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The ILL-Fated Dossier*



As we all know the SGPC submitted, through the Govt of India, a dossier, prepared at a cost of Rs 40 lakhs, to the UNESCO, Paris, seeking inclusion of the Golden Temple (Sri Darbar Sahib), Amritsar, in the list of World Heritage Sites. It was hoped that this would lead to added awareness of the sacred shrine, and promote the lofty ideals of Sikhism and the message of universal brotherhood and love, preached by the Gurus.

The move was widely welcomed, since sites on the list enjoy some advantages not available otherwise. Some of these were listed by Dr Gurmit Singh, an authority on Constitution and International Law, in an article published in the Abstracts of Sikh Studies, January-March 2005. He says:

Apparently, one great benefit will be to preserve and conserve this site in perpetuity. Protecting the endangered World Heritage Site is the responsibility of the International Community, and if there is a threat to its existence, as at the time of Operation Blue Star, the World Heritage Committee, which works under UNESCO, a wing of the UNO, can be alerted – by individuals, non-government organizations (NGOs) or other groups – about possible dangers to the property. If the threat is justified, and the problem is serious enough, the property will be placed on the List of World Heritage Sites in Danger. This list is designed to call the World’s attention to natural or human-made conditions which threaten the characteristics for which the property was originally inscribed on the World Heritage List. Endangered properties on this list are entitled to particular attention of the international community, and in case of emergency or in urgent cases such as outbreak of war, the committee will make the listing itself without receiving intimation or request from anyone else. In such a situation like war, the UNO can send international armed forces under its command to save the site. 

Apart from the fact that inclusion in the list assures the availability of technical assistance from the world Body at the highest level in the maintenance of beauty of the structure and the unique artistic work, besides limited financial assistance, he listed a number of incidental advantages. For example:


1.
Sikh youth will get another opening for professional training and employment in international sphere.


2.
SGPC will get opportunity to participate in deliberations at international level. Article 10 clause 2 of the convent reads:



“The Committee may at any time invite public or private organizations or individuals to participate in its meetings for consultation on particular problems.”


3.
The grant of World Heritage Status will promote tourism in the State of Punjab and a large number of foreign tourists will start visiting Amritsar. This will boost the economy of the State. The information campaign by the UNESCO about Golden Temple and Sikh traditions and Sikh people will help remove the bias against the Sikhs which was witnessed in USA after the 9/11 occurrence. The international community will get better informed about Sikhs and their separate identity. 

4.
It will help creation of a safety zone in the border areas of Punjab, so that heavy industry can be established in this zone. Till date, Punjab has been denied heavy industry in Public Sector by Government of India on the ground that Punjab is a border State, not safe for heavy industrial investment. 


5.
Protection of the Cultural and Natural Heritage being the duty of the international community as well, under Article 4 of the convent, the United Nations Organization can take joint armed action to safeguard the site and preserve it for eternity for the future generations by acting under Article 11(4) of convent. A move can be started at a later stage, to make Punjab a nuclear-free zone. 


6.
It will help in preparing a well-documented history of the Golden Temple under Article 11(2) of the convent which will be published by the UNESCO.

Accordingly, a dossier prepared for the purpose was submitted for approval of the UNESCO. The forwarding letter signed by the President (Prof Kirpal Singh Badungar) eloquently stresses the importance, greatness and the grandeur of the Golden Temple, and welcomes the move for nomination as a world heritage site. The concluding part of the letter is reproduced below: 

“It is a very welcome decision of the Govt of India to nominate Sri Harimandir Sahib to UNESCO for declaring it as World Heritage Site. I owe many thanks to the Govt of Punjab, district administration and above all the people of INTACH who worked round the clock to accomplish this grand task with a special mention to Bibi Kiranjot Kaur, former General Secretary of SGPC. I hope the authorities at UNESCO would find the site at the top of priority for the declaration. With the declaration of this shrine as World Heritage Site we are committed to preserve the integrity of Sri Harimandir Sahib and further improve facilities, upgrade infrastructure and take necessary steps to ensure that the site can meet the challenges of the future.”

