
Situation of the Jarawa Tribal Community in the Andaman Island

Who are the Jarawas?

They are an isolated tribe of which only between 200 and 300 still remain. They were isolated from most outside human contact till about eight years back.
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a) The Jarawa could be descendants of the first set of modern humans moving from Africa to Asia, and the earliest peopling of the islands could go back as far as 60, 000 years ago, probably the only truly "indigenous" people that India can claim.  Some genetic research done in the last couple of years by Dr. Lalji Singh of the Hyderabad based Centre for Cellular and Molecular Biology, indicates that the Andaman tribals have been in these islands for 20,000 years and even more. In many ways they may have the critical clues to the process of human evolution. Though there can be ethical objections about the way the research has been carried, the results are very important from many points of view, including their first stake to the land and resources of these forests and islands.

b) Their knowledge of the forests and the uses of the resources might be phenomenal, including with implications that might benefit the whole of 

humankind, maybe through some medical discovery based on the knowledge that they have gathered over so many thousands of years.

c) It is thanks to them (and this links up with point b), that the forests of the islands still stand and some of the original (and presumably rare) resources still survive in some parts. If the forests don't remain there will nothing to make use of.

d) Independent of points a, b, and c above, there is the absolutely basic ethical right that they have to life and survival and means to achieve that.

The Dilemma

How to assist the Jarawas to come to a point where they can determine for themselves, in an informed manner, the lifestyle they want to live, without first destroying their culture, teaching them bad habits (like smoking, tobacco chewing and drinking alcohol), and decimating their population to near extinction.

The dilemma is real, for in the Andamans the Great Andamanese tribals, who numbered 625 in 1901 have now been reduced to less than 40 because their exposure to the diseases of people from the mainland, against which they have no natural immunity.

Similarly, the Onge of Little Andamans, who numbered 672 in 1901 have now been reduced to 100, for similar reasons.

The Jarawas themselves have, so far, held out and number an estimated two to three hundred. However, already their unplanned and commercially motivated contact with the outer world has exposed them to tobacco, liquor, unhealthy eating habits, violence and disease. If this is not checked soon, they will also go the way of the Great Andamanese, but perhaps far more rapidly.

Key Principles of Engagement

Any policy for the Jarawas and particularly its implementation on the ground should be guided by four basic principles. These are: Sensitivity, Minimality, Accountability and Self-determination. The administration needs to ensure that these principles are implemented, both in letter and spirit and form the basis for any interaction with the Jarawas or any of the other indigenous communities in these islands.

Key Concerns

Following are the key concerns in the context of the welfare and future of the Jarawas:

· Change in food habits and introduction of addictives such as tobacco and alcohol.

· Intrusion of poachers into Jarawa Reserve for removing natural resources like wild pig, fish, and honey. These intrusions occur with the tacit involvement of law enforcement agencies and often with their active collusion. After violent encounters resulting from such intrusions, the Jarawas and not the violators have been punished.

· Sexual exploitation of women is an ongoing problem. In one case, a Jarawa woman was raped inside the GB Pant Hospital, after which even a medical examination was not conducted. In another case a Jarawa woman was raped by two tribal welfare staff.

· A Jarawa boy was recently killed by a crocodile deep within the reserve while collecting crabs. The Jarawa are routinely supplying valuable commercial crabs to certain villagers, possibly for the export market. Such debilitating interaction with outsiders needs to be stopped. Moreover, the important information of this death had not reached senior officials in Port Blair in spite of the elaborate system the administration has in place. Information of the incident was finally provided to the concerned officers by an independent researcher.

That such incidents as the above unendingly recur is proof of the fact that the measures the Administration is currently taking are not appropriate or adequate. 

RECOMMENDATIONS: 

A) The A&N Administration should be asked to immediately implement the orders passed by the Supreme Court (Annex 1) in May 2002. Specifically:

i) It should be asked to immediately implement Supreme Court orders regarding the creating of an inner line regime, so that immigration into the islands can be controlled, to deal with the problem of continued influx from mainland India. Unless this issue is dealt with seriously and immediately, the pressure on land and natural resources on the islands, in particular on the Jarawas and their forests, will only increase and create serious problems here.

ii) The Andaman Trunk Road (ATR) remains open even three years after the expiry of the deadline set by the Supreme Court for its closure. The ATR, which cuts through the Jarawa Reserve (see map in annex 2), needs to be closed immediately. Evidence is mounting of the serious negative impacts on the Jarawas of the road and traffic on it (see annex 3 for details).

B) In connection with the ATR, a need exists to augment the sea transport and related infrastructure to ensure that people in the Middle and North Andaman Islands are not adversely affected due to closure of the ATR. Sea transport is cheaper, faster and more efficient for an island system such as the Andamans. Therefore, the Planning Commission and the Island Development Authority need to be approached with the request for support towards this end. 

C) Immediately constitute an Advisory Committee, comprising of independent and knowledgeable experts, including anthropologists, to develop a medium to long term strategy on taking the Jarawas from their current state of isolation to a state where they can meaningfully, and knowledgeably, choose their options, without in the process getting decimated or loosing all options. 

D) All dealings with the Jarawa and other Andaman aboriginals, and also the Shompen of Great Nicobar, need to be with the clearance and under the supervision of this Advisory Committee. Uncontrolled contact with the dominant majority represents death for the Jarawa at a number of levels. This needs to be urgently communicated to the Jarawa by trained anthropologists who have acquired fluency in the Jarawa language.  This is the first step in preparing the Jarawa to cope with what is to come over the years.  Other modes of capacity building have to be developed over a process of consultation with internationally reputed anthropologists, who are familiar with such measures, and have experience and knowledge from examples elsewhere in the world.

E) A cohesive Jarawa Reserve defence policy needs to be formulated and implemented with the involvement of the police, coast guard, and others, and patrolling on the west coast needs to be intensified. The Jarawa Tribal Reserve extends to 5 kms from the High Tide Line of the coast in the reserve. This limit is being constantly violated. Moreover, fishermen and poachers from Wandoor in the south and from Mayabundar and other places in the north enter the Jarawa Reserve from the coastal side. An urgent need exists to create a marine patrolling and protection force that will immediately curb such intrusions. Here too, the Jarawa can be involved in maintaining a vigilant front.

Unless these steps are urgently taken, it is unlikely that the Jarawa would survive for long as a people. If we allow them to die out, like some of the other tribal groups, not only would it be a crime against the weakest segments of humanity, but it would also result in an irreparable loss to the cultural diversity of the world.
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