DALLA

Privatisation, Police Firing and Workers Struggle

People's Union for Democratic Rights
Delhi
October 1991



PREFACE

On 2 June 1991 workers of a cement factory at Dalla (district
Sonbhadra) in Uttar Pradesh were fired upon by the police when they
Were staging a rasta roko and dharna in protest against the privatisation
of their factory, owned by the U.P. State Cement Corporation. Eight
bodies were recovered and many others were seriously wounded one
of whom died later. At the time of the firing, the governments, both at
the state and the centre were minority SJP governments, Subsequenﬂy
BIP came to Power in the state and Congress-I at the centre. However
no judicial enquiry was ordered nor WEre any meaningful measures
initiated to alleviate the plight of the workers, The tensions that led to
the firing at the Dalla cement factory assumes far reaching significance
in the light of wide ranging measures initiated as part of liberalisation

A team of People’s Uniop for Democratic Rights visited Dalla ip
the last week of Jupe. In the course of the investigation the team met a
large number of workers, shopkeepers and other residents at Dalla and
Churk as well as the workers unions in the area atfiliated to the All India
Trade Union Congress (AITUC), Bharti ya Mazdoor Sangh (BMS),
Centre for Indian Trade Unjons (CITU) and the Indian National Trade
Union Congress (INTUC). In addition the ‘€am met the District Magis-

the Additional Djstrict Magistrate conducting the enquiry, the Deputy
Labour Commissjoner and the doctor at the hospital at Dalla.
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The Firing at Dalla

Dalla owes ils existence to the cement fac-
tory. Apart from the factory and its workers
colony there is hardly anything else in this small
place save a few shops and a police post.

The cement factory at Dalla started produc-
tion in 1972, almost a decade after the first ce-
ment factory was set up in this region at Churk.
Both these units came under the Uttar Pradesh
State Cement Corporation (UPSCC), when it was
formed in March 1972. Subsequently a modern
plant producing clinker was set up at Dalla and a
factory for grinding clinker and packing cement
was set up at Chunar in neighbouring Mirzapur
district. UPSCCis (was?) the third largest cement
concern in India after the Associated Cement
Companies (ACC) and the Cement Corporation
of India (CCI).

Less than two decades after its inception,
the govemment decided to sell offthe corporation
as part of its drive to dispose off all state owned
units which were making losses. The corporation
was offered to the Dalmias. It was this move
which is the immediate cause of tensions.

All the 13 unions functioning in the UPSCC
formed a front to fight against the move.
Interestingly they have also offered to the gov-
emnment to run the factory with the help of their
savings accumulated over lwo decades of serv-
ice. They submitted a detailed plan to the govern-
ment about this. Otherwise their agitational pro-
ETamimes Were of.

The workers al the UPSCC got information
about the impending sale of their corporation to
the Dalmias only in December 1990. However
they had no indication that things would move so

rapidly and were taken by surprise when the
Memomndum of Understanding (MOU) was signed
between the Dalmias and the state government
two months later in February 1991. None of the
13 workers’ unions functioning at the UPSCC
had been taken into confidence or even been
informed about this deal and its terms and condi-
tions. On their own initiative they discovered that
Dalmias had acquired majority control of the
corporation.

Following this, the unions filed petitions in
the High Court Bench at Allahabad against the
transfer of the corporation. While the petitions
were being heard, an order was passed preventing
the sale of cement from any ofthe faclories of the
corporation. The hearing of the case carried on
for three consecutive days in May and on the
24th the court passed an order that the new man-
agement could take charge if 49% of the shares
had been transferred else status quo was to be
maintained.

Soonafier, the bank accounts of the UPSCC
were sealed and all rights of withdrawal of money
were vested in the Managing Director appointed
by the Dalmias. On 29 May attempis were made
by the disirict administration to transfer all the
cash kept in the three [actory premises into the
UPSCC bank account. While the money was
sealed at Churk and Dalla, the District Magistrate
(Mirzapur) did not allow a similar act at the
Chunar factory. The sharp contrast in which
this was done provoked anger from the workers
at Dalla.