Respecting sentiments of the Sikh Community, the Government of India as well as the Punjab Government, formally nominated the site and forwarded the dossier to the UNESCO. By doing so, the Government implicitly accepted full responsibility for security and pollution-free environment of the Golden Temple, which SGPC alone cannot ensure.

Sri Darbar Sahib is a great heritage of the Sikhs. Its greatness lies in the fact that the place is blessed with the sacred touch of the feet of the Gurus and a large part of the glorious Sikh history was made here. Its eminence is not affected by inclusion in any UN list, or otherwise. However, if the non-Sikh communities of the world want to recognise it and share our pride in this great heritage, there can be no objection to it. We do not lose anything. Therefore, by and large, the move was hailed in Sikh circles.

Surprisingly, however, before any decision could be taken in the UNESCO, the Executive Committee of the SGPC decided to withdraw the application. Apparently, the SGPC (or its new management) reversed the decision under pressure from some quarters who opposed the move largely on the following grounds:

1. 
Apprehension was expressed that if the nomination materialised, the control of the Golden Temple Complex will pass on to UN/GOI. This apprehension is imaginary and without basis. For, the UNESCO already has more than 700 sites on the list which include shrines of Christians, Muslims, Jews as well as Hindus in dozens. All these continue to be controlled by their respective managements without any interference from the UN or local governments. Rather, the UN guarantees the continued control of the existing authority, and commits itself to safeguard its security and environment. Had this recognition been obtained earlier, the government would not have dared to invade the Golden Temple in 1984.


2. 
The second reason, which prompted the withdrawal, is reported to be that in the dossier, the Sikh religion has not been shown in correct light as an independent religion, and that some Sikh doctrines have been twisted with ulterior motives. This charge, if true, is very serious indeed. But the remedy in that case is amendment/replacement of objectionable parts. Withdrawal of the proposal appears to be a bit too drastic a measure. It is like throwing the baby along with the bath tub water.

Another aspect of the present situation also demands attention. A premier institution of the Sikhs, which claims to be the Parliament of Sikhs, unanimously seeks, one day, nomination of the Golden Temple to the UN list of World Heritage Sites, and soon thereafter, begins to condemn the decision, and unceremoniously reverses it. Does this kind of behaviour not expose us to ridicule? Why was the nomination sought in the first instance? Why was any objectionable matter included in the dossier? Why was it not adequately scrutinized? Why could the dossier not be amended rather than withdrawn? Why later were the objections not properly examined, before withdrawing the case? Who is responsible for the mess and the financial outlay involved? The questions demand answers. For, any thoughtless and irresponsible conduct affects the dignity and credibility of the Panth.

The two decisions, viz., the move for UN recognition of the Golden Temple as a world heritage site, and its subsequent withdrawal, are mutually contradictory. However, one thing is common. Neither seems to have received enough serious thought. It is also clear that the dossier was not examined by any responsible and knowledgeable person(s). Unfortunately, the Panth was not taken into confidence. The decisions reflect conflicting leanings of individuals.

There is a strong case for reconsideration of the proposal at the highest level in the Panth. Although the opponents/critics have managed to get the decision reversed, the merit of the proposal cannot be ignored. All world religions have several sites each on the World Heritage List. Sikh religion is conspicuous by its absence — Do we want to boycott it for all time to come? We suggest a conclave of eminent Sikh scholars representing all major Sikh organisations be convened immediately to consider this issue.

We are in the midst of a rising number of controversies which are tearing the Panth apart. We need to create a standing organisation with global representation, assisted by advisory committees manned by technical men of the highest calibre, to settle such issues and to provide direction on religious, educational and economic matters for the community as a whole. The IOSS, in consultation with a number of other Sikh organisations, has mooted a concrete proposal to set up International Sikh Confederation for the purpose. The response is very encouraging. Let us make this a reality to implement the doctrine of Guru Granth – Guru Panth bequeathed to us by Guru Gobind Singh.
