Flying high and low
By Shehar Bano Khan


Was the ban imposed on kite flying during the Basant season justified?
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Of late, the erstwhile innocuous event of Basant seems to have taken on a deadly interpretation. No longer a cultural manifestation of spring, celebrated with a simple string and kite, Basant has now been commandeered by the fatal apathy of few to undeservedly obtain an official ban punishable under the Anti Terrorism Act. Besides the acquisition of other less edifying, internationally acclaimed adjectives, Pakistan is accredited as the only country in the world where kite flying and terrorism are interchangeable.

Deaths caused by falling off rooftops in pursuit of stray kites, slit-throats from glass coated twine and aerial firing have sullied the vibrancy of a festival memorialising the cultural authenticity of the subcontinent. Whatever its origins — Hindu, Sikh or to use the conservatives’ phrase of “anti-Islamic”, Basant was one of the few festivals which could be used as a positive showcase to reconstruct the country’s image. A string of gruesome incidents over the past six or seven years, much precipitated by the Punjab government’s laxity in ensuring a safe environment for kite flyers, has banned Basant ad infinitum. Much to the disappointment of some and other’s relief, March 12, 2006, supposedly the day Basant was going to be held, passed by without the usual tremors. And the fabled Basant night was lost in anticipation by those who thought that the government might relax the ban for a few hours at night to allow kite flying. The anticipation of those few was not baseless; much of it rested upon the reckless remarks of the Punjab law minister, Raja Basharat, during the Punjab Assembly’s session. Addressing the assembly a few days prior to March 12, the law minister said that President Musharraf would be coming to Lahore to celebrate Basant. “As General Musharraf is an elected president he will come here and definitely come here to celebrate Basant,” said the law minister. He challenged the anti-Basant opposition to stop the president’s visit. “Stop his visit if you can,” ranted Raja Basharat.

Even though the following day’s press release by the Press Information Department refuted the Punjab law minister’s claim, hopes of a possible relaxation had been raised. The fact that the president was going to be in the city on Basant night was enough for kite flying enthusiasts to expect a change in the government’s stance.

On Basant night (March 11) people shifted between spending time on rooftops and watching television waiting for the government’s response on the ban. Rumours circulating the city of Lahore revolved around President Pervez Musharraf’s visit to the city. Kite flying enthusiasts maintained that in view of the president’s visit to the Asif Jah Haveli, in the inner city, the Punjab government would have no choice but to lift the ban for a few hours. By 9pm, some claimed that the president was already at a Lahore country club where a special few had been invited to celebrate Basant.

By 12am a man rushed up his rooftop in Garhi Shahu, a hub of kite flying, and exclaimed that President Pervez Musharraf was on his way to the Asif Jah Haveli, in the midst of intense security, to formally launch the Basant festival. Within no time the man called Meedu, shouted for the searchlights to be turned on and the stereo system activated to full volume. “Basant is not for the president and his men. It’s for everybody, poor and rich alike,” rationalized Meedu.

A few minutes later, Meedu’s younger brother came panting up the steep staircase to tell everybody that the ban had not been lifted. “People were talking in the street that President Musharraf has not gone to any club or a haveli in the city. Meedu Bhai, you’d better be careful otherwise we’ll end up paying a fine of Rs40,000,” said Meedu’s out-of-breath brother.

Under the Punjab Prohibition of Kite Flying (Amendment) Ordinance, 2006, issued by the Punjab government, no person was allowed to sell or manufacture metallic wire, nylon cord or thread coated with life threatening material. Violators of the ordinance were liable to imprisonment for three years or a fine of Rs40,000 or both. The ordinance was a follow up to the Supreme Court’s order on kite flying prohibiting the activity from October 25, 2005 till February 25, 2006 with a 15-day relaxation period to benefit kite flyers and manufacturers.

Strangely enough Meedu was not at all deterred. It turned out that he had given Rs6,000 to a local policeman to extract information which assured him of the ban’s relaxation. “He told me that when President Musharraf reached Asif Jah’s Haveli the ban would be automatically lifted. Even if it is not lifted I’m safe because I’ve paid my dues to the police,” reassured Meedu.

Unaided by the stereo system and searchlights, Meedu flung a red and white patang over his rooftop’s ledge and expertly manoeuvred the kite across a mutely moonlit sky. His neighbours leaned over their rooftops to cheer him on but decided to restrict their enthusiasm to the playing of upbeat songs. The family living across Meedu’s lane were also gathered on the cemented rooftop, as were the rest of the people living in the area. The playing of sorrowful songs and an occasional flash of searchlight were the only indications to their disappointment at the ban.

“I can tell by the type of songs they are playing that the Motu Bhais are sad,” joked Meedu’s 16-year-old daughter. But Meedu’s was not the first nor the last of the ban’s violations. Right in the heart of the walled city, the Asif Jah Haveli was putting up a rebellious front to flout the ban.

