
CHAPTER 

6 
Security, State and Politics: 

Beyond The Limits 

6.1 The Preliminaries 

Political theorists like John Dunn and Bernard Williams agree that, 

'security is one good that the state must provide' as it has the 

ability, like no other to mobilize the resources of the state and the 

people living in the state (Dunn: 1982; Bernard: 1993). This is in 

the line of Hobbessian argument where Hobbes argues that, 'the 

state of nature is a condition where people cannot agree upon the 

basics of morality, i.e. about what is good or evil, what is just or 

unjust and so on. This disagreement about morality according to 

Hobbes is a major source of conflict leading to insecurities of life 

and liberty in the state of nature, for which there was a consensus 

on Leviathan (Hobbes: 1651). Based on this, the genus behind the 

state can be logically associated with the mechanisms of providing 

the securities to the individual component of the states. Therefore, 

in the present situations like that of bamboo flowering in Mizoram 

leading to human insecurities or in other cases the outbreak of rat 

flood having the potential to disrupt the human civilisation, there is 

a need to locate the role of the state as an agency providing security 

questions in the parameters set by the civil society of citizens. 

Therefore, in this chapter, we are briefly looking into the situations 

where in one way or the other the natural biological/ ecological 

processes have impacted the human securities at large and how the 
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states have responded to the situations. We shall also try to 

highlight on the issues relating to the similarities and uniqueness 

in some of the political systems vis-s-vis the mitigation strategies. 

6.2. Bamboo Flowering and/ or Rodent Impact in 

South East Asian Countries - A General Survey 

The flowering of bamboo and its subsequent impact on the human 

well being is a common sight in most of the South Asian Countries, 

where the bamboo grows iiJ. abundance. The degree of impact, in 

the form of increase in the rodent population subsequently leading 

to a famine situation, however, has varied according the type of 

bamboo forest and its coverage area on the one hand, and the 

nature and type of flowering of the bamboo on the other. In the 

following section, we are analyzing the nature and type of bamboo 

flowering with the mitigation strategies as adopted and practiced in 

some of the South East Asian Countries, including Bangladesh, 

Myanmar, Thailand, Indonesia, Mongolia and Laos. 

6.2.1 Bangladesh 

Bangladesh is situated in north eastern part of South Asia between 

20° 34' and 26° 38' north latitude and between 88° 01' and 92° 41' 

east longitude.Bangladesh is a low-lying, riverine country located in 

South Asia with a largely marshy jungle coastline of 710 km on the 

northern littoral of the Bay of Bengal. Formed by a delta plain at 

the confluence of the Ganges (Padma), Brahmaputra (Jamuna), and 

Meghna Rivers and their tributaries, Bangladesh's alluvial soil is 

highly fertile, but vulnerable to flood and drought. Hills rise above 
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the plain only in the Chittagong Hill Tracts in the far southeast and 

the Sylhet division in the northeast. Straddling the Tropic of 

Cancer, Bangladesh has a tropical monsoon climate characterized 

by heavy seasonal rainfall, high temperatures, and high humidity. 

Bangladesh has a rich forest coverage consisting of 1661700 

hectares of forest contributing to almost 40 percent of the land 

coverage. The principal forest products include; Sal (Shorea 

robusta) is the main species there with other associates like Koroi 

(Albizzia pro cera), Azuli (Dillenia pentagyna), Sonalu (Cassia 

fistula), Bohera (Terminalia belerica), Haritaki (Terminalia chebula), 

Kanchan (Bauhinia acuminata), Jarul (Lagerstroemia speciosa), Jam 

(Syzygium spp) and bamboos of various species etc. The area in and 

around Chittagong Hill Tracts in the far southeast and the Sylhet 

division in the northeast are rich in bamboo forest having the 

potential to crate famines during and after the flowering periods. 

There are records of 22 bamboo species in Bangladesh having 

varied flowering patterns, some of which detrimental enough to 

create the instances of human insecurities. Chittagong Hill Tracts 

in the far southeast and the Sylhet division in the northeastern part 

of Bangladesh are the areas with abundance of Melocanna baccifera 

and Bambusa tulda forests which have a flowering cycle of 48-50 

years. The history of bamboo flowering and rat famines in 

Bangladesh suggests that the flowering takes place exactly in the 

similar periods when their counterparts flower in the North Eastern 

states of India in general and Mizoram in particular. Therefore, the 

instances of flowering related famines in Bangladesh occurred 

during the years 1785, 1815, 1833, 1863, (not recorded but orally 

transmitted) 1911, 1929, 1958, 1977 and 2008 (officially recorded) 

(FAO: 2009; Harmeling: 2009; Meerburg, Singleton & Kijlstra: 
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2009; World Food Program: 2009; Douangboupha: 2009; Global 

climate risk index: 2010; Jacob, Sudarmaji, Singleton, Rahmini, 

Herawati & Brown: 2010; Sudarmaji, Flor, Herawati, Brown & 

Singleton: 2010; Belmain, Chakma, Sarker, Sarker, Sarkar & 

Kamal: 2010; Singleton, Belmain, Brown, Aplin & Htwe: 2010). All 

these flowering related famines had the potential to create human 

insecurities owing to food scarcities leading to starvations and 

deaths. The bamboo flowering related famine of 2008 has had far 

reaching consequences affecting the lives people in around 70 

villages and around 30,000 households. Directly and indirectly, the 

famine of 2008 has affec~ed the lives of millions of people in 

Bangladesh. 

