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REFUGEE WATCH will be a quarterly newsletter on the flow of refugees, migrants and the internally displaced persons in South Asia. This newsletter will present news and also relevant views related to forced population flows across the borders in this region. It will stress on the need for a broad legal framework for this region with regard to refugee protection and prevention of the huge exodus of people, will try to inform the human rights community on the refugee question in the region, will draw attention to the need for international attention and care for the refugees and displaced population in South Asia, and will build up through its regular publication a network of intellectuals (like teachers, journalists, lawyers, jurists, and such other persons) and academic institutes and various public interest groups towards the task of drawing social attention to the cause of the refugees, unwanted migrants and the potential refugees, Le., the internally displaced persons. Such network will be possible as its regular contributors will be from the above-mentioned categories.

The other major objective will be to bring to public attention the fluid and volatile situation in the eastern and the northeastern part of the region where various kinds of forced population flows both from within and across the international borders are creating social, economic and political pressures and also adding to the conflict situation in the area. Some of the aspects of the population movements in the area still remain obscure to the governmental, non-governmental and the multilateral organisations concerned with human rights and refugee protection and they remain confused about them. This newsletter by carrying news, reports, and analyses of the refugee situations in Nepal, North Bengal, Bhutan, Assam, Tripura, Manipur, Arunachal Pradesh, Mizoram and Nagaland, will aim to fill a particular void in information and policy planning with regard to the refugee situation in South Asia. Many of the refugee issues in South Asia are perhaps well covered - but the eastern and northeastern part of this sub-continent, which has experienced substantial refugee flows because of the geographical proximity of a host of countries and sub-regions in turmoil (like Chinese Tibet, Chin Hills and the Arakans of Burma, Chittagong hill tracts of Bangladesh and Nepali-inhabited South Bhutan), is one of the most under-reported in terms of refugee problems. The problems of internal displacement in the region due to sharpening ethnic strife are also becoming a matter of concern. REFUGEE WATCH will seek to explore and interpret the refugee issues in this area with particular vigour - and thereby seek to fill the gap created by lack of authentic information from the area, for which the government's policy of not letting in international agencies in is not the least responsible.

These objectives are not only important but possible. REFUGEE WATCH aspires to contribute to the realisation of these objectives in a limited way.

Refugees in South Asia: An Overview

South Asia has the fourth largest concentration of refugees in the world. A majority of displaced persons who have crossed international borders in this region are not regarded as "refugees" by the host governments. They are usually treated as "undesirable aliens" or “illegal immigrants”. There are no national laws, which define or distinguish "refugees" from others who cross the borders. The governments in this region have also not signed or ratified the 1951 UN Convention Concerning the Status of Refugees and its 1967 Protocol, the only available UN mechanism for the protection and rehabilitation of refugees.

However, we have to first consider, who is a refugee? Traditionally, any person who has been forced to flee his or her home for fear of life or lack of subsistence is regarded a refugee. However, in international law only those who are denied protection. of their home states and as a result have crossed international borders to seek refuge in another country are accepted as refugees. Faced with the problem of a large number of displaced and uprooted persons after the First World War, the western nations created international instruments for the protection, return as well as resettlement of these persons in other countries. The so-called Nansen Passport was created to provide these stateless persons with a temporary identity. Between 1922 and 1926 under the auspices of the League of Nations, several treaties created certain obligations on the contracting states, making it necessary to define the term "refugee". The League of Nations treaties initially defined the "refugees" as a category or group of persons who were, (a) outside their country of origin and (b) without the protection of the government of their home state. Later in 1938 the definition was restricted to only such persons who had left their countries of origin for fear of persecution. Those who had left their homeland for "purely personal reasons" were excluded by the 1938 instrument. It was decided to exclude victims of natural disasters, as they were not forcibly expelled by the governments of their home states.

The Second World War generated about 45 million refugees, most of them in Europe. The International Refugee Organisation (IRO) was created thereafter to seek an early return of the refugees and the displaced persons to their countries of origin. The new world body, the United Nations took up the task of rehabilitation of the refugees in a serious manner. In 1950 the Office of the UN High Commissioner of Refugees was created by the UN General Assembly, which replaced the IRO. In 1951 United Nations Convention Relating to the Status of Refugees was adopted. The UN Protocol Relating to the Status of Refugees was adopted by the General Assembly in 1967. In the same year the General Assembly also adopted a Declaration on Territorial Asylum.

