be noted 
not only  as a victory o f  the fisher people, but also as a victory for all the struggling  m asses in the 
country. This is all the m ore significant in this era o f  Globalisation, w hen  poor peop le  especially  
m arginalised  com m unitie s  across the g lobe are being denied o f  their basic right to life and 
livelihood.

The Agitation
T he F isher People in India were on a national agitation from the 8th o f  January. Ten leaders o f  the 
N ational F ishw orkers  Forum  w ere on an indefinite hunger strike in d ifferent parts o f  the country . 
T he coastal belts a lm ost cam e to a standstill. The indefinite hunger Satyagraha  w as supp lem ented  
w ith  m arches , boat rallies, cultural p rogram m es, dharnas. gheraoes, etc. The struggle  in cities 
(M um bai.  Panjim . T h iruvananthapuram . etc) and in tow nsh ips (N agercoil.  O ngole , Contai, K o llam . 
P rakasham . R am nad. C hatrapur. etc) as well as coastal villages (U m bergaon . R am esw aram . 
Paradip, etc) w as quite  ex tensive  with  people o f  all w alks o f  life participating.

Background & Demands
T w o o f  the m ajo r  policy  level dem ands o f  the fisherpeople included w ithdraw al o f  the A quaculture  
A uthority  Bill and the im plem enta tion  o f  the Murari C om m ittee  Report. Justice Kuldip  Singh 's 
Suprem e C ourt Ju d g em en t o f  1996 ordered  the dem olition  o f  all the in tensive aquacu ltu re  farm s in" 
India in a case filed against the Union o f  India. The order cam e as a re lief  to the traditional fish ing 
c o m m u n ity  across the country  as it permitted only the traditional and im proved traditional farms. 
But the Indian ruling class, led by the nexus betw een the prawn 'mafia', politicians and bureaucra ts  
w anted  to bypass this verdict. This led to the Aquaculture  Authority  Bill to legalise aquacu ltu re  in 
the Coastal R egu la tion  Zone (CRZ). It also intends to legitimise the existing intensive aquaculture  
farm s and w ants  to create  new  farm s as a "via m edia  between intensive and im proved  traditional". 
This is now  being in troduced  in the Parliament. It assum es significance in the contex t o f  the 
Suprem e C ourt / G overnm en t decision  to relocate the polluting industries in the National Capital 
Region. A quaculture  rem ains one o f  the m ost polluting industries in the country , w h ich  not only 
pollu tes inshore water, but also ground water.

It is very ironic that the very  politicians and bureaucrats who brought in the trawlers n o w  argue that 
there is deple tion  and shortage o f  prawns. T hey  explain that this is the reason why aquacu ltu re  m ust 
be in troduced. But the traditional fisherpersons ' view that natural, m arine grow th  o f  p raw ns is not 
pollu ting is m ore  authentic. This leads to the conclusion that im plem enting  a m o nso on  trawl ban is 
m ore  im portan t than rein troducing  aquaculture  as a m ethod to counter  the decline o f  the prawn.

People  w ho have been fo llow ing  this issue will rem em ber the years o f  struggle that got m ill ions  o f  
p oor  fisher peop le  the support o f  all the political parties and the Central Trade U nions to cancel the 
licenses issued to foreign fishing vessels. Shri. L.K. Advani. the then opposition  leader staged  a 
w alkou t toge ther  w ith  all the BJP m em bers o f  Parliam ent in 1995 for the same. At that time, the 
cabinet accepted  the 41 m em ber  Murari C om m ittee 's  21 recom m endations , but the p resen t N D A  
g overnm en t has failed to im plem ent m ost o f  them.
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The im port o f  fish is bound to destroy the dom estic  llsh industry in the country , just as it has done 
in the case o f  rubber, tea. edible  oil. pulses, apples, etc. In fact the perm ission  g iven  for the im port 
o f  Sardines. M ackrels. B om bay  Duck. Herring, and others m akes il very clear that the decision  
m akers are de te rm ined  to destroy  the fishing industry in this country. A bove all. the g overnm en t is 
also encourag ing  the im port o f  frozen and processed  llsh. These will w ipeout the dom estic  fish 
industry and displace It) m illion fisher people. Hence, the fisherfolk have d em and ed  a halt to the 
im port o f  fish for sale in the dom estic  market, a dem and  that is m ore than just.