6.2.2 Myanmar 

Myanmar (Formerly Burma), is geographically situated in Southeast 

Asia between latitudes 09° 32' N and 28° 31' N and longitudes 92° 

1 0' E and 101 o 11' E. Myanmar is bordered on the north and 

northeast by the People's Republic of China, on the east and 

southeast by the Lao People's Democratic Republic and the 

Kingdom of Thailand, on the south by the Andaman Sea and the 

Bay of Bengal and on the west by the People's Republic of 

Bangladesh and the Republic of India. East longitude 96° 13' and 

north latitude 16° 45' run through Yangon, the Capital City of 

Myanmar. Myanmar Standard Time, taken as on east longitude 97° 

30' is six hours and thirty minutes ahead of Greenwich Mean Time. 

The total Geographical area 2,61,228 square miles (6,77,000 

square kilometres). It stretches for 582 miles (936 kilometres) from 

east to west and 1,275 miles (2,051 kilometres) from north to 
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south. The length of frontier is 3,828 miles (6, 129 kilometres), 

sharing 1,370 miles with China, 1,310 miles with Thailand, 832 

miles with India, 1,687 miles with Bangladesh and 148 miles with 

Laos respectively. Myanmar is rich in forest resources with 96 

species of bamboo, having the potential to boost the country's 

economy on the one hand ~d the possibility of creating a famine 

situation on the other. The species like Melocanna Baccifera and 

Bambusa tulda are found in abundance, which flower at the 

interval of 48 to 50 years (Buckle, Yang & Rowe 1979; King: 1983; 

Lam: 1983; Chauhan & Saxena: 1985; Chauhan & Saxena: 1985; 

Myanma Forestry Department: 1987; Aziz-al Ahsan & Chakma: 

1989). These particular types of bamboo grow throughout a large 

area of Northeast India as well as regions of Burma (mainly Chin 

State) and Bangladesh (Hill Tracts.) It densely covers valleys and 

hillsides in the typically rugged terrain of the region. The 

blossoming bamboo produces fruit of the size resembling avocado 

before dying off. The jungle' rats and the rodents feed on this fruit 

with delicacy and grow in numbers. The grown populations of the 

rodents after clearing the bamboo fruits enter the villages and the 

nearby shifting cultivation sites for the search of food across Chin 

State of Myanmar. The invading rats thus, create a panic in the 

society by destroying the crops leaving the people on the verge of 

starvation. The invasion of the rats leading to famine is called, 'Yu 

Li Hku' meaning rat famine in Myanmar. 

As reported, the flowering of bamboo in Myanmar had occurred 

during 1785, 1815, 1833, 1863, 1911, 1929, 1958, 1977 and 2008, 

with varying degree of impacts on the society and state depending 

on the political regimes. the last few famines and particularly, the 

famine following the flowering of bamboo in 2008, is argued by 
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many scholars as far more. devastating than the previous ones. A 

report of the Chin Human Rights Organisation stated that, as many 

as 200 villages and not less than 10,000 people were affected by the 

famine of 2008-09, arising out of bamboo flowering of the 

Melocanna variety. There had been little to no government response 

to the impending Yu Li Hku by Myanmar's military regime. 

Moreover, despite the impending food crisis, the people were over

burdened by the taxation of 2,000 Kyats and 240 kilograms of the 

harvested rice, per family farming permit. The year 2008-09 had 

been a low food year for the entire world with more food shortages 

in the Asian countries. In countries like Myanmar, further damage 

to food crops was done by the multiplication of rats following 

bamboo flowering. Although there was no confirmed report of death 

due to starvation, yet there are various instances of people living by 

feeding on wild products including the rat meat. The people from 

the famine hit belt sold their possessions including the livestock to 

meet their hunger. 

The Myanmar's military regime seemed to pay no attention to the 

onslaught of Yu Li Hku, in and around the Chin State, the 

southern part of Myanmar. The Junta government has failed to 

initiate any known actions to alleviate the human suffering during 

the rat famine. The military "government in fact ignored the repeated 

requests of the people suffering from starvation for intervention and 

assistance. On the contrary, the government is said to have 

obstructed the famine reliefs taken up by the private individuals 

and even the NGOs. The army had even issued warnings against 

the donors and prohibited them from assisting the famine stricken 

people. However, the local and international NGOs including the 

World Food Programme (WFP) and United Nations Development 
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Programme (UNDP) operated relief operations to rescue the famine 

affected people. The WFP, conducted an assessment of the famine 

affected area and along with the free distribution of foods, initiated 

food for work programme. This helped the affected people in twin 

objectives: First that they were temporarily employed and second, 

that they could earn their food for the self and the family. The civil 

society groups also responded positively to the famine situation. 

The references can be made of the Maraland Social Welfare and 

Development Committee (MSWDC), Free Burma Rangers, Chin 

Famine Emergency Relief Committee (CFERC), and others; which 

were actively involved in the relief operations. 

6.2.3 Thailand 

Thailand is situated atl5° 00' N latitude and 100° 00' E longitude, 

lie in the middle of mainland Southeast Asia and bordered by 

Myanmar 1,800 kms, Cambodia 803 kms, Laos 1,754 kms, and 

Malaysia 506 kms. Thailand's terrain is fascinating with high 

mountains running across the Myanmar border, upland plateau 

and a central plain which is lowland and drained by river Chao 

Phraya and its tributaries. In the northeastern part of the country 

lies the Khorat Plateau which is region of gently rolling low hills 

with shallow lakes and rivers that drains into the Mekong through 

the Mun River. The Mekong system empties into the South China 

Sea and includes a series of canals and dams. Together, the Chao 

Phraya and Mekong systems sustain the economy of Thailand 

which is primarily based on agriculture by supporting wet-rice 

cultivation and also providing waterways for the transport of goods 

and people. In contrast, the distinguishing natural features of 

peninsular Thailand are long coastlines, offshore islands, and 
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diminishing mangrove swamps. Thailand has rich, both natural 

