India-visit of Peter van Dalen, MEP, with the India-delegation of the European Parliament, April 2010
Introduction

In the campaign for the European Parliament elections in 2009, I met rev. Joseph D'Souza. D'Souza leads the International Dalit Freedom Network, which aims at the improvement of the situation of the Dalits, the 'outcasts'. India is an important trade partner of the EU and its influence on the world stage is increasing. At the same time hundreds of millions of people live in dire poverty and there is severe discrimination of especially the Dalits. In the traditional Hindu view on society these 'outcasts' are literally placed apart from the rest of the people. They live in separate clusters in the villages, have to drink from separate cups and can only have professions labelled unclean by Hindus, such as cleaning latrines. In this view the Dalits can hardly be seen as human. 

After my initial meeting with rev. D'Souza and after being elected last year, I decided to become a member of the India-delegation of the European Parliament. This delegation aims at improving the relationship between the EP and the Indian Parliament, the Lok Sabha, and of course India as a whole. The profile of the delegation and indeed the EP in India is not that high. Therefore the delegation chairman Mr Graham Watson saw this visit as a first step in the construction of a new relationship and hopefully the first of many visits to and from both sides. Furthermore, since there is the Lisbon Treaty, the EP has now the competences to decide on trade agreements.
Objectives of the visit
An important objective of this visit was to improve the EP profile in the Lok Sabha and the wider Indian society. And to explain to the Indian counterparts, the changed competences of the European Parliament due to the Lisbon Treaty. 
The official programme of the delegation visit was not entirely to my liking. In my opinion the choice of themes was too 'safe', politically. Climate change, security, energy, agriculture, I think this was rather one-sided. My objectives for this visit reach further than politically safe talks. I want to learn more about, and speak up for child labour, Dalit rights and bonded labour, for they are very much a part of the same India that posts record economic growth numbers. Therefore I organized three additional separate meetings and invited my colleagues to take part in them. The first is with Mr. Coen Kompier, senior expert of the ILO, second with Ms. Karin Hulshof, director UNICEF India, and the third a visit to the projects of rev. Joseph D'Souza.

SUNDAY 25-04-2010
ILO and labour conditions

After our visit to an international church we meet Mr. Coen Kompier, senior expert for the International Labour Organization (ILO). He lives and works for more than ten years in India and has extensive knowledge of labour laws and labour practices. He also has a mission: improving labour circumstances and eradicating child labour. We quickly come to the critical issue: the wide gap between theory and practice. In India many rights are well defined on paper, but are never really applied. For example: India just passed an impressive new 'Right to education Act', which grants every child from the age of 6 to 14, free and compulsory education. In the area of child labour there are still some contradictory laws, but much has improved on paper in the past few years. Still, an estimated 12 million children work under dangerous circumstances and between 50 and 70 million don't attend school. These are government figures. Reality, especially on the countryside, can be raw. Things are changing, but the road is very long. Many people have no idea what rights they actually have. Also, the quality of what is offered in public schools is often lamentable.
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Another example is labour rights and legislation. Again, the national laws are not bad at all, but are applied to a limited extent only. And of course a big problem is the fact that 90 per cent or more of all Indians at work do so in the informal sector. You find no inspections there, no pension rights are accumulated. But also official government projects have deficiencies. New Delhi organizes the Commonwealth Games in October this year. The city builds, among other things, a new metro line and new stadiums. Thousands of labourers are employed for these projects; many come from the countryside for a week, a month or six months of 'contractual work'. They are found to receive often less than the minimum wage and to work more than 12 hours per day. Also among these people there is a huge lack of knowledge about labour rights.

Coen Kompier mentions the Caste system/ structure as one of the main factors causing unequal opportunities in the Indian labour market. Your caste of birth traditionally defines largely what you can and cannot do and how much freedom you enjoy. Important to know is also the fact that Dalits, the outcasts, have much fewer possibilities for upward social mobility, because they are being discriminated from the day of their birth. They are limited by deficient healthcare and education. There are four main caste groups and the Indian elite in government and private sector largely originate from the upper castes. The large masses of labourers in the informal sector are mostly from the lowest castes or even outcasts. 
AfPak policies

Sunday evening we had an exchange of views with representatives from a military think-tank on the Indian perspective on the war in Afghanistan and tensions in the region. The high ranking military officers present did not have the utmost positive opinion about the role of the EU and its member states. Basically they did not believe the EU had much influence in Afghanistan and Pakistan at all. 
MONDAY 26-04-2010
Monday morning was spent with the head of the EU delegation in India, who gave a briefing about the situation in the country and what to expect. Ms. Daniele Smadja warned that Indians can be quite proud and stubborn and were not likely to give in much when it came to demands for human rights, climate change and other such issues.