As we have seen, during the twenties and the thirties - the period of mass movement of refugees across Europe - the international community, particularly the League of Nations had taken a "category" or a "group" approach to the definition of refugees. In the cold war period, when there was no mass movement of refugees across Europe, the attitude of the western nations towards refugees changed. It was influenced largely by the politics of cold war. The emphasis shifted from the group to the individual. In consequence a more individualistic and a narrower definition was adopted by the 1967 UN Protocol. The refugee thus finally came to be defined as "any person, who owing to well founded fear of being persecuted for reasons of race, religion, nationality or political opinion is outside the country of his nationality and is unable or, owing to such fears or for reasons other than personal convenience, is unwilling to avail himself of the protection of that country; or who, not having a nationality and being outside the country of his former habitual residence, is unable or, owning to such fear or for reasons other than personal convenience, is unwilling to return to it". (1967 UN Protocol) Obviously it was the political dissidents of the Eastern Bloc or the former Soviet Bloc for whom the western states were mainly concerned.

This definition is being questioned today by social scientists and human rights activists. The process of decolonisation in the sixties and the seventies encouraged liberation struggles, revolutions, coups and counter-coups, which displaced millions in the countries of Asia, Africa and South America. Readjustment of old colonial boundaries rekindled old rivalries, unleashed ethnic and religious conflicts causing large-scale movements of populations across borders. Entire communities or groups of people were rejected and disenfranchised by these newly formed states. In these countries, during the last three decades, masses of people were also displaced by man-made environmental disasters, natural calamities and by the shortsighted development policies of the governments, which destroyed traditional sources of livelihood of the people of certain regions. For the first time there began a flow of refugees from South to North, from the poor to the rich countries. What begun as a trickle in the sixties, became an exodus by the eighties and the nineties.

They were classified as "migrants" or "economic refugees" by the governments and international agencies.

The Migrants

It has been argued that migrants cross international borders attracted by the "pull" of better economic opportunities and that unlike the political refugees they are not "pushed" out by the state through widespread human rights abuses or by racial and communal riots. Migration is said to be encouraged by transborder social, religious and ethnic linkages, especially in situations where the same community enjoys majority status in one country and that of an oppressed minority in another. "Migration" is therefore, essentially a voluntary action. As a result, the states argue that the migrants cannot be treated at par with the refugees who are persecuted in their home states for reasons of religion, race or political opinion.

However, studies have shown that an overwhelming majority of the displaced persons in the Third World, who are generally classified as "migrants" by host governments and international agencies, belong to the minorities and economically backward sections of the society. For example, between 1950 and 1990 about 21 million people were displaced in India by projects like big dams, mines, industries and wildlife reserves. Of these, nearly 40% were tribal/indigenous people who constitute 7.6 percent of India's population. As these persons do not cross any international border they remained displaced within India.

In the mid-sixties more than a hundred thousand tribal people were displaced by the Kaptai dam built in the Chittagong Hill Tracts of the then East Pakistan, at present Bangladesh. Nearly 52,000 displaced people belonging to the Chakma and Hajong tribes crossed over to India. About 30,000 persons were displaced from the Mirpur district of Pakistan controlled Kashmir by the Mangla Dam constructed around the same time by Pakistan government with World Bank assistance. Most of them ended up swelling the ranks of Pakistani immigrants to the UK. Under these circumstances, the validity of the distinction between "voluntary" and "involuntary" migrant remains doubtful.

Clearly there is an urgent need to reconceptualise the definition of refugees. It is not being argued that those who have been forced to flee their homelands because of political persecution and threat to their life should be equated with those who have been forced to move by loss of livelihood, man-made disasters and natural calamities. We can no longer ignore the fact that certain policies of the governments of the so-called "developing" countries have impoverished vast masses of their peoples, particularly those belonging to the minority communities and economically backward sections. Studies have shown that some of the "development" projects implemented with international support have had adverse impact on the economy. These projects have deprived many people of their traditional livelihood and at times pushed some of them beyond the borders. They have become the "rejected peoples and unwanted migrants". Academics and concerned organisations and activists today prefer to use such terms as "environmental refugees" and "refugees of development projects" to distinguish between certain types of displaced persons and voluntary migrants. The international community needs to apply its mind to the problem of this type of forced displacement. As a recent UNEP report has predicted, the day is not far when wars would be fought between communities and states over basic resources like water.