and manmade forests with· a huge bio-diversity rich in flora and 

fauna. The forest is rich in both timber and non-timber woods and 

thus has the scope of huge exploitation. Almost 32- 35 percent of 

the total geographical land of Thailand is covered with forests. The 

forests range from mangroves to pine forests expanding from the 

coastal plains to the mountain tops. Among other, bamboo 

occupies a significant and ever growing position in the forest 

resource of Thailand. One main reason for the growth of bamboo 

forest coverage is that due to the clearing of other forest types for 

logging, bamboo forests have become established in such disturbed 

sites. These bamboo forests have the potential to create insecurities 

in the livelihoods of the people owing to its flowering and fruiting 

habits, which in turn are fed on by rats leading to their 

multiplication in numbers. Thailand is one of the principal rice 

growing countries in Asia, which after green revolution has 

multiplied. The practice of intensive farming with new and 

hybirdised seeds, irrigation facilities and availability of abundant 

fertilizers have further enhanced the producing capacity of the 

countries like Thailand. However, the bamboo flowering at regular 

intervals in Thailand too have led to the explosion of rat population 

generating a situation of food crisis. 

6.2.4 Indonesia 

The territory of the Republic of Indonesia stretches from 6°08' N 

latitude to 11°15' S latitude and from 94°45' E to 14P05' E 

longitude. Total Area of Indonesia is 1,919,440 sq km (Land Area: 

1,826,440 sq km; Water Area: 93,000 sq km). Indonesia is one of 
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the largest archipelagos in the world. It consists of five major 

islands and about 30 smaller groups. Of the total numbers of 

17,508 islands in Indonesia, 6000 are inhabited, some of which 

with very small population. Indonesia, straddling equator, is on a 

crossroads between two oceans, the Pacific and the Indian Ocean, 

and bridges two continents, Asia and Australia. The Forest area in 

Indonesia was last reported at 52.13percent in 2010, according to a 

World Bank report published in 2012. Forest area is land under 

natural or planted stands of trees and this includes the greeneries 

and plants that stand in agricultural production systems (for 

example, in fruit plantations and agro-forestry systems) and trees 

in urban gardens and parks. The forests of Indonesia are rich in 

timber and non-timber plants and trees and the bamboo forest too 

occupies an important position in the case of Indonesia. There are 

157 species of Bamboos in Indonesia of which the most important 

species are D. asper, B. vulgaris, B. blumeana, G. atter, G. 

atroviolacea, G. apus, G. pseudoarundinacea, G. hasskarliana, G. 

robusta along with other. smaller varieties contributes to fifty 

thousand hectares of bamboo forest and another 2955 hectares of 

community bamboo forest in village areas altogether with a 

potential of 7426 bamboos per hectare as annual yield. 

Indonesia is a rice producing country and has achieved self

sufficiency in the production of rice. The rice is the principal staple 

food and has entered into the cultural and lifestyle practices of the 

Indonesians. Approximately 7 percent of the total geographical area 

is put under the rice cultivation in Indonesia and almost 45 percent 

of the total work forces are engaged in rice-farming throughout 

Indonesia. The rice is primarily grown in two cropping a year; one 
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the wet season cropping and the other dry season cropping with the 

help of irrigation. The Bali region produces the highest volume and 

quality of rice followed by the Java. However, the rice cultivation in 

Indonesia bears a pertinent threat from one of the ecological puzzle, 

that is, the occasional and sudden explosion of rodent population. 

The areas in and around West Java and Bali, has chronic problems 

caused by rodent populations leading to losses in rice production of 

10-15 percent in normal years and up to 100 percent during the 

years of population outbreak of the rodents. This creates a 

situation of human insecurities, which necessitates the responses 

of the state to be analysed. 

The severity of damages evGry year and highest damage in certain 

years has consequently impacted that, management action is taken 

in almost every year in all cropping seasons. The Food Crop 

Protection Directorate Indonesia has identified that provinces like 

Bali, Sulawesi, West Java and Central Java are regularly affected 

by the attack of rat army damaging the rice fields to the greatest 

extent. These provinces are sam~ of the highest rice-producing 

provinces in Indonesia and hence; limiting yield losses caused by 

rodents is an important challenge that needs to be managed to 

ensure the food security of Indonesia. Nine species of rodents has 

been identified by the government of Indonesia which are the major 

destructors. qf these nine, the species of Rattus argentiventer is the 

dominant and most destructive. The year 2008 was reported to 

have experienced the highest ever crop damage by the rodents 

creating acute food crisis (Directorate General for Food Crop 

Protection 2009). This type of impact of the rodents are considered 

important as because it leads to cause a critical shortage of food in 
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. specific provinces, which in turn could impinge on national rice 

stocks and lead to national food security issues on the one hand 

and impacts the farmer's daily food securities on the other. The 

people infringe for the killing of rats as they have a belief that the 

killing of certain rat would anger the others who would further 

destruct the crops. It was until, Indonesian Centre for Rice 

Research introduced ecologically based rodent management to 

these local farmers who su~cessfully protected their rice crop from 

the depredations of the rats. 

6.2.5 Philippines 

Philippines is located in between 4° - 21 o N latitudes and 116° -

12r E longitudes. The entire Philippines is literally surrounded by 

Pacific Ocean and is positioned off the southeastern coast of Asia. 