Around lunchtime, the, Sub Divisional
Magistrate, Dudhi along with the Thana Incharge,



Chopan, entered the Dalla factory with police
force while the PAC surrounded the factory.
They misbehaved with the factory guards, tock
away their firearms and proceeded to the office of
the General Manager where they demanded the
keys to the cash room as they had orders to
remove the cash from the factory premises and
shift it to the bank. When the GM demanded that
he be shown the order, he was told that it was a
verbal order of the D.M.. The GM refused to give
the keys saying that he could give the keys only if
there was an order from the Chairman of the
UPSCC. The GM then left to meet the D.M.

where according to him, he was threatened with
dire consequences if he did not co-operate in the
sale of the UPSCC to the Dalmias. Meanwhile the
SDM ordered the sealing of the door of the cash
room and posted PAC guards at the entrance. The
workers were informed by the Chowki Incharge,
Dalla, that the police would fire if anyone strayed
within 100 yards of the door, The workers were to
have received their salaries two days bence from
the same cash room, which have not been paid to
them so far.

From the night of 29 May the shopkeepers
along the main road at Dalla were being pressur-
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d to provide free service to the policemen. This
recorded loot kept rising as the police deployed
the factory were increased daily. On 30 May,
 workers organised a meeting at the factory
e to decide the further course of struggle in the
ht of the incidents of the previous day.

On 31 May, the new management entered
- head office of the UPSCC at Churk. The
ployees at the office protested by leaving the
ice as soon as the Managing Director ap-
inted by the Dalmias entered the premises. The
rkers feel that the Dalmias bad no right to enter
- premises in the light of the High Court order
24 May and since the next hearing in the case
s to be held on 8 July. On 2 June, around 11
1. the new management, with the help of the
lice, tried to force entry into the Churk factory
ng with local hoodlums,

The mews of this attempt reached Dalla
und 1.30 p.m. The workers immediately de-
ed to protest against the use of force to take
r the UPSCC and decided on a rasta roko. At
0 p.m. after blockading the road at the en-
nce of the workers’ colony, the workers sat
wn on the road. 2 June being a Sunday, the day
he weekly market at Dalla, thousands of people
m the surrounding villages had come there.
us it is quite difficult to ascertain the number of
rkers who had collected on the road. Accord-
, to the workers and the shopkeepers nearby,
numbers ranged from 600 to 1500. The police
ims there were 6,000 workers present.

Within half an hour the police posted at the
tory along with reinforcements from nearby
ice stations, the Thana Incharge, Chopan and
SDM, Dudhi reached the spot. By this time a
ck, tanker, bus of the M.P. State Transport and
ne two wheelers had been stopped by the
rkers. The police demanded that the workers
i1 the road and started a lathi charge. This did
last long and the policemen present took posi-
15 to fire. Without any wamning to the workers,
ng started. There was no place forthe workers

to run or to hide as the road at this point is
surrounded by hillocks. The workers thus sur-
rounded, retaliated by pelting stones at the police-
men. This sent the policemen scurrying to safer
places and gave many of the workers time to
escape from the spot. The policemen then took
positions behind the truck and tanker parked on
the road. As the workers thinned out, the police-
men went on to the hillocks and fired from there
al the workers. This firing continued for nearly
three hours. Those who were trying to take the
wounded tosafety were fired at by the police. The
workers were able to remove 32 people from the
road and took them to the UPSCC hospital. Of
these four were declared brought dead Dina (30),
Shailendra Ray (43), Suresh Dubey (35) and
Naresh Ram (45). According to the doctor pres-
ent, most of the injured had been shot in the chest
and abdomen. Since blood bank facilities were
not available at Dalla, 28 people were shifted to
the UPSEB run Obra hospital after basic first aid.
Large numbers of workers at Obra donated blood.
One of the injured, Jai Prakash Tiwari, a student
at the inter college Dalla, died at Obra hospital.
The rest were shifted to Banaras Hindu Univer-
sity hospital, Varanasi, around 200 kilometres
away. One of injured in the hospital had seven
bullet wounds.