The existing definition of refugees, displaced persons and migrants is rather narrow and uni dimensional. It also has to be considered if the received distinctions between the forced/willed and the political/economic regarding the refugee/migration definition hold true today. These need to be reviewed and reformulated in order to accommodate the existing reality. New and effective international instruments and national laws need to be created to protect the rights of these hapless millions who have no legal existence in most countries of the world today.

Refugees in South Asia: A Brief History

There is a close link between state formation and forced population movement. History shows that in their formative days states have forced large number of people to migrate from their traditional habitat. The states have also increased "statelessness" by denying citizenship to whole sections of people.

History of Statelessness

The communal violence that followed the partition of the Indian subcontinent in the wake of independence of India and Pakistan in 1947, let to 1 million deaths and forcibly displaced about 15 million more. While about 8 million Hindus and Sikhs were forced to leave their home in Pakistan and migrate to India, nearly seven million Muslims were uprooted from their homes in India and forced to migrate to Pakistan. These persons were accepted as citizens and rehabilitated by the India and Pakistan.

About 500,000 persons of Indian origin who had lived in Burma for generations were uprooted by the programme of Burmanisation after Burma's independence in 1948. Most of them returned to India penniless during the fifties and sixties of the current century.
=​

Sri Lanka after becoming independent created approximately 900,000 stateless persons by refusing to grant them citizenship. These were the Tamil plantation workers who were taken to the island by the British in early 19th century. The government of Sri Lanka wanted India to take them back. After several rounds of bilateral negotiations between 1964 and 1987, India accepted about 3,40,000 repatriated persons of Indian origin from. Sri Lanka. The rest are still waiting of citizenship.

The Chakma and Hajong tribal refugees from the Chittagong Hill Tracts who were "settled" in the mid​-sixties by the government of India in the former North East Frontier Agency and present day Arunachal Pradesh are yet to be granted Indian citizenship. They have become the target of a malicious anti-foreigner agitation in Arunachal Pradesh. The government of Arunachal Pradesh, the local politicians and the youth want to throw them out.

The liberation war of Bangladesh in 1970-71 had sent about 10 million refugees to India. Most of them went back to Bangladesh after its liberation. However, the liberation of Bangladesh has left about 300,000 "stranded Pakistanis" in Dhaka. They are mainly Bihari Muslims who migrated to the erstwhile East Pakistan in 1947 from India. Bangladesh does not want to grant them citizenship as they did not support the liberation movement and Pakistan refuses to take them back.

During the period between 1948 and 1961, according to the reports of the Indian Home Ministry, about 3.1 million persons, mainly Hindus, migrated from erstwhile East Pakistan, present day Bangladesh to India. Bangladeshi migration is a contentious political issue in India. In the northeast of India in the eighties, there were widespread political agitation demanding the expulsion of "foreigners", mainly Bangladeshi Muslims. The local political parties and the ethnic elite were afraid that the rising number of Bangladeshis would finally tilt the demographic balance against them. In other words, they would lose their power base. The fear was not totally unfounded as can be seen in the case of one of the northeastern states, Tripura. Within thirty years after India's independence, Tripura's tribal/indigenous population was reduced from an overwhelming majority to a minority by Bengali Hindu settlers from East​ Pakistan/Bangladesh.' The protest of Tripura's tribal population was ignored by the central government and "also by the national political parties as nobody wanted to force the Bengali Hindus back into East Pakistan. When the tribal protest movement reemerged in the form of an armed insurgency riots spread over the entire state and civilian clashes began to persist, the Indian government sent security forces to crush them. And now a section of the Tripuri tribes are demanding independence.

The Muslim migrants from the erstwhile East Pakistan and present day Bangladesh have become the target of an "expulsion campaign" launched by the radical Hindu nationalist parties of India. They claim that about 20 million Bangladeshis have illegally entered India after 1971. The Indian Home Ministry has however chosen to remain silent on the figures of Bangladeshi migrants in India (Annual Report of Indian Home Ministry, 1995-96).