The neighboring countries of Philippines are Vietnam and 

Cambodia. The Philippines is an archipelago and one of the largest 

groups of mountainous islands, rivers along with extensive valleys 

and plains. Philippines have rich forest coverage, which despite 

huge damages in the last few decades constitute more than 24 

percent of the total landmass. The forests are rich in biodiversity 

and many species are now counted as endangered species. Bamboo 

forests also contribute to the diversity and coverage to a large 

extent. However, the bamboo forest coverage has tremendously 

fallen down approximately more than 90 percent in the last few 

decades. The loss may not be simply because of overexploitation 

but also the demand for increased land for cultivation and forest 

degeneration. However, the numbers of species of bamboo in 

Philippines have increased from 47 in 1991 to 62 at present. The 
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economically important species are: Dendrocalamus asper (giant 

bamboo); Gigantochloa atter (kayali); Bambusa blumeana 

(commonly known as ka~ayan tinik); Bambusa sp.1 (formerly 

Dendrocalamus merrilianus) (bayog); Bambusa sp.2 (laak); Bambusa 

vulgaris (kawayan kiling); Gigantochloa levis (bolo); and 

Schizostachyum lumampao (buho). Additional introduced species 

that have potential for development in the Philippines 

include:Bambusa oldhamii (Oldham bamboo); Dendrocalamus 

latiflorus (machiku); Guadua angustifolia (iron bamboo); 

Thyrsostachys siamensis (monastery bamboo). The flowerings of 

these different species in Philippines have time and again created 

the rat famines, impacting the food and livelihood securities for the 

people. A devastating famine was reported in the month of February 

2011, where the hungry rodents descended inside the villages and 

destructed hundreds of hectares of agricultural crops, including 

cassava, on which most indigenous people rely for their daily 

subsistence. The insecurity situations thus demanded an 

immediate attention from the state and civil societies. 

The government of Philippines declared a state of calamity in the 

affected areas of the different districts. The government also 

initiated measures of alternative employments for the affected 

people in the nearby urban centers. The government directed the 

city social welfare office takes charge of delivering assistance to 

affected families while the city agriculture office was asked to start 

measures to control the rodents population. The government 

supplied the rat traps and rat poison to control the growing 

population of the rats. The Irrigated Rice Research Consortium 
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(IRRC), a government agency in Philippines started organizing 

training courses on ecologically based rodent management. 

6.2.6 Laos 

Lao people Democratic Republic is one of the poorest country in the 

world with high rates of poverty, malnutrition and starvations. It is 

located in 15° 6' N Latitude and 105° 48' E Longitude, in Southeast 

Asia on the northern edges of the tropics, and is positioned in both 

the northern and eastern hemispheres. Laos is bordered by the 

countries of Thailand, Burma (Myanmar1, China, Vietnam and 

Cambodia. Laos has a rich forest coverage, which during 1950s 

covered more than 70 percent of the state area. Despite huge 

depletion, approximately 50 percent of the state is covered with 

forest even to~ay. The Lao forests are rich in the forest products 

like ironwood, mahogany, pine, redwood and teak as the timber 

generating trees and Bamboo, benzoin (resin), charcoal and sticklac 

as other abundant and valuable products. The forests are also 

proved to be important source of wild foods and fruits, herbal and 

medicinal plants and aromatic plants. The population of Laos as 

per the estimation of July '2011 was 6.48 million, which are 

unevenly distributed across the country. Majority of the population 

is settled around the Mekong Valley. The total land area of Laos is 

2, 36, 80,000 hectares of which around 5 million hectare is suitable 

for cultivation. More than 70 percent of the populations are 

dependent on the agricultural mode of production of which more 

than 50 percent are engaged in shifting cultivation. 
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The northern part of the Laos is rich in bamboo forest with 

diversity, where seven species of bamboos are found in abundance; 

viz. Gigantochloa nigrociliata, Thyrostachys siamensis, Bambusa 

pallida, Bam,.busa tulda, . Dendrocalamus asper,Dendrocalamus 

membranaceus and Gigantochloa apus. These bamboos are known 

for their vigorous growth in the northern part of the Laos and it is 

also considered as weed because they tend to suppress other trees. 

The northern part of the Laos is also known for its cultivation 

practices where traditional swiden cultivation practices/ shifting 

cultivation (which is also called slash and burn practice of 

agriculture), is widely followed. More and more forests are being 

cleared foe this practice of agriculture to meet the requirement of 

the growing population and low crop yield. This shifting cultivation 

fields are th~ most affected during the occasional rat famine owing 

to the flowering of the bamhoo forests in and around the cultivation 

sites (Sudarmaji, Singleton, Herawati, Djatihart & Rahmini: 2003; 

Douangboupha, Aplin & Singleton: 2003; Harman: 2003; Jaksic & 

Lima: 2003; Khamphoukeo, Douangboupha, Aplin & Singleton: 

2003; MAS: 2004; Myint & Kyi: 2005; Singleton, Sudarmaji, Jacob 

& Krebs: 2005). Various bamboo flowering cycles have been 

reported from the Laos, the latest being the one in 2008, which was 

followed by a explosion of the rodent population impacting the lives 

of millions of people of Laos in general and northern Laos in 

particular, contributing to huge loss in the agricultural production 

amounting to starvations a11:d deaths. 

Rodent's population and their explosion time and again are 

identified as chronic agricultural problem in the agricultural 

country of Laos, affecting adversely the northern part of the 

country. Rats and rodents are considered to be the second largest 
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pest of the farmers (after insects) but uncontrolled and the potential 

enough to destroy the entire cropping. The amount of the damage 

however, varies form years depending on the outbreak of bamboo 

flowering periods. In non-flowering periods, the rats damage 

approximately 5 - 10 percent of the harvest, while in the flowering 

years the damage ranges from 30 - 100 percent (Singleton: 2003; 

Schiller et al.: 1999). 

Rodents have been a major pest in the uplands of Lao PDR and 

they continue to be a problem (Sudarmaji & Anggara: 2000; Kadry 

et al: 2008; Sudarmaji & Herawati: 2008; Sudarmaji, et al: 2010). 