Past midnight reports of fireworks, aerial firing and kite flying for the invitees at the Haveli set the Basant ball rolling across the rest of the walled city. Confirming the ban’s violation at the haveli, the deputy secretary-general of the Jamaat-i-Islami and member of the National Assembly, Fareed Ahmed Piracha accused the government of licentious behaviour. “The government is directly involved in violating the ban,” affirmed Fareed Piracha. “Ever since a simple activity like kite flying has turned into a profit-making event for multinational companies, it has become too dangerous to be enjoyed as a harmless sport. The government takes money from these multinationals to appease bureaucracy and those at the top. We are a country with Islamic values and will keep on fighting against anti-Islamic activities,” warned the deputy secretary-general of the Jamaat.

Reports of over 1,400 people arrested since March 10 to March 13, for defying the ban on kite flying, appeared in the press. The Lahore police chief, Khwaja Khalid Farooq claimed that “full efforts had been made to implement the ban”. According to a police source, 800 people were arrested in Lahore and an additional number of 600 in other parts of Punjab for aerial shooting, playing loud music and flying kites. They also asserted that 1,360 had been taken into custody for selling and manufacturing contraband kite string. The number of those injured during the ban’s violation came to 500 with nearly 120 rushed to emergency at the Mayo Hospital.

Some residents of the Walled City asserted that young children had been rounded off the rooftops by the police for just looking around. “My eight-year-old son and his friends were arrested for standing on the roof. They weren’t even holding a string let alone fly a kite. The police wanted me to pay them money for their release. I didn’t have enough, so they took my son away for the night,” said a resident of the Pani Wala Talaab.

Confirming incidents of the police’s high-handedness a representative of the All Pakistan Kite Flyers Association revealed how the city police were booking people on false charges. “The SHOs of all police stations had been ordered by their superiors to make at least 10 arrests daily for keeping glass coated twine. The ones who made hefty payments went free,” said the representative. The ban caused a closure of more than 1,000 shops selling kites and left thousands of kite-makers without a job.

A shopkeeper of kites in Mochi Gate accuses the government of ruining his business. Akram had been in kite selling business for at least two generations. “Our entire livelihood depends upon the Basant season. In the 20 years that I’ve been in this business I’ve never heard of people’s throats being cut or dying from flying a kite. An occasional incident of somebody falling off a rooftop was the maximum danger involved in flying kites. But in the past five years Basant has suddenly turned dangerous. The government should have been more alert in checking the making of manja (glass coated string) which is the real cause of death and arrested its makers before the season began. How will I support my family now?” lamented Akram, known as Akku.

Though the government has assured the kite manufacturers of adequate compensation for loss in business, the trust in the translation of that assurance remains low. “I don’t know how I’ll be compensated. Will the government set up a new shop for me or put my family and I on a monthly?” asked Akku.

At least for the season Akku has made enough money to last him for a few months till the time the government honours its promise. The other affectees who have suffered a non-repayable loss are kite consumers. Rehan, like thousands of other kite flying enthusiasts, had spent almost Rs7,000 on kite and twine (the non-deadly sort). Not only is he facing a loss of money, his kites, placed neatly in one corner of his room, might never be able to soar through the skies. “I saved money all year to buy kites for Basant. I’ve been flying since I was six. What angers my friends and I the most is the action of the government to impose a ban despite the Supreme Court’s relaxation of 15 days. Didn’t they know people were dying and throats were being cut? Why didn’t the government take action last year or the year before that? It’s politics, nothing but politics,” bursts out Rehan.

Rehan’s outburst is not misplaced. Many consumers and genuine kite flyers feel they have been unconsciously made part of the Basant politics to monetarily satisfy the more than 3,000 registered kite dealers letting them continue with their business before reimposing the ban. Under the directions of the Supreme Court, the city district government formally lifted the ban on production, sale and flying of kites on February 25, 2006 for 14 days. On March 11, the city district government issued licences for the manufacture and sale of kites as per the requirements of the Punjab Dangerous Kite Flying Prohibition Ordinance. “If the ban had not been lifted for 15 days most of the kite manufacturers would have suffered a huge loss. The government couldn’t let that happen because most of them support Mian Amir Mehmood,” said Rehan.

A number of writ petitions had been filed by some kite flying associations and a few manufacturers of twine and kite challenging the ban. On March 18, a full bench of the Supreme Court observed that the Punjab government was responsible for the deaths resulting from use of lethal twine at the time of the ban’s relaxation and ordered compensation to be awarded to the victims’ families.

The Supreme Court’s decision to hold the Punjab government responsible would surely provide some relief, however minimal, to the families of those lost to deadly twine. But, the indefinite ban on kite flying would not go down well in improving our image as a country. 
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