In 1989, nearly 96,000 Bhutanese of Nepali ethnic origin from southern Bhutan took refuge in Nepal. They were stripped of their citizenship and pushed out of Bhutan by its Royal Government following the implementation of the programme of Bhutanisation. Bhutan refuses to take them back while Nepal has refused to rehabilitate them.

In short, the post-colonial states in South Asia were born out of displacement and expulsion of a large number of people and the state system, as. it stands today in the region, is perched precariously on the creation of minorities, stateless population, and the continuing exodus of victims of various condition. There are no national laws, which define and regulate the status of refugees in the countries of South Asia. In most countries in the region, the powers to grant "residential permits" have been relegated to administrators at district and sub district levels. They grant and revoke, these certificates at their discretion. The refugees have no legal protection against summary expulsions as they are treated as illegal immigrants and not as refugees fleeing persecution. As a result, the UNHCR has not been able to provide effective and meaningful protection to most refugees in the region. Even international humanitarian agencies are often not allowed to help the refugees in most of these countries.

Internal Refugees

The hope that the end of the cold war would usher in an era of peace was shattered in the killing fields of Bosnia, Chechnya and Rwanda. New notions of security have emerged on the basis of demography, resources and territory. Proxy wars between states and internal wars between rival communities are being fought over scarce resources. The experience of the last decade shows, how national interests of the western nations and their chosen allies have played havoc with the UN sponsored efforts for conflict resolution.

In South Asia, in Sri Lanka alone more than a million people have been rendered homeless within their own country by the twelve-year old ethnic conflict. In India, nearly 2,50,000 Kashmiri Hindus and Muslims have become internally displaced.

Under its expanded mandate, the UNHCR has accepted these "internally displaced persons" (IDPs) or "persons in refugee like situations" as the persons of concern. The enormity of the situation is evident from the latest estimates that there are 16 million IDPs in Africa, about 7 million in Asia and another 10 million in Europe and South America. (UNHCR / US Committee of Refugees, 1996)

In the post cold war era, with the escalation of local wars and ethnic cleansing almost all Western countries have modified their immigration laws so as to be able to deny entry to most asylum seekers. Severe visa restrictions have been imposed on the citizens of the "refugee generating countries" of the world. The western nations argue that the UNHCR should work towards strengthening the "right to remain". The objective is to stop the "vulnerable or threatened persons" from crossing international borders and becoming "refugees" in another country. Through its expanded mandate the UNHCR is becoming more and more active in the countries of origin providing humanitarian aid for the internally displaced.

However, as the internally displaced are under the control of their national governments and as their rights are often abused by the law enforcement agencies of their own governments, it is unlikely that the UNHCR will be able to effectively extend its protection mandate to the internally displaced.

South Asia Forum for Human Rights (SAFHR) estimates that at the end of 1996 there were more than 1.8 million "political" refugees in South Asia who have already crossed international borders.

Indeed, refugees in South Asia have come to present not a human or social problem; it is an irony of the postcolonial history of the region that they have come to represent a major "security" problem.

Table: Estimates of Political Refugees (1996)

	Host Country
	Origin
	Number
	Total

	Bangladesh
	Burma
	24,000
	
24,000

	India
	Afghanistan
	19,800
	368,500

	
	Burma (Chin)
	50,000
	

	
	Bhutan
	40,000
	

	
	Chakma
	43,000
	

	
	Sri Lanka
	96,000
	

	
	Tibet
	1,19,000
	

	
	Others
	700
	

	Pakistan
	Afghanistan
	1,300,000
	1,302,500

	
	Iraq
	1,200
	

	
	Iran
	300
	

	
	Somalia
	1,000
	

	Nepal
	Bhutan
	93,000
	121,000

	
	Tibet
	18,000
	

	Total:
	1,81,600


Source: Annual reports of the UNHCR, 1995 & 1996, Report of the US Committee on Refugees, 1996, Appeal Movement Coordination Committee and Bhutan National Congress (Bhutan), Revolutionary Association of Women of Afghanistan (Pakistan), Jana Samhati Samiti (CHT), Tibet Information Centre (New Delhi), Chin Refugee Committee (New Delhi), The Other Media (New Delhi), National Peace Council (Colombo); newspapers - The Rising Nepal and Kathmandu Post (Nepal), The Telegraph, The Asian Age and The Pioneer (India), The News (Pakistan), Holiday (Bangladesh) and Island Observer (Sri Lanka).