In 2008-09, upland farmers were affected by the most severe rodent 

outbreaks in. decades, which caused significant impacts on the 

poor, leading to widespread famine and hunger. The government of 

Laos undertook, particularly four kinds of combat strategies 

(Buckle, Yong & Rowe: 1979; Caughley et al: 1994; Myint: 2005; 

Nag: 1999). The first, minimizing the use of indiscriminate 

poisoning with rodenticides; second, focusing rodent management 

efforts on the manipulation of habitats and the selective culling of 

pest species at key times in their population cycles; third, 

community-based agro-ecological rodent management techniques 

suited to particular cropping systems and particular pest species; 

and fourth building capacity nationally and regionally to fight the 

rodent population explosion. The government also undertook relief 

measures with food supplies in the affected areas with the aid and 

assistance received from the donor agencies like, World Food 

Programme (WFP), United Nations Development Programme 

(UNDP), United Nations International Children's Emergency Fund 

(UNICEF), Red Cross and others. What has been observed is that, 
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there have been far too many cases in the past of failure in efforts 

devoted to combat rodent outbreaks in Lao PDR. Reactive strategies 

have, been practiced but have proven ineffective and expensive; 

therefore, there needs to be a major shift toward the adoption of 

preventive strategies. 

6.3 Analysis 

The last one decade, beginning 2002, thus has been a decade of 

rat/rodent population outbreaks in Asia, contributing significantly 

to the severe food crisis in Asia (Islam & Hossain: 2003; 

Khamphoukeo et al: 2003). The crisis has lead to the escalation of 

prices of the agricultural products, primarily the staple food items. 

The crisis coupled with price escalation has highly impacted 

vulnerable and food insecure families across Asian countries. 

However, the ecological and environmental issue associated with 

this phenomenon has often been neglected and not properly 

recorded. If we are talking about the causes of the rodent/rat 

population explosion, then various alternative arguments are 

coming up. First, in areas especially Northeastern States of 

Mizoram, Bangladesh and Myanmar, the growth in population of 

rodents are directly linked to the instances of Bamboo flowering of 

certain species. Secondly, on the other, the changes of the seasons 

and sometimes the abundant rainfall along with the instances of 

bamboo flowering and fruiting (as in case of Philippines) have 

contributed to the growth of rodent population. Therefore, though 

directly or remotely, the bamboo flowering has been identified as 

the principal and primary cause of the outbreak of rat/rodent 

population, that has lead to severe food crisis in Mizoram (India), 

179 



CHAPTER 6: Security, State and Politics: Beyond The Limits 

Chittagong Hill Tracts (Bangladesh), Chin state (Myanmar), Several 

Districts in· Philippines and Thailand and Upland province of Lao 

Peoples Democratic Republic (Sudarmaji & Anggara: 2000; Kadry et 

al: 2008; Sudarmaji & Herawati: 2008; Sudarmaji, et al: 2010). 

However, in some cases the off seasonal cropping with the help of 

irrigation has also invited the rats to attack the fields as in the 

cases of Indonesia, Philippines and some areas of Myanmar. 

Considering the huge area being affected by the impact of rodents, 

food assistance and relief was required for millions of people at a 

time. This posed a huge challenge even to the international, 

national and local donor organisations, associations, Non 

Governmental Organisations and even Government organisations, 

to operate the relief measures. Along with the relief measures, 

rodent control by trapping and hunting has been found to be a 

common practice in all the affected areas. In some cases, the 

rodents have grown as big as piglets weighing more than 10- 12 

kilograms. In the Indian State of Mizoram, a monetary incentive 

was also introduced for rat killing. For each rat killed and tail 

deposited a cash reward of Re. 1 per tail was awarded which later 

on from 31st December 2007 was increased to Rs. 2 per rat tail. 

This measure had the twin objectives; the first being the control of 

rat population and the second being the alternative source of 

income for the villagers who were seen to be going for rat hunting 

everyday with a sack or a container to carry their daily catch. 

Despite this, neither the population of rat depleted nor the famine 

could be avoided, rather the only merit being the limiting of 

hardships to some extent. 

180 



CHAPTER 6: Security, State and Politics: Beyond The Limits 

Rodent outbreaks have been occurring around the world for 

thousands of years. The references of this are found in the Hindu 

Epic like Mahabharata which was written more than thousand 

years ago. In the western political world, Aristotle (384-322 BC), 

had pointed out that small rats can appear in large numbers that 

could cause complete damage to the crops in a single night. 

Aelurius, in 162~ had d(}cumented similar rodent outbreak in 

Bohemia during 17th Century contributing to the death of 

thousands of people. Such instances of bamboo flowering have 

been reported across the world: Australia, New Zealand, Japan, 

Europe, North American Countries, Latin American Countries and 

even South African Countries. However, in modern times there has 

been no report of starvations due to such rodent outbreaks 

particularly in the European and American countries. 

6.4 Rodent Outbreaks, Famines and Famine Combat 

Mechanisms Beyond India: Locating the 

Generalities and Uniqueness 

In the foregoing sections we have found that rodent outbreaks at 

regular intervals is common in many parts of south Asia, Asia, 

Europe and also other parts of the world. In Asia and more 

particularly south Asia, the rodent outbreak is generally associated 

with the natural process of bamboo flowering. The countries like 

India, Bangladesh, Myanmar, Thailand, Philippines have at regular 

intervals witnessed this ecological onslaught (Aplin et al: 2003; 

Singleton et al: 2005; Singleton et al: 1998). However, in European 

countries the rodent outbreak is also connected to other 

environmental factors like regular heavy rainfall for longer 
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durations, sudden changes in climatic conditions, seasonal 

changes in agricultural patterns leading to availability or 

unavailability of food and so on (King: 1983; Lam: 1983; Chauhan 

& Saxena: 1985; Buckle & Smith: 1994). In whatsoever the cases, 

the impact of rodent outbreaks happen to be similar leading to 

destruction of agricultural fields and thereby impacting the yields. 

