	Basant: beware the ides of February

	By Ahmad Rafay Alam

The gauntlet has been thrown. Last week, the Supreme Court of Pakistan expressed its displeasure at the government of Punjab’s initiative to give official backing to the festival of Basant. The government had, it is argued, made amendments to the Punjab Prohibition of Dangerous Kite Flying Activities Ordinance, 2001 despite Supreme Court orders to the contrary. If anyone is injured or if there are any casualties as a result, the Supreme Court has said it will hold the government of the Punjab responsible. That’s quite a gauntlet!

In previous articles, I had traced the history of the kite-flying festival from Nizamuddin Auliya and Delhi in the 12th century to Lahore in the 21st and had commented on how the urban infrastructure and management of modern Lahore was incapable of safely delivering the residents of the city the cultural phenomenon of Basant. Now it is time to examine the government of Punjab’s grand plan to pick up the gauntlet and go through with the festival.

New rules regulating kite flying are to be framed in the coming days. Kite flying and the festival of Basant, it appears, will be allowed and celebrated for a fortnight during the middle of February and will be prominent features of this year’s Jashn-e-Baharan. Over and above the prohibition of glass-coated or metalled kite-string and the restrictions on the tensile strength of twine, these rules will require any person who wants to fly a kite or who will be flying kites in their homes or on their premises to register themselves with the nazim of their local union council. Flying a kite without a licence will be punishable with a jail term of up to six months or a hefty fine — or both. And for the first time, stake-holders in the kite-flying industry are being called upon to self-regulate the manufacture and sale dangerous kite-string. Certain areas of the city will be designated as kite-flying zones and antenna safety collars for the handlebars of two-wheeled transport will be made widely available.

Will the government of the Punjab’s bold initiative deliver? One can only pray it does, for if it doesn’t, the repercussions may sound the death-knell for a cultural celebration wedded to the city’s soil for centuries. If any casualties occur during this year’s festival, then little will be able to overcome public resentment — misplaced though it is — against Basant. One must keep in mind that the practice of kite flying in Pakistan is one Supreme Court suo motu judgment away from being permanently prohibited and that Basant is equally close to becoming another tale told about the lost glories of Lahore.

The fact of the matter is that kite-flying doesn’t kill people. Neither does Basant. It’s the weak and poorly planned urban infrastructure that’s to blame for children being run over on busy roads or for people injuring themselves or worse after carelessly falling off rooftops. It’s the lack of enforcement by the local governments of their statutory responsibility to regulate the manufacture or sale of illegal or dangerous substances that is the reason glass-coated and metalled kite-string is available for sale. Better zoning to prevent commercial and industrial traffic from plying through residential areas, the enactment of bye-laws mandating parapets and the prosecution of those responsible for the manufacture and sale of dangerous kite-string are the solution to these problems. Banning Basant because it’s dangerous is to ignore the dynamics of urban planning and management. 

The government of the Punjab’s initiative to hold this year’s Basant can be equated to fixing a leaky faucet with electrical tape: purely short-term. If the government truly believed that kite-flying was dangerous, it would be outrageous for them to allow it, even temporarily.

The fact of the matter is that Basant is great PR for the government. It brings in billions of rupees in revenue to business in Lahore and it’s also great for the image of Pakistan (whatever that means). That the government can justify Basant and risking the lives of citizens for these reasons means that health and safety is, for all practical purposes, of secondary importance.

The only way the government can prevent itself from being accused of sponsoring a practice which demonstrably harms the public, and that too for nothing more than its own profit, is to alter its initiative and try to make kite-flying — and not just Basant — a safe pastime. And the only way for this to be done is to step back and hand over substantial administrative control of the both kite flying and Basant to the local government. Flying kites and checking on who makes what twine is not the business of a provincial government. The government of Punjab’s role should be that of a facilitator enhancing the capacity of the local governments, without which neither kite-flying or a Basant is possible.

It is the task and responsibility of the local government to regulate practices like flying kites and cultural festivals. It is their burden to understand what it means to run a city. This is a Herculean task and cannot be avoided, for by 2016 it is estimated that more than 50 per cent of Pakistan will live in cities. If our local government can’t handle something as benign as kite-string, then our urban future is bleak indeed.

The government must also understand that this proposed course may be the only way to avoid the worst case scenario: losing the cash-cow that is Basant altogether. By putting all its health and safety eggs in one basket, the government is taking a huge risk. If casualty befalls anyone this Basant, then it will become politically impossible to justify a Basant next year, for neither the public nor the Supreme Court will trust the assurances of a government which, when given the opportunity, squandered lives when it could have saved them.

The most desirous course of action would be to once again halt Basant this year. The government should then hand the responsibility of handling next year’s Basant over to the local governments and, at the same time, facilitate the expansion of their capacity in this regard. The rules and bye-laws proposed for this year should be applied with rigor and a safer environment for kite-flying mapped out. Perhaps the ‘1st International Kite Flying Exhibition’ can be showcased next year. On the other hand, if the government’s efforts fail this year, then we face the prospect of losing Basant forever, along with the revenue it generates and PR it spins. Indeed, the ides of February will foretell the future.
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