By Aung Phyro & Tapan Bose

Protection of Refugees, Migrants, Internally and Stateless Persons
[Below we reproduce the recomendations of the Kathmandu Consultation (November 21 -22, 1996) on a regional protocol for the protection of refugees, migrants, internally displaced and stateless persons - Ed.]

Considering that South Asia has the fourth largest refugee population in the world, not taking into account the millions of internally displaced persons and environmental refugees;

Noting that in the region of South Asia, governments by arbitrarily changing their citizenship laws and introducing severe restrictions to retaining, acquiring or re-acquiring citizenship have created millions of stateless persons;

Cognizant of the peculiar process of colonial and post-colonial border making between India, Pakistan, Bangladesh and Nepal which has divided several trans​border communities disrupting their economy, society and family, and that it has also affected trans-border communities between Bangladesh, India and Myanmar on the eastern side and between Afghanistan, Iran and Pakistan on the western side;

Recognising that sometimes states do not accept refugees from another country for fear of incurring the displeasure of the refugee creating state;

Concerned that the situation of the refugees and displaced persons in South Asia has evolved in recent years to the point at which it demands special attention and action, call upon the South Asian states to develop and adopt a Regional Charter and a: Protocol for the protection of refugees and displaced persons.

The Participants call upon the states to accede to and ratify the 1951 UN Convention on the Status of refugees and the 1967 Protocol, without reservation.

A Regional Charter/Protocol must make it incumbent on the states to receive refugees on humanitarian ground and the regional charter should provide for a mechanism to support the refugee receiving country in such instances.

While recognising the right of a state to refuse permanent asylum to a refugee, the regional mechanism must ensure that the states grant temporary asylum and protection to the refugee till the person finds another country willing to accept her/him;

Underlining that states have a responsibility to prevent incitement of racial, religious and other hatred against refugees, migrants and displaced persons;

The Regional Charter/Protocol should ensure that any repatriation of refugees is voluntary and is declared to be so on an individual basis, and is carried out in an atmosphere of transparency with the co-operation of UNHCR and NGOs working in the area of relief and protection.

The Participants demand that the Regional Charter/ Protocol must ensure that no person or community can be deprived of the right to citizenship, habitat, language, religion and culture arbitrarily by states/governments or be made stateless. Citizenship must not be taken away because of marriage. There should be no gender discrimination on grant of citizenship including all rights flowing there from. States must ensure that all citizens enjoy the right to freedom of movement and residence within their borders. The states individually and the regional governments collectively must agree to protect these basic rights of the people of the South Asian region.

Aware that the definition of refugees in the 1951 Convention is restrictive and that it applies only to persons who are outside their country, - "owing to well founded fear of being persecuted for reasons of race, religion, nationality, membership of a particular social group or opinion" - and that the definition does not provide protection to those who have been forced to flee or have been internally displaced because of ethnic strife, civil disturbance, break down of law and order, denial of human rights and insecurity of food, land and water caused by forces beyond their control.

Bearing in mind that the 1969 OAU Convention Governing the Specific Aspects of Refugee Problems in Africa, while retaining the definition of refugee contained in the 1951 UN Convention, expanded it by adding:

...the term refugee shall also apply to every person who, owing to external aggression, occupation, foreign domination or events seriously disturbing public order in either part or the whole of his country of origin or nationality is compelled to leave his place of habitual residence...

Observing that the Cartagena Declaration on refugees adopted by the Central American governments in 1984 further expanded the definition of refugees to include;

...persons who have fled their country because their lives, safety or freedom have been threatened by generalised violence, foreign aggression, internal conflicts, massive violation of human rights or other circumstances which have seriously disturbed public order.