This creates the shortages of food grains in and around the affected 

areas which may have the potential of impacting the human 

insecurities (Aplin et al: 2003; Singleton et al: 2005). The state as 

an instrument associated with providing human security has to 

play a role in protecting its people m such situations of 

emergencies. Accordingly, depending on the nature and 

characteristics of the polit~cal and administrative pattern of the 

state, they are expected to perform. In the following section, we are 

presenting a brief overview of the role of state in some of the 
.. 

affected areas. 

In Myanmar, the military regime paid no attention to the onslaught 

of famine in the post bamboo flowering period and no actions were 

taken to combat the famines (Ahsan & Chakma: 1989; Belmain et 

al: 2008). On the other hand there were restrictions on the 

initiatives taken by the private individuals to operate the relief 

measures. Later on submitting to the mounting pressures of the 

international NGOs like UNDP and WFP, the relief measures were 

allowed to which the civil society groups responded positively and 

rendered help with adequate manpower to carry out the relief 

operations (Sudarmaji & Anggara: 2000; Kadry et al: 2008; 

Sudarmaji & Herawati: 2008; Sudarmaji, et al: 2010). In Indonesia, 

the year of 2008 witnessed the highest loss in agricultural 
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production in many parts of the country including West Java, 

Central Java, Bali and South Sulawesi. Responding to the 

situation, the government supplied large number of rat traps to the 

people who actively participated in rat killing activities. This could 

minimise the impact of rodent outbreak in the cropping and yield of 

2009 in Indonesia Sudarmaji & Anggara: 2000; Sudarmaji, et al: 

201 0; Sudarmaji & Herawati: 2008). The state sponsored relief 

measures with adequate supply of food grains were carried out to 

which the international and ·local NGOs shared the responsibilities. 

In Philippines, the government declared a state of calamity and 

emergency and diverted the state energy to mitigate the insecurities 

arising out of the situation. The government initiated various 

measures of alternative employments for the affected people in the 

nearby urban settlements which were not affected by the famines 

(Buckle, Yong & Rowe: 1979; Caughley et al: 1994; Myint: 2005; 

Nag: 1999) The state supplied the rat poison and rat traps to 

control the growing rat population and thereby minimise the 

impact. There was also an initiative and implementation of various 

employment generating vocational and job-oriented courses. The 

government organised various training camps and imparted 

courses on ecologically based rodent management. In Bangladesh, 

the bamboo flowering takes place at regular intervals which are 

followed by sudden outbreak of rodent population creating acute 

food shortages and thereby impacting the human securities 

(Sudarmaji & Anggara: 2000; Sudarmaji & Herawati: 2008). The 

state apparatus in Bangladesh, unlike in Philippines and India 

where active anti famine are taken, do not seem to adequately 

initiate prevention and combat measures. The northern part of 
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Bangladesh, where the bamboo flowers and creates havoc is an 

area inhabited primarily by the tribal groups who have their own 

beliefs and combating strategies vis-a-vis the mechanisms of 

bamboo flowering. However; the rat-trapping is seen as one of the 

measure in combating the impacts of famine or at least minimizing 

the same (Singleton et al: 1998; Singleton et al: 2003;. Singleton et 

al: 2010). The activities carried out by the Helen Keller 

International Foundation (HKIF), United Nations Development 

Programme (UNDP), World Food Programme (WFP) etc. are some of 

the mitigating strategies attempting at minimizing the severities of 

famine among the masses (Nag: 1999, HKI: 2008; Zohir: 2008; 

Harmeling: 2009; WFP: 2009). 

Rodents are one of the ~hronic problems in the agricultural 

practices of Thailand. Outbreaks of rodent population at regular 

intervals have impacted the agricultural yield in many cases and 

impacted the livelihood securities of mankind. The state in 

Thailand has been active in rodent control measures and taken 

pioneering role by providing adequate assistance and reliefs to the 

effected people. There is the regular supply of food items from the 

non-affected area to the affected area. The transport network and 

communications has been made up-to-date so as to reach even the 

remotest place during the times of emergencies. The state supplies 

the rodenticides for the purpose of rat killing and also supplies the 

rat-traps for trapping the rats and setting them free in the remote 

areas of the forests (Singleton & Petch: 1994; Tun: 1998; Singleton 

et al: 1999; Singleton et al: 2003; Singleton et al: 20 10). In Laos 

PDR, rodents are considered as one of the most damaging pest, to 

which the people have little or no control. The damage caused by 
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the rodents stands next to the insects where the rodents destroy 

approximately 5 -10 of the yield every year. The damage during the 

outbreak of rodent population has been calculated from 30- 100% 

in different areas of the Republic often leading to food scarcities 

and widespread famines (Khamphoukeo et al., 2003; Schiller et al. 

1999; Singleton, 2003). The state of Lao PDR encouraged a set of 

activities in order to control the menace of rodent based famines. 

Some of the measures adopted included intensive trapping of the 

rodents, manipulating th<: habitats of the rodents, use of 

rodenticides and protection of the grains in proper containers. 

However, the state had put limited restrictions on number of 

rodenticides as it considered rodent as an important component of 

the ecosystem. 