Apart from these, no other injured have
been traced. The police disclosed that three other
bodies were found at the spot while one more was
discovered two days later from a hut on a nearby
hillside. According to the residents of Dalla who
were witnesses to the firng, many more would
have been killed and wounded since, apart from
the workers, over a thousand people from nearby
villages had also collected at the site of the rasta
roko. Moreover, since the firing took place during
the school vacations, many of the wokers’ fami-
lies had already gone to their native homes. Fol-
lowing the firing, less than five per cent of the
workers are residing in the colony. Thus it is not
even possible to ascertain the number oFworkers
killed and wounded.
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 The road from Dalla

- _i[‘:l-.a'wini;i;af change in the Indian economy are here now with us for quite soms s One of

the important parts of itis privatisation of public sector units, which is a source of confertious cetate.
Dalla offers some insights that are largely missing in the public discourse on economsc iberaisation.

| December 1989, the then newly elected UP government appointed a one memXer

' committee to examine the working of the public sector units in the state, which submitted fts report
four months later. Following its recommendations the stale cabinet took a decision — to sel or
pantially. disinvest in all state owned companies making an annual loss of over Rs, 10 crores,

AlthoughUPSCC's average annual

loss forthe last 20 yearsis lessthanRs. 10 crore, it has atiracted
the new provision since the losses had crossed the Rs. 10 crore markin the last few years. The ioss
was approximately Rs. 30 crore per year in the last three years. But why is the UPSCC a loss making
unit? ' g S
Firstly, cement industry was one of the industries suffering heavy losses, on and off, till almost
the early eighties. In fact among the major private groups, except the Tatas, few could survive, Those
whose cement factories were closed in the earlier period included the Dalmias. But this situation
changed drastically since about the mid eighties. Demand and production increased phenomenally,
including that of the UPSCC. But being a state owned unit its prices are administered prices and ot
market prices. Thus even after the market improved and production multiplied, the UPSCC
continued to make losses since other cement plants sold their cement at cheaper rates, The
repeated requests of the UPSCC fo permit afall iniits price were turned down by the govern mentand
a demand by workers to order an enquiry into this affair was never heeded.
. Second s the question of modernisation and updating of technology. This was one of the long
standing demands of both the corporation and its workers. In mid-1980s some funds were granted

forthe purpose which had peculiar consequences. In Dalla the modernisation resulted in the setting
- up of a modern dry process plant producing clinker while in Chunar it resu lted in alarge grinding unit.

In efféct this means that the cement clinker produced at Dalla hasto goto Chunar, almost 100 kms.

-away for grinding and packing. The consequent wasteful transportation cost alone works out to be

about Rs. 14 crores per annum, much more than the average annual loss for which the corporation
is being sold off. i s - :

Leave alone further modernisation, even the spare parts to maintain the old machinery were
not easily available. Production often came to a standstill as a result of this recurring problem. The

' lack of funds, orto be more precise, lack of timely supply of funds was the reason forit. This problem
* was in turn related with the bureaucratic wrangle over the control of the corporation. During the early

years all upper management posts were filled up by IAS officials or, more ridiculously, IPS officials,

‘one of whomwas in charge of marketing of cement! After years of fighttechnocrats of the corporation

were allowed to come to the higher management posts. This change meant that the applications for
funds to buy desperately needed spare parts kept gathering dust at Lucknow. Inevitably it led to
under capacity utilisation even when the demand was increasing. The Corporation's capacity
utilisation in 1990-91 was between 30-35 percent as against 80-110 percent in new cement plants
and 74-78 percent national average. :
In addition there was also pilferage of the cement on a fairly large scale Partly it was due tothe
decision to set up the grinding unit at Chunar. That 'some of the clinker is lost on its way is amply
illustrated by the growth of mini cement grinding units on the road between Dalla and Chunar, The
marketing of cement, stillin the hands ofthe IAS officers appointed by the government, is riddled with




 scandals. In a notorious case twotrain loads of caméﬁf’_ﬁﬁm worth nvarﬁs{i akhs reportedly never

reached s destination. The agitation by the unians for an anqunry nto the incident did not result in