The participants call upon the states of South Asia to expand the definition of refugees along the lines of the OAU Convention and the Cartagena Declaration and also taking into consideration the following;

Victims of forced eviction, man-made and natural disaster and environmental refugees

Noting that some policies pursued by South Asian governments have impoverished vast sections of their peoples, particularly those belonging to minority communities and economically backward sections and that some of these development projects have adversely affected the economy and livelihood of the people across the border forcing them to be uprooted. Some of them have crossed international borders to become” refugee/migrants";

Concerned that millions of people have been uprooted by such development projects and by natural environmental disasters to become internally displaced;

Regretting that the failure of governments to provide the security of food, shelter, land and water has caused mass migration of their peoples across borders in search of livelihood and shelter;

Observing that the integration of the economies of South Asia into the global economy has intensified the free flow of capital and goods, the participants urge the states to adopt a policy of developing an integrated labour market in the region of South Asia. This is essential to prevent the exploitation of migrants and displaced persons by unscrupulous employers in "sweat shops".

Recognising that migrant women and children are the worst affected, the states are called upon to make special efforts to protect their rights.

The participants further recommend that the South Asian Charter/Protocol on refugees, migrants, internally displaced and stateless persons should recognise all such persons who have been displaced by natural and/ or man made disasters and the denial of food, land and water scarcity, are Persons of Concern.

The states have an obligation to protect the rights of its citizens to remain in their habitat. The states shall endeavour not to create a situation, which compels citizens to be displaced. States shall be responsible for the rehabilitation of all internally displaced persons in a dignified and secure manner. The participants are of the opinion that the states shall be held accountable for the displacement of their citizens to other countries.

However, when such displaced persons seek refuge in another state, the host state should respect the principle of nonrefoulement.

Accepting that it is important to retain the distinction between people who flee because of political, ethnic and cultural persecution, discrimination, violation of human rights and the d1sruption of law and order and those who leave their homes because of insecurity of food and shelter;

But noting that the process of migration is complicated by the fact that governments and/or majority groups are systematically denying relief and violating the human rights of affected communities, the participants urge caution in matters of classification of refugees and displaced persons as "economic refugees or migrants".

The assumption that migrants cause economic hardship to the poorer sections of the host country population by competing for lower wage jobs may not necessarily be correct. There is a need for research on this in South Asia.

Governments and NGOs should take up the task of developing a detailed status report on cross border population movements. Existing policies are based on assumptions and conjecture. The Nepal-India case is a telling example.

Minimum standards

Understanding that the South Asian states cannot be called upon to provide for high standards of relief and support to refugees, stateless and displaced persons as envisaged in the 1951 UN Convention and the 1967 Protocol, it is necessary that minimum standards be maintained, otherwise the act of granting temporary asylum or residence permit becomes meaningless. This should be ensured through a regional standard setting exercise, which must be enforceable. A regional fund and responsibility sharing mechanism need to be created to help smaller and poorer states.

In this regard the OAU Convention and the Cartagena Declaration can serve as models.

States should provide access and support to UNHCR, international and national aid and relief agencies to fulfil their obligations.

UNHCR and regional mechanism

While appreciating that the UNHCR is expanding its mandate to cover internally displaced persons, there is concern that it has been diluting its protection mandate for refugees. This trend needs to be arrested. Anxiety is being expressed at the tendency of the UNHCR to support "imposed repatriation" of refugees to home countries under "less than desirable conditions".

The UNHCR has been decreasing its financial support for refugees in South Asia. This needs to be checked. The refugee determination process should be transparent. The process of status determination followed by the UNHCR is not open to scrutiny. It is recommended that in the region of South Asia refugee status determination should be done jointly by the states and the UNHCR under a Regional Charter/Protocol. This process should be open to judicial scrutiny and appeal.

Refugee Repatriation: A Politics of Gender

The Hindustan-Pakistan plan of June 3, 1947 and the subsequent Partition, which resulted in the movement of over about fifteen million people across the borders of Bengal and Punjab, generated a national memory of rape, abduction and unprecedented brutalisation of women. Yet partition is often interpreted as being beyond gender politics. A corrective entails a new interpretative study of this fracture with a focus on women, which will move beyond the women's experiences to metaphoric uses of gender in state politics in a time of crisis.

Our questions then are: Was there a politics of gender in the politics of partition? Has that thrown up an alternative meaning of the women's identity? Did this emergent feminine identity result in objectification and exclusion of women? These questions assume greater importance if we consider that women's experiences of migration and destitution during partition and the State's response to it is a pointer to the relationship between the women's position as marginal participants, in highly insecure environment and the politics of gender subordination as perpetrated by the State. In this context the experiences of abducted women and their often-forcible repatriation by the State machinery becomes crucial especially today when thousands of South Asian women are either migrants or refugees within the subcontinent.

