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It is hard to believe that, in any modern republic, the simple pastime of kite-flying could become so complex an issue. Yet this is what has happened in Lahore, even as above the city, the kites banned by the Supreme Court have once more appeared, under a two-week waiver granted by the court. Frenetic notices have gone out from the Punjab government to hotels and clubs to avoid infringing the terms of the waiver while organising 'Basant', and top administrators remain locked in debate over how best to ensure there are no violations that could bring a new court crackdown.

The issue, which has echoed through the city all through a winter when skies remained devoid of the familiar patchwork of colour fluttering above them, is one of crucial importance. This is quite evident any afternoon, with young boys, and indeed grown men, visible everywhere with their twine, the long forked sticks to ensnare loose kites and of course the diversely shaped 'patangs', 'paris', 'guddas' and 'guddis' themselves. Kite-flying lives deep within the soul of Lahore, as it has for centuries, and it is hard to imagine the people deprived of what still ranks as their favourite pastime -- despite the inroads made over the past few decades by cricket.

But, in times when the city's population has soared far beyond its capacity, when buildings, legally or illegally, have consumed almost every square metre of open space and electricity pylons dangle dangerously across many streets, the hobby undisputedly brings dangers. Many of these are the products of recent day 'technological advances', with razor-sharp string coated with chemicals and twine studded with metal wires to better enable rival kites to be trapped in a tactic that purists see as underhand, presenting the biggest risks. The coated string can, quite literally, slice through flesh and sinew in a flash, while metallic string, entwined with power cables can cause instant electrocution.

The tragedies of deaths inflicted in this manner, particularly the macabre incidents in which children riding on motorcycles have had their throats sliced by stray twine, are indeed terrible. It is also true that the deaths have brought quite a natural reaction of outrage, not only from the families of the victims, but from other members of the public. But, the fact also is that each year, equally nightmarish deaths occur when small children tumble into open manholes or are electrocuted by live wires. So far, neither gutters nor electricity has been banned. More disturbingly, since most of those who die in such accidents are almost invariably poor, no remedial measures have been taken to prevent such deaths in the future.

It is also a reflection on the state of the administrative machinery in the country that the matter should end up in the apex court. After all, it does not seem too far-fetched to assume that the issues that surround kite-flying should not be beyond the capabilities of the administration of a major city like Lahore. To assist them in this task, it should also be possible, as a start, to study why kite-flying does not seem to have wreaked similar havoc in the city of Amritsar, just across the border or in Ahmedabad in Gujarat. Both centres have populations that have grown rapidly, as in Lahore, and today stand at 1,000,000 and 4,000,000 respectively. Though enthusiasm for kite flying is reported to have waned in Amritsar, the pastime remains a huge passion in Ahmedabad, with a festival taking place each year in January, while kites also fly freely in many other towns across northern India.

The swift action to banish the pastime leaves behind an uncomfortable suspicion that somewhere, the long campaign of the religious right against kite-flying, and the only major non-religious festival that remains on the social calendar in the form of 'Basant', has played a part in shaping sentiments. Taking up the cry, people have long argued that kite-flying is 'wasteful', or takes people away from 'useful' work, ignoring the fact that, recreation is, after all, a vital human need -- and like any sport, kite-flying involves a tremendous amount of expertise, practice and intuition.

In this context, now that kite-flying has been restricted, there is a need to study the broader social implications of the ban. This is particularly so as, despite the grotesque commercialisation of the 'Basant' festival, kite flying, belongs most of all to the lower income sections of society -- with the largest scale, and most skilled flying still seen over the congested roof-tops of the Walled City, Mozang, Icchra and other areas.

Some initial surveys, conducted over the winter, suggest that during the 'kite-free' months, from November onwards, the number of young boys visiting snooker parlours, sleazy Internet cafes and roadside betting joints expanded significantly. After all, the fact of the matter is that pastimes available to people with no money, no influence and no connections are virtually non-existent -- and from among the options that are open, kite-flying appears to be a more savoury choice than many.

Since, presumably, authorities do not harbour any desire to see an expansion in betting, drug addiction or the growth of the already rampaging porn industry, there may be a need to assess the entire business of kite flying in a far broader perspective. Going even beyond the very real issue of the thousands of manufacturers whose livelihoods are tied to the industry, the fact that any occupation pursued by so many inevitably has social dimensions must be carefully considered. Even though the impoverished children and young boys, who are the most avid kite flyers, have no voice within society as it currently exists, no say in matters of State and are often considered in a less than favourable light by those with greater power, it must be remembered that these people too, in their thousands, are citizens who have very real needs. Their interests and the realities that make up their lives must not be ignored while making decisions. In any 'katchi abadi' in Lahore, the sense of mourning over the loss of kite-flying was extremely perceivable, the ban adding to the hardships of lives within which there is already little to celebrate.

It is also true that, in recent years, the widespread celebration of Basant, and the increased enthusiasm in kite-flying, has, in some ways, brought classes and cultures together. The sense of delight that goes up all around a 'katchi abadi', as the string of a kite flown from the rooftop of a three-level bungalow is cut, is very real -- and in a way liberating.

These small victories themselves have their meaning and offer some sense of momentary triumph. They also unite people in a common competition, where ability can sometimes conquer better kites and more expensive twine.

It is also true that the safety aspects concerning kite-flying need to be reviewed. However, the wisdom of stripping a city of a part of its culture, of denying people a part of life that is immensely important to many, needs to be considered with care. After all, by implementing some of the laws already in place against dangerous twine, and possibly by adopting other, innovative strategies including the possible set-up of kite-flying zones, some of the issues could be resolved. It would, in many ways, be a tragedy if kites were forced off the skies of Lahore for long periods in the year without making any genuine attempt to find ways to resolve the problems.

And, most crucially of all, enlisting the help of citizens in doing so by involving them in the process of decision-making and implementation, so that ways can be found to keep a pastime integral to the city alive into the decades ahead.