Explosion of rodent population has been a recurrent phenomenon 

in Europe for several thousand of years and continuously impacting 

on the agricultural productions and other associated activities 

(Harman: 2003; Brown: 2006; Palis et al: 2007; FAO: 2008; Jacob 

& Tkadlec; 2010). The impacts have also been identified in cattle 

fodder and other forest p:r:oducts where the rodents have often 

contaminated the fodder grass and impacted the milk production. 

However, the modern Europe has not witnessed any starvations 

and deaths following the phenomenon of rodent outbreaks (Saulich 

et al; 1974: Sellman; 1991). Despite this, countries in Europe 

practice mechanisms to control the expansion of rodent population. 

For instance, one of the major methods is the application of 

rodenticides (Brown, Singleton & Sudarmaji: 2001; Brown et al: 

2008). Poisons like zinc phosphide, chlorophacinone, bromadiolone 

etc. are used in many countries either because they are generally 

effective or can be easily applied on a large scale. However, in 
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countries like Germany, the application of rat killing poisons on the 

land surface is prohibited simply because of the fear of 

contaminating the soil and the produce. But, at the same time, 

application has to be made at a place little under the mouth of the 

burrow which may also prevent non-target species and limit its 

impact outside. In Czech Republic, the density of the spread of 

rodenticides is limited although the surface application is permitted 

(Mutze & Sinclair: 2004; Rapusas et al: 1997; Roder: 200 1; Saulich 

et al: 1974; Schiller et al: 1999; Sellmann: 1991). Therefore, they 

more depend on alternative strategies which include: 

a. Deep tillage of the fields destroying the burrows so as to 

disturb their habitats, 

b. Cropping of shorter duration crops, 

c. Change from food crops to cash crops anticipating the 

outbreak periods, 

d. Promotion of predatory bird habitation by providing artificial 

nest boxes and 

e. Fencing of the particular field for preventing the rats from 

entering the fields. 

Rodent outbreak and rat-plague is one of the common sights even 

in countries like Australia. The country experiences rat population 

explosion at an interval of four years, however, all the regions do 

not get it at the regular basis rather any particular region 

experiences the explosion of rat population at an interval of seven 

years (Redhead & Singleton; 1988; Singleton: 1989). The explosion 

is generally of the house mice, Mus domesticus, having the capacity 

of destruction of the agricultural farms in and aroud the human 

settlements. A survey of grain growers in South Australia and 

Victoria in 1993, estimated a loss of 65 million US dollar (Caughley 
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et al: 1994; Jaksic & Lima: 2003; Aplin et al: 2003; Singleton et al: 

2005). The most affected zone is the wheat belt spread across the 

southern Australia. The State in Australia, thus has to combat with 

the situations of food shortages in different parts of the country to 

which, it has responded positively in the past experiences. The 

government of Australia has initiated four-fold rodent control 

measures, viz. 

a. Trapping - Rat traps, both indigenous homemade traps and 

commercial factory made traps were used in and around 

house and storage sheds for the purpose of capturing the rats 

(McWilliam & Kingkeo: 2007; Meerburg: 2009) .. The use of 

these traps were however limited in the fields where different 

rat trapping measures were used. One such method was 

guiding the rats through a metal guard fencing to the deeply 

dug pits from where the rats could not come out. In 1917, 

one such incidence could capture thousands of rats in a 

single night. Water traps, greased traps were also used for 

the purpose of trapping the rats (Gratz: 1994; Khotsimauang 

et al: 1995; Leung et al: 1999; Aplin et al.: 2006; Jacob et al: 

2010). 

b. Poisoning- A wide range of rodenticides were used to control 

the impact of rat attacks in the agricultural fields and thus 

minimise the damage. Poisons like zinc phosphide, 

chlorophacinone, bromadiolone etc. are used in many parts 

of Australia either because they are generally effective or can 

be easily applied on a large scale. During 1993-94 plagues 

these poisons were heavily used in a cultivated area spread 

over 3,50,000 hectares and it was observed that it could 
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bring down the rat population vary1ng from 34-90% in 

different areas (MAS: 2004; Chambers, Singleton & Hinds: 

1999; Holmgren et al: 2001; Sudarmaji, et al: 2003; Mutze & 

Sinclair:2004; Brown: 2006; Belmain et al: 2010). 

c. Habitat modifications. - To reduce the impacts of rats and 

rodents on the agricultural crops, a wide range of farm 

management practices have been practiced in Australia. 

(Palis et al: 2007; Singleton et al: 1999; Singleton & Petch: 

1994; Kadry et al: 2008). Different practices like the sowing of 

less valuable crops as a boundary to the field of high value 

crops, application of herbicides, deep tilling of fields aiming at 

the destruction of burrows, regular grazing of animals to 

disturb the rats and so on are practiced. 