Further, the G ujara t G overnm en t has been going ahead with a plan to construct a 12,000 crore 
com m erc ia l  h a rbour  in U m bergaon  which  will d isp lace one lakh fisherpeople. The fisher peop le  had 
been  opposing  the project under the leadership o f  Col. Pratap Save. The Gujarat Police under D Y SP 
Dr. N aren dra  A m in  arrested 48 fisher people including Col. Pratap Save and w hile  in custody  he 
w as to rtured  to death. The case against the police officers responsible  for his m urder  rem ains  in the 
dark, as even  the FIR is yet to be filed. N ow  the tight o f  the people o f  IJm bergaon  as well as 
fishw orkers across the country  is a im ed at stopping the construction  o f  this m ega port as well as to 
punish  the m urderers  o f  Col. Pratap Save.

The Savings cum  R elie f  Schem e is a m easure  to protect the fisher people, who are living below  
poverty  line. But the G O l has been discrim inating  against w om en  and inland fishw orkers under  the 
guise that the initial notification was issued for marine fishermen only. Even after the p rom ise  by 
the Prim e M inister, the bureaucrats have been determ ined not to include w om en  and inland fisher 
people in the schem e. O ther  dem ands o f  the struggling people included release o f  innocent 
f isherm en  from  jails in India. Pakistan. Sri Fanka. Bangladesh and the M aldives. T h ey  have  also 
insisted that an adequate  supply  o f  diesel and kerosene be available to all f ishworkers at subsidised  
rate with  a p roport iona te  increment.

After the enac tm ent o f 'L a w  o f  the Sea' in i ()<X4. 200 miles (FE Z ) o f  sea belong to the respective 
nation on its shore. If  there are two countries sharing a sea and lias less than the proposed  sea limit, 
it is d iv ided  into half. This has led to a lot o f  violation o f  territories by innocent f isherm en due to the 
lack o f  any d em arca tion  in water. In our subcontinent, there are many o f  these f isherm en in the jails 
o f  India. Pakistan. B angladesh . Sri Fanka and M aldives. They do not possess valid passports and 
visas and hence  many at tim es are even sentenced to jail terms as suspects o f  spying. For long there 
has been  a dem and  for a d ip lom atic  solution to this issue.

Achievements
The w eek long  struggle o f  the fishworkers was called o f f  as a result o f  the m eeting  their 
represen ta t ives had with  Union C abinet m inisters and bureaucrats o f  the associated  m inistries . The 
National F ishw orkers  Forum  (N FF) leaders w ere  able to get an assurance from the g ov ern m en t that 
the latter w ould  not do anything  to bypass the Suprem e Court o rder on Aquaculture . I he 
A g r icu l tu re  Ministry  will continue  with the subsidy for diesel and kerosene at the proport ionate  
increm ent rate (this was also one of the recom m endations ('I the Murari C om m ittee). GOI w ould  
appoin t a com m ittee  to review the im plem entation  ('1 the Murari C om m ittee  recom m endations .  
Represen ta tive  o f  traditional fisher people will be included on this Com m ittee . A notification  to r  the 
inclusion  o f  inland fish w orkers and w om en in Saving-( um -R elie t  schem e w ould  be issued soon by 
the agriculture  ministry. I he N FF has also extracted an agreem ent Irom the agriculture  m inistry



that a un ifo rm  ban be im posed  on fishing in m onsoon season. The A griculture  M inister has d irected 
all the concerned  coastal states to bring in such a ban before the ensuing m onsoon  season.

G overnm en t representa t ives clarified that the Center  is not taking up the construction  o f  a port at 
U m b ergao n  and that the Gujarat G overnm en t has no perm ission to go ahead with any such plan. On 
the dem and  to punish  the m urderers o f  Col. Pratap S a \e .  the Center  has issued a notice to the 
G ujara t G o v ern m en t  asking them  to inform what action has been taken on the issue. One o f  the 
m ost im portan t ach ievem ents  ol the agreem ent was the governm ent assurance that im port o f  fish 
will only  be only on a very limited scale, and solely for processing and further exports  m ean ing  
im ported  fish will not be sold in the dom estic  market. The Ministers have also assured  that all cases 
o f  arrested fisherm en will be processed  on an expeditious basis. They have directed that all requests  
for re lease be p rocessed  immediately .

Road Ahead
This victory has been due m ore to the pressure the agitation put on the central as well as state 
g overnm en ts  than to a by-p roduct o f  round table d iscussions or other m easures. It is this realisation  
that has to keep up the spirit o f  the masses. It has also a m essage to people 's m o vem en ts  across the 
country  in d ifferent sectors that there is no short cut to victory which requires sustained struggle o f  
the masses. O nly  the outspoken  dem ands by the fisherfolk and their w illingness to cha llenge  all 
pow er s tructures has broken the silence o f  the authorities in favour o f  the fisherpeople. The tim es 
ahead require  that people 's m ovem en ts  across the country  realize the inherent strength, w hich  com es 
from  the ju s t  nature o f  their struggles. Three cheers to the f isherpeoples' victory.
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