. .l_f-iﬁé_sa_ﬂé the factors that made the cement corporation a Iq;é making u nit, ;!;é;n it'g'fé.%:lﬁlinn
* onewould have thoughtlies in enforcing accountability on politicaland administrative authorities and
 punishing the guilty. In Dalla, in an exceptional manner, the unions have beentaking upthesaissues

- fromfime totime. They struggled not merely for theirwages and rights but alsa forthe viability oftheir
factary, in vain. The government, in tune with current fashions, has opted to seli off the corporation.

Andwhatasalel - .
. On 1 May 1990 the state government initiated measures for privatisation through a press
release. The statement invited interested parties for a discussion, The workers sent their propasal.
And so did CCI, ACC, Gujarat Ambuja, Modi Cement and Dalmia Industries. The striking feature of
govemnment Initiative was that the assets of the Corporation were left out of the valuation process on
 the specious ground that they would balance the liabilities. The excluded physical assets include
13,5 5q. km, of land, factory buildings, 5,000 residential units, three limestone mines covering an .

area of 30 sq. km. with mining rights for another 40 years! Thus the net worth of the state enterprise
was never assessed before it was put up for sale. A liberal estimate puts it at Rs. 700 crores. An

economist from Delhi University puts the figure at Rs. 306 crores, after deducting all accumulated

losses and without including the value of machines and equipment.. - .
. Instead of assessing the Corporation's net worth at market prices, the government opted for
valuation based on paid up capital (book value). Billimoria & Co., belonging to the Tatas, valued the
actual value of shares (face value Rs. 100 per share) at Rs. 20 per share. Atthe other end workers
ook initiative and got the shares valued by S.K. Ahuja and Associates, Kanpur. The agency

‘tecognised by IDBI valued them at Rs. 288 per share. The Dalmias offered Rs. 45 per share 'without
any other concession’. The government eventually offered it at Rs. 75 per share with enormous

concessions. And the Dalmias were to pay Rs. 26.12 crores. .

The Memorandum of Understanding between the state government and the Dalmia Industries

" makes it a joint venture, with Dalmias having 51 percent share. Out of the total of Hs. 26.12 crores,
the Dalmias were obliged to pay only Rs. 5 crores over a span of nine months. The remaining,
including interest received have to be reinvested by the state government in the UPSCC. The
Dalmias have an obligation of immediately employing all the existing workers. But they have an
option of not running it as a cement plant after five years! There will be a sales tax holiday for three
years. Contingent liabilities to the sales tax department {Rs. 1.4 crores) and towards stamp duty (Rs.
11 lakhs) 'shall be waived'. Other liabilities are to be rescheduled with a moratorium of three years
followed by repayment in five years carrying an interest rate of 12 percent. If they pay this amount
in time they would get a rebate of 3 percent! Under such liberal conditions, it has been estimated,
that if the current performance which is not good anyway is maintained, the Dalmia Industries wotlic
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acta benefit of Hs. 68.02 crores agains: he risk of Rs. 48.07 crofes: In other words, they would gain
by Rs. 20 crores even if they are unable to make this loss making state enterprise into a profitable
private company, in the coming five years. But of course that would be far-fetched, given the fact that
the slate government, with an uncanny sense of timing has offered the cement unit just when the
- industry is flourishing.

Having gotthe unit cheap and on very easy terms in an industry that is currently flourishing, the

new management was eager to move in. The political authority, not withstanding the change in the

 recent elections, was more than willing to back them. The local administration and a helpful armed
 police were all that was reguired, since the workers are resisting. Ten persons died so far.

And thus lies the long road to liberalisation of Indian economy.