UNICEF
On Monday afternoon we meet with Ms. Karin Hulshof, the director of UNICEF India. In India is based the largest UNICEF-organization in the world. She explains to us the work her organization is doing in India. UNICEF has programmes in cooperation with the Indian national- state- and district governments. But the critical levels of society that will have to be reached are below these official levels of bureaucracy, according to Ms Hulshof. She explains about the workings of the Panchayati Raj, the village councils, where elders and other local representatives make decisions that affect village life. UNICEF is targeting these Panchayati Raj when it aims to improve maternity health and child care. This has worked very well, as for example drops in infant mortality rates show.
Karin Hulshof continues to talk about two big taboo's in Indian society. One is sanitation, the other is the caste system. UNICEF is involved in massive programmes to improve sanitation across the country, which is often in a shockingly bad state. The caste system is more complicated. As such UNICEF cannot do much to change this system. Nevertheless the fact that it leads to the structural exclusion of large parts of society, makes it very hard to improve human development indicators of these parts. According to Ms. Hulshof not only the Dalits are affected by this exclusion, but tribals, Muslims and inhabitants of Northeast India as well. She compares India to Bangladesh, a country we often associate with even much more poverty and despair than India. Recently however Bangladesh has quickly been gaining ground vis-à-vis its bigger neighbour, because of the strong civil society and the sense of inclusion, which are both missing in India.
TUESDAY 27-04-2010
Forum Against Free Trade Agreements

On Tuesday morning we had an interesting meeting with representatives from the Forum Against Free Trade Agreements. The Forum was formed by trade unions, peoples' movements, farmers' organisations and civil society organisations to "campaign against the impact of Free Trade Agreements on Labour and Livelihood rights of people in India". The meeting was interesting because here was a group of Indians, who did not want an FTA that merely included economic aspects, but rather no agreement at all. The speakers expressed their disappointment in the role of the EP and pointed out the great inequalities of the Indian society, which they feared would only be exacerbated by an FTA. 
The India-delegation members explained how they were much closer to the Forum than the Indian government, who had an even narrower view on FTA’s. They argued that the NGOs should be pressing the Indian government on the issues and calling it to account for inadequate enforcement of its employment and environmental legislation. The authorities should also be put under pressure to reform the tax system so that the huge disparities in income were reduced.

Minister of External Affairs

On Tuesday, Ms Kaur, Indian Minister of Foreign Affairs, took up the themes of many interlocutors by underlining the importance of EU-India economic and political ties and recognising the importance of the Lisbon Treaty and the new powers that it gave to the Union.  Mr Van Dalen submitted a request by various NGOs who were worried about the stringent visa regime. Ms Kaur agreed to look into the issue and said to bee looking forward to visa facilitation as it was important to boost people to people contacts.

The Minister underlined the importance of the EU-India FTA and stressed that insistence on a social chapter should not be permitted to hamper the agreement. She stressed that India welcomed Foreign Direct Investment, although there were differences between the states in the country.

Ms Kaur underlined that India needed to develop and to tackle the high level of poverty. Nevertheless it was aware of its responsibilities in tackling climate change and had already stated that it would cap emissions.

More meetings with more politicians follow this day. We talk about security and defence, about climate change and about trade relations. It is clear that India has a newfound assertiveness that takes getting used to. Some lawyers representing human rights organizations in India suggested to us in relation to the FTA, to put into it a formulation such as “India must implement its existing legislation”. This formula might be the bridge between the official position of India (“we do not want non-trade issues in the FTA”) and the position of the majority of the European Parliament, expressed in March 2009, to include non-trade issues in the FTA.
WEDNESDAY 28-04-2010
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Today is a day of transit from New Delhi to Hyderabad and later of official receptions by officials of the Hyderabad state government, including the Governor, Mr. E.S.L. Narasimhan, and the Chief Minister, Mr. Konijeti Rosaiah. In the evening we meet with Dr. Jayaprakash Narayan, leader of a small opposition party, who gives some inside information on political practices and how he tries to combat corruption in Indian politics. The day ends with a dinner with Indian NGOs that receive EU funding and whose representatives talk about their projects and development in India.
THURSDAY 29-04-2010
A day with Dalit activists
Today, Thursday, is the most impressive day of our stay in India. We visit reverend Dr. Joseph D'Souza, leader of the Dalit Freedom Network. Rev. D'Souza has told me a year ago, during a visit to the Netherlands, about the plight of the nearly 200 million Dalits. These people are the poorest of the poor, because their society excludes them from its social structures, the caste system. This system recognizes four main social groups (and many subgroups), at the top of which are the priests (Brahmins), then come the warriors (Kshatryas), followed by the traders and landowners (Vaysias) and the fourth caste, the peasants and labourers (Sudras). There are millions of people more for whom this system has no place. These 'outcastes' or 'Dalits' are generally treated with less respect than animals and are condemned to a life full of discrimination. 

