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Bellary in the pits

You have no doubt read about the scams and scandals associated with the infamous iron ore mines of Bellary district in Karnataka and Ananthapura district in Andhra Pradesh. Now you can see the film. Titled Blood and Iron it is a documentary of two and a half hours which will leave you angry and dismayed. 

This is a dark and chilling film which explores the nexus between business, crime and politics. Bellary is a microcosmic example of how mines are operated illegally in forests and the ramifications this has for people who live in those areas and the nation as a whole. 

Blood and Iron is what good journalism is about. It tells the story as it is seen and heard by Paranjoy Guha Thakurta and his team. Thakurta has 30 years behind him as a reporter, editor and a TV anchor. He is also a visiting lecturer at institutions such as the Indian Institute of Management (IIM) Ahmedabad. 

Bellary has been written and filmed by journalists earlier. This film is different because of its investigative quality. It doggedly tracks all actors involved in the scandal and presents a picture which leaves an impression. 

”I saw my role as a person who is documenting what is happening. My intention was to make people think, move the issue forward,” says Thakurta. 

The film is in three parts: New Republic of Bellary, Red Gold and Red Earth. 

Bellary/Ananthapura was once green with forests, a flowing river and wildlife. The camera shows you what it is today – a dusty desert with a large deep hole in the ground where everything is tinged with red – earth, water and air. 

The story in a nutshell is this: Three sons of a police constable in Bellary, Gali Janardhan Reddy, Gali Karunakara Reddy and Gali Somasekhara Reddy take to mining iron ore here without even the fig leaf of an environmental approval, constantly expanding their operations through mafia tactics, silencing local people. 

Bellary is located on Karnataka's borders with Andhra Pradesh and the Reddy brothers conveniently shift border markers as they encroach into the adjacent state. 

Bellary contributes a fifth of the iron ore exported from India. It is of high grade. China requires large amounts before the Olympics. Prices shoot. Money is minted by the Reddy brothers. The government doesn't even get its measly two per cent royalty. 

This huge money from illegal mining is funnelled to political parties – the BJP and the Congress. The Reddy brothers enjoy patronage across the political spectrum, from the who's who of Indian politics. Sushma Swaraj, BJP MP and leader of the opposition in the Lok Sabha, the former chief minister of Andhra Pradesh, YSR Reddy, and now allegedly his son, Jaganmohan Reddy. 

So the Reddy brothers wield immense unbridled power. They are ministers in the BJP government in Karnataka led by Chief Minister YS Yeddyurappa. Supreme Court orders, various inquiries and surveys are all waved away. Bellary is a dictatorship in the heart of the world's largest democracy. 

Toxic dust floats from the mines to Hospet, crops wither away, wildlife disappears, people fall sick. The film contrasts the rich lifestyle of those who benefit from illegal mining to their emaciated mine workers – men, women and children. 

Hope has been pinned on the state's Lokayukta, Justice N Santosh Hegde, who is seen to be rooting against illegal mining and corruption. A second report by him is reportedly going to be more devastating. There is the curious case of his resigning and then withdrawing his resignation persuaded by LK Advani whom he sees as a father figure. 

To break the darkness of the film it is interspersed with folk songs and clips from Bollywood films. There are interviews with a range of people. 

Paranjoy Guha Thakurta spoke to Civil Society about his film. 

This is your second film on the ravages of mining. Do you see mining as a burning issue? 

I would say it is about the resource curse. Those parts of India well endowed with natural resources are the poorest. Tribals who live on those lands have no rights to what is on the surface or what is below it. 

I think this is one of the most important issues facing India. The Prime Minister has said left- wing extremism is the biggest internal security threat facing the nation. The Red Corridor extends, it is said, from Pashupati in the Himalayas to Tirupati in the South. In Bellary and Ananthapura we still don't see the kind of leftwing extremism we see say in Dantewada in Chhattisgarh or Gadchiroli in Maharashtra or Lalgarh in West Bengal. But I would not be surprised if it happens sooner or later. The way iron ore has been extracted by flouting even existing rules, iron ore which may have lasted for 25 years won't even last for five years. 

Is Bellary in any way distinctive? 

The situation here is a huge problem for three reasons. One, you see in other parts of the country there is this nexus between criminals and politicians and business and politicians. But what you see over here is a complete convergence of crime, business and politics in a way you have never seen anywhere else in India. It is so blatant. The same guys who are politicians are also the mine owners and the exporters through their cronies and associates. 

Secondly, the iron ore extracted is one of the best qualities available in the world. You can pick up a fistful of earth and two-thirds is iron ore magnetized. It is converted into finished steel in China, another developing country for buildings or whatever. The point is the steel is there for them for all time. It is not a perishable commodity. But what has been lost to this country will never come back because these are non-renewable resources. There is also the complete destruction of the environment. 

The third aspect is the profits which have been generated from that small area which is like a republic of its own. It has funded, overtly and covertly, the two largest political parties the BJP in Karnataka and the Congress in Andhra. It is a recent phenomenon, a decade old, it is because the demand for steel peaked in China in the run-up to the Olympics. 

It must have been tough to make a film with so many undercurrents. 

For me it was a huge challenge. I don't understand Kannada or Telugu. I was lucky to put together a dedicated team. We started in March 2010. When you see things in front of you...fields, ponds, blood red…it has a different impact. 

As far as risks to us were concerned we followed the standard procedure – shoot and scoot. We never stayed at any one location for more than 24 hours or at a hotel or guest house for more than one night. We didn't seek permissions. 

Did you get any silent support? 

Enough people supported us. Some remained anonymous. We got support even from people within the BJP. There were a lot of people who said please go ahead and do this. Local people said we have lost our lands, we are breathing toxic red dust, this is slow suicide in any case. 

Are they afraid? 

When copies of the film were screened in Hospet, Bellary, people began inviting Justice Hegde to the screenings. It was their best insurance against the goons. Karnataka has this system of designating ministers in charge of districts. In this case Janardhan Reddy is the minister for Bellary so he literally controls the administration. No officer whether in the police, administration or forest department can step out of line. Justice Hegde has said wait for our second report it is going to be even more devastating than the first. 
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