Immediately after the firing ended, the po-
licemen set fire to the vehicles parked at the site
of the rasta roko. The money and goods from the
small shops by the side of the road were then
looted by the police and then the shops were seton
fire. Other shops which bad been abandoned by
the shopkeepers were than forced open and looted.
This seemed to have been done to discredit the
workers and to justify the police firing. The police
and district administration today claim that the
vehicles and shops were bumt by the workers.
This seems unlikely since most of the shops at
Dalla are owned by relatives of the workers. In
addition according to the shopkeepers who were
trying to flee and were detained by the police,
their shops were safe till they were allowed to
leave at the end of the firing. When we specifi-
cally asked about the source of the administra-
tion's claim, the D.M. said that he had been
informed by the S.P. The S.P. in turn said that his
source was the police present during the firing,
who according to the shopkeepers were the real
culprits.

A little later, the police announced through

loudspeakers that curfew had been imposed and
any person seen outside their houses would be
shot at. Today both the police and district admini-
stration claim that no such curfew was imposed.
This is strange since the regional news on Door-
darshan reported the Chief Secretary of the U.P.
government as saying that curfew at Dalla had
been relaxed. Further, all newspapers reported
that curfew had been clamped. Even the head
constable at Dalla told us that curfew had been
clamped for an hour. Effectively there was cur-
few at Dalla till the evening of 5 June.

In the night after the firing the police en-
tered the houses of the workers in the colony.
They had come to arrest the union leaders. Not
finding all of them, they broke into many houses,
misbehaved with the people and arrested work-
ers who were active in the struggle against priva-
tisation. One of the houses the police broke into
was of the CITU leader Janardhan Pandey. His
wife, who was present in the house, was beaten
with rifle butts. She later went to the hospital and
got first aid. In the prevailing atmosphere, it has
not been possible for her to get an FIR recorded.




The Aftermath

On 3 June 1990, the D.M. ordered a magis-
terial enquiry over the incidents. The Additional
District Magistrate (A.D.M.) fixed 25 June as the
date for the first hearing and advertised in the
newspapers that witnesses should come fo get
their evidence recorded at his court.

We reached Dalla on 25 June. An atmos-
phere of fear was prevailing in the place. No
person was ready to talk to us on the road. Sec.
144 was still in force and police was posted at the
gate of the workers colony. The burpt vehicles
still stood by the side of the road and the bumt
shops had just stared serving tea. The workers
were still scared to move too far from the colony.
Large numbers of police were on the roads. Need-
less to add that none of the workers tumed up at
the courts at Robertsganj to record theirstatement
with the A.D.M..

The workers, in fact, were demanding that a
judicial enquiry be conducted into the firing.
They had no faith in the magisterial enquiry. A
comment from one of the workers captures their
feelings about the enquiry: “‘Chuhe ko bithaya
hai, billi pe jaanch karne’’,

Their reasons for their lack of faith were
clearly brought out when we met the A.D.M. He
had not visited Dalla since the firing. He claimed
complete ignorance about fear prevailing among
the workers. He categorically stated that no cur-
few had been imposed at Dalla and that there was
no possibility of harassment or pressurising of
witnesses by the police. He did not convince us of
his impantiality.

When we met the shopkeepers whose shops
had been burnt and looted, they told us that the
police was pressurising them to give evidence
that their shops had been looted and burnt by the
workers. They were being offered compensation
of Rs. 1,000 as a bribe for doing this task.

When the S.P. was questioned about the
policemen forcing entry into workers® houses and
misbehaving with their family members, he de-
nied that any such incidents had taken place.
When we provided instances, he replied that the
people mentioned by us belonged to the families
of the accused and their allegations could not be
entertained.

The district administration is today handing
out cyclostyled copies of their complete version
of the incidents of 2 June. The version hinges on
the claim that innocént workers had been incited
by the officers of the UPSCC to attack and lynch
the police present at Dalla and to destroy the
factory. The administration alleges that it was
towards this motive that the rasta roko was or-
ganised and planning had been made to surround
the police. The workers attacked the police with
stones and firearms and when they saw their
motive being defeated, they set fire to the shops
and vehicles. The police fired in self defence and
many policemen were injured including the Circle
Officer, Obra, who sustained pellet injuries in
his leg.