D'Souza founded a campus in Hyderabad, assisted by the Dutch Operatie Mobilisatie (Operation Mobilisation), on which many activities are bundled to aid the Dalits. It has a school, a university, a church, a distribution centre for Christian literature, workshops, a clinic and much more. D'Souza and his organization favour a holistic approach, providing micro credits with skills training; bible schools and English language education; teacher training for weavers, nurses and other practical skills. We can see that this organization is well-run, that the people who lead it have open hearts and minds.
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Above all however, Rev. D'Souza and his compatriots talk passionately about bringing change to the social structures in Indian society. A professor of sociology from the University of Hyderabad, Dr. Kancha Ilaiah, explains how the caste system as social structure is a few thousand years old, but that only during the 20th century the Dalits and other backward castes were told that they were Hindus. He goes on to say that the religious aspect of it is now used to defend the system and to tell outsiders to stay away from it. Professor Ilaiah explains how the 'Gandhi of the Dalits', dr. Ambedkar, preached conversion away from Hinduism. This is precisely what is happening right now in India, with Dalits and other people from the lowest rungs converting to Christianity, Islam and Buddhism. These conversions create sometimes violent backlashes and currently the number of atrocities committed against the Dalits is increasing. Nevertheless Prof. Ilaiah says this is the only way out of an unjust system that is unwilling to change itself.
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We talk extensively with D'Souza and Ilaiah about what can and has to be done from the outside to improve the situation of the Dalits in India. He explains how he is trying to increase visibility of the issue internationally, through lobbying in Europe and North America. According to D'Souza India tries very hard to let everybody believe the caste system is an Indian domestic issue and entirely off limits to foreign interference. His organization however believes that the caste structure and especially the discrimination of hundreds of millions that it encourages, should be seen as an international human rights problem, just like apartheid in South Africa was in the 80s and 90s. Therefore the European Parliament and other organizations should continue to lobby with the Indian government for the abolishment of this discriminatory structure. Besides, they should make sure the topic comes high on the agenda of the United Nations and other international organizations. We explain to D'Souza and his colleagues that this visit is only the beginning of what hopefully will become a fruitful period of five years in the India-delegation of the European Parliament. The India-delegation is currently trying to raise its profile in India and to get involved in the negotiations for an EU-India Free Trade Agreement. We promise to continue to put the situation of the Dalits on the agenda of the delegation and if possible of the Parliament as a whole. We will also try to raise visibility outside the Parliament, as we've for example already done with weblogs on the TROUW-newspaper website. With D'Souza we agree to stay in close touch and to work together as much as possible to support each other's efforts.
Conclusion
This visit has been my, Peter van Dalen's, first visit to India. It has been remarkable in many ways. Let's sum up a few thoughts here:
· India is an amazing country with many contrasts and what seem to be contradictions. Its economy is growing, but its wealth unequally shared; its people are resourceful and industrious, but many find themselves in impossible positions; it is rightly proud of its rich history and culture, but this has also brought oppression and discrimination.

· It has been a good decision to become a member of the India-delegation of the EP. There is much to do, and especially a topic such as the situation of the Dalits is not easily picked up by other members. Other (related) issues, such as combating child labour and promoting religious freedom also need continuous attention, in order for them not to be ignored when economic interests are at play.
· The input we received from Dutch and other organizations as preparation for this trip has been very useful.

· I agree with the view that the discrimination of the Dalits is not merely a domestic Indian issue. The suffering and structural discrimination of hundreds of millions of Indians should indeed receive international attention.
· The current negotiations for an EU-India FTA are a very good platform to put pressure on the Indian government to improve the situation of the Dalits and to work on other issues such as child labour and religious freedom as well. Any FTA should contain more than just trade and investment elements. It must be clear to the Indian counterparts that the EU and its consumers demand quality standards that prevent child labour and discrimination and support an inclusive growth model.
To be continued...

As mentioned before this visit was just a first step in what hopefully will become a process that lasts many years. For now it is clear that the India-delegation is concerned about human rights and sustainable development issues in India. It is also clear that there is a broadly shared wish in the EP to have an FTA including human rights and other clauses. However, it is much less certain how far MEP’s are willing to go for this, if they will not in the end bow for economic interests. It is my intention to do all in my power to make sure this does not happen.

The India-delegation of the European Parliament intends to become involved somehow in the FTA process. A first step is to call for an experts meeting to learn more about the state of play.

Last but not least, I need the continued input from NGOs and other organizations if I want to have meaningful influence in the India-delegation of the EP. 
Peter van Dalen

Jannes de Jong
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Meeting with ILO-expert Coen Kompier
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Meeting reverend D'Souza (far right) and professor Ilaiah (2nd left)
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The two India's clearly visible in IT boomtown Hyderabad
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A Dalit Freedom Network project - this woman will go back to her own village and pass her skills on to the other women