d. Fertility Control - The state has initiated a fertility control 

among the female rats with the abundant supply of 

immunoncontraception (Chambers et al: 1999). This 1s 

attempted to sterilize the female rats and control the 

population growth. The feeding of this 

immunoncontraception makes the rats infertile for periods 

greater than 250 days (Lloyd et al: 2003; Myint: 2005; Brown 

et al: 2007; Brown et al: 2010). However, the use of this 

immunoncontraception has been limited as it is expensive in 

comparison to other methods of controlling the rat 

population. 
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6.5. Analysis 

Based on the discussion in the foregoing section 6.4, we have found 

certain generalities and uniqueness in the rodent control 

mechanisms in different parts of the world. In countries like 

Australia, rodent outbreaks are more frequent but less destructive 

and has entered the daily lifestyle of the societies that are impacted 

by the phenomenon. In European countries, the rat plague has 

taken a toll of millions of people throughout their history, however, 

in modern times there have been no records of starvations and 

deaths due to such famines arising out of rat populations. These 

incidences can be self-explanatory in explaining the nature and 

activity of the state in mitigating such insecurities, where the role of 

the state has shifted from the police state to the welfare state in 

Europe. The rat trapping mechanisms are used abundantly with or 

without the support of the state attempting at bringing down the 

rat population. However, the uses of rodenticides have certain 

restrictions in different countries of Europe. Alternatively, 

promotions of rat eating birds are emphasized with assistance for 

the predators by providing artificial nests and so on. Deep tilling of 

the soil is also practiced in European countries and Australia for 

disturbing and destructing the burrows eventually manipulating 

the rat habitats. In Australi.a, Europe and even in Asian countries, 

the trapping of rats using various tools and techniques is the 

principal anti rat campaign. Millions of rats are trapped and killed 

using the different models of rat-traps. During a rat plague in 

Australia in 1993, Millions of rats were trapped in a single night by 

using different rat trapping methods including the digging of pit 

and guiding the rat to it, water traps, watering the field and so on. 

In European countries too, during each rat population explosion 
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periods such rat trapping technologies have been used in order to 

bring down the rat population. 

In Asian countries of Philippines, Thailand, Laos Peoples 

Democratic Republic, Myanmar, Bangladesh etc. the rat famines 

are common at regular intervals owing to different natural and 

ecological phenomenon including that of bamboo flowering. The 

mitigation strategies, however, have remained common in most of 

, these countries; however, despite the strategies being common, the 

role of the state has been varying in different political systems. For 

instance, the state of Myanmar paid little or no attention to the 

impending crisis during the famine following the bamboo flowering 

during 2006-09. It was until the compulsion mounting on the state 

from the international NGOs and other agencies that the state 

initiated some mitigation strategies and carried out relief measures. 

State of Philippines, on the other hand declared a state of 

emergency in similar situations and diverted the state energy and 

resources in controlling the .rat menace and providing assistance to 

the people. In Bangladesh, the state and civil societies along with 

the NGOs- Local and international participated in the mitigation 

strategies and providing assistance and reliefs to the famine 

stricken people. 

In the Indian state of Mizoram, where the affect of the famine is 

most felt, the management strategies and the role of the state has 

been quite fluctuating. The flowering of bamboo and resultant 

famine has disturbed the Mizo community the most in different 

phases of history. During the pre-British period in India, the rat

famines had often resulted in the starvations, deaths and frequent 
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migrations among the Mizo tribes. The advent of British rule and 

their wholehearted support to the Mizo people during such 

emergencies had impacted the Mizo people to such an extent, that 

they slowly converted themselves into the British style of life and 

religion. In the post independent period, the inefficiency of the state 

government of Assam and the heavy losses suffered by the Mizo 

people generated a widespread dissatisfaction among the Mizos 

against the state in India. Hence, under the leadership of Pu 

Laldenga, they stood for a violent fight against the Government of 

India seeking a status of independence for the state of Mizoram. 

'With the creation of Mizoram as a separate state within the Indian 

Union, the Mizos got the right to self determination in certain 

aspects. Therefore, the anticipated famine of 2006-09 was seen as a 

real test for the Mizoram state as throughout history of 

independent India, the Mizos had been blaming the State of Assam 

and the Union of India for their sufferin~ and apathy. 

The state started preparing for the famine well in advance with the 

establishment of Bamboo Flowering and Famine Combat Scheme 

(BAFFACOS) as early as 2004. The BAFFACOS initiated a number 

of activities as precautionary measures to combat the anticipated 

famine. The state of Mizoram started clearing a huge tracts of 

bamboo forests in order to prevent the bamboo from flowering but 

the location of the forests· in areas which are not accessible to 

human beings gave the initiative a kickback. The state, then 

initiated a rat kill movement with a cash reward of re. 1 f- per rat 

tail, for every rat killed and the tail deposited in the collection 

centers. A large number of rats were killed following the monetary 

incentives. However, this scheme was banned owing to huge 
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corruptions among the people, administration and the civil 

societies. Later, the monetary incentive was enhanced tors. 2/- per 

rat tail. 

Simultaneously, the people were encouraged to eat rat-meat so as 

to bridge the nutritional gap following which restaurants in the 

town came up with rat culinary and delicacies. However, the 

abundance of rat diminished their utility and this plan proved to be 

failure. Further, the state encouraged the people to do alternative 

farming and grow cash crops like ginger and turmeric (rat resistant) 

' instead of food grains, so as to minimise the damage on the 

economy of the people. However, the lack of proper storage facilities 

and marketing strategies lead to the rotting of the products in the 

field itself, due to which, the programme failed upside down. 

However, the damage to public life and property were least this time 

comparing to the impacts of famine in 1960s. as discussed in the 

earlier chapter, the famine of 2008-09 in Mizoram was more a 

socially and politically constructed rather than an 

environmental j ecological phenomenon. 

6.6. Concluding Observations 

As revealed from the foregoing section 6.5, the role of the state 

becomes vital for the promotion and protection of human securities 

in the society. The capacity of the state is best judged and its 

nature truly judged in times of crisis that looms over the large 

section of the society like in the cases of famine following the 

explosion of rat population. The inactiveness of the Myanmar's 

government and its failure to respond to the call of people during 
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the emergency has revealed the type and nature of the Myanmar's ' 

state and government. In similar situations of famine in 

Philippines, the state was found to be diverting its total energy and 

manpower to combat the effects of famine. The case of Mizoram in 

India, takes another form where, despite the existence of number of 

insecurities impacting human lives, there was politicking of the 

mechanism and funds meant for the purpose of combating the 

situations were being diverted to others. The recurrent reports of 

corruptions and mal-practices in the implementation of the 

/ schemes have no doubt raised the questions of the right of the state 

to demand obedience from the people. 
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