Interestingly, the injuries to the C.O. are not
mentioned in the F.LR. which otherwise talks
about injuries sustained by the policemen from
stone pelting. In addition to a few names the FIR
mentions *“6,000 others'’, leaving the field wide
open for the police to detain anyone they choose.

Yet most of the local newspapers are car-
rying only the administration’s version of events.
The centre page of a leading Hindi daily we
came across carried the verbalim reproduction of
the cyclostyled handout of the D.M. In a regret-
table lack of professionalism the newspaper did
not even correct the grammar of the District Mag-
istrate.

Meanwhile the Supreme Court has treated
the telegram sent by the Joint Front of the workers




as a petition and has ordered the D.I.G. police,
U.P. to inquire into the police firing and send a
report to the court.

Yet the main brunt of the attack by the
police and district administration is being faced
by the union leaders at Dalla. While the admini-
stration version of the events claims that officers
had incited workers, it is clear to them that all
workers are still together in their fight against
privatisation. Allthe injured workers at the hospi-
tal have refused to accept the compensation awarded
by the corporation. Workers from all the other
public sector units are supporting the workers
struggle at Dalla. U.P. State Electricity Board
(UPSEB) went on a tokenstrike in protest against
the firing. 13 districts of U.P. went without power
that day. A team of various trade union federa-
tions from Delhi had also visited Dalla after the
firingand held a meeting, The 5.P, feels that these
people supporting the struggle should be arrested
for sedition and that they are terrorists.

Altogether 21 workers were lodged in
Mirzapur jail charged with crimes ranging from
arson to attempt to murder. And the General
Manager of the Dalla factory, Dharan Vir Kush-
waha, was detained under the National Security
Act. The workers who kept working at the factory
till 6 June and maintained the air blast through the
cement: to prevent it from ‘setting” were all re-
moved by the PAC. The factory remains closed
since then.

Subsequently Bhartiya Janata Party govern-
ment came 10 power. The state level leadership of
Bhartiya Mazdoor Sangh, whose local unit was
part of the workers front, began prevaricating on
the issue. The BJP government made much noise
over the omissions and commissions of the Mu-
layam Singh Yadav government. Buton thisissue
it did not differ with his government. No judicial
enquiry was ordered. Nor was any review under-
taken of the scandalous Memorandum of Under-
standing signed with the Dalmias. In fact it is
widely believed that the Dalmias, because of their

intimate connections with the Vishwa Hindu
Parishad are emboldened by the new govemn-
ment.

Meanwhile the Allahabad High Court de-
livered its final judgement on 1 August. In a sixty
page judgement Justice B.P. Jeevan Reddy and
Justice R.B. Mehrotra severely indicted the gov-
ernment for the manner in which the agreement
was arrived at with the Dalmias and the terms and
conditions offered. It has appointed two well
known agencies, A.F. Ferguson & Co. and Price
Water House Associates to undertake a fresh
valuation of *‘the assets and liabilities of the
corporation and determine its worth’’.

The workers on the other hand keep up their
agitation. They offered dharna at Lucknow de-
manding ‘‘insaafand roti’’ from the BJP govern-
ment. Their specific demands include adequate
compensation, judicial enquiry over the firing,
review of the privatisation measures and reopen-
ing of the factory. One of the workers on dhama,
Nepali, died on 29 August. Police attempted to
quietly cremate the body. A large number of
workers reached the cremation grounds and forced
the police to hand over the body to them. 150
workers including the CPI(M) leader Ms, Suhasini
Ali were arrested and detained without food or
water for 16 hours at Gosaigunj police station.

The government which earlier gave an as-
surance that the issue will be settled *‘in a week”’
has appointed another committee after this inci-
dent and promised to open the factory “*soon"’.
That was over a month ago. The workers are
being forced into starvation as the factory still
remains closed. Foreachday it remains closed the
loss to the exchequer is about Rs. 21 lakhs. The
cumulative loss so far would be over Rs. 25 crore.

The ongoing struggle of the workers of
Dalla cement factory cannot be separated from
the far reaching consequences of the new eco-
nomic policies both to the economy and to the
polity. Hence the need for democratic forces to
intervene.
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