Abduction and Some Issues

A large number of abducted women have been missing during the transborder movement. On the basis of individual complaints received it seems that the number was well over 50,000. Some incidents relating to these abducted women/persons exemplify the politics of gender during partition were:

1. As early as September 1947 the Prime Ministers of India and Pakistan met in Lahore and decided that these women "must be restored to their families." Even when the two countries could decide on little else, they resolved the fate of abducted women without much delay.

2. Problems arose over the process and progress of recovery. An Abducted Persons Bill was brought in the Indian Parliament. Boys below the age of 16 and women of all ages came under the jurisdiction of this bill. The bill gave police officers unlimited power in matters regarding abducted person. "He" was empowered to "enter and search the place and take into custody any person found therein who, in his opinion, is an abducted person..."

3. Notwithstanding what was contained in the law, the detention of the abducted persons (to be read as women) could not be called into question in any Court. No officer of the State could be prosecuted for "any act, which is in good faith done in pursuance of this act."

4. There were a number of criticisms against the bill with 70 amendments proposed in the House. But the bill was passed unchanged on December 19, 1949. The bill, which promised “liberty” to, abducted women, in actuality denied them even the writ of habeas corpus.

5. According to Rameshwari Nehru, the advisor to the Government of India, Ministry of Rehabilitation, many abducted women showed extreme unwillingness to leave their "captors."

6. Those who were forcibly repatriated were often refused rehabilitation by their families. Senior Congress leaders such as Jawaharlal Nehru on, numerous occasions requested the nation to take back these women into their homes since they were pure in intent if not in body.

7. The government itself could be of little help. Many forcibly repatriated women living in government shelter in 1952 were discharged from these Homes without any accommodation. They were offered rented accommodation, which they could not afford.

A Community of Interest

How did India and Pakistan achieve such commonality of interest regarding abducted women? The answer lay in the character of State that grew out of Partition. In any country where political control is the direct generator of social and economic control and the controllers are men, they take other men as prototypes for all humans. Male issues remain the active issues, which are contested. Non-male issues can be dismissed. Thus, for India and Pakistan, where "women" figured only in micro-levels, an easy solution to the question of abducted women was a reflection of that attitude of the State, which remained based on male values, concerns and reasonings.

Threatened Identities

A lot of the sexist bias is evident when one looks at the Abducted Persons Bill. Those who were abducted were not considered as legal entities with constitutional rights. They were denied judicial and moral prerogatives. All choices were denied to them because of their gender and the decision making power rested with their guardians who were defined by the male pronoun "he". By objectifying the woman the State tried to silence her voice. It is crucial to note that between 1947 and 1949 there were many women who refused to leave their "subjugators" and their new homes. Rameshwari Nehru articulated their opposition to this forcible repatriation. She advised the government to suspend the operations, which the government refused to do. She resigned from the Ministry of Rehabilitation in July 1949 and perhaps not coincidentally the same year the Abducted Persons Bill was passed. The abducted persons (to be read as women not only because they were greater in number but also because they were citizens of a free country whereas men under 16 years were not) were marginalised much in the same way as the Jews in Germany in the 30's who were first feminised by the Nazi propaganda machinery and then effaced.

Problems arose when both countries made claims of moral superiority over the other based on their ability to protect/control the female body. This control was essential for the self-definition of the male identity, which was in a state of crisis due to Partition. Their inability to take charge of their 'possession' caused a degree of psychological emasculation. Control over their women (their most important possession) became imperative to overcome this impotence. Abducted women symbolised the dangerous nature of female sexuality which had to be regulated, or else, it could lead to their dishonour which meant the dishonour of the men who were the custodians. Numerous debates in the Indian Parliament centered around questions of preservation of the purity of female sexuality. To highlight the urgency of the situation, fears of rape and aggression were invoked. Women who exercised agency on their own behalf and refused to be repatriated challenged the self-identity and virility of the patriarchy. This challenge could not be tolerated and so under the guise of protecting their person the patriarchy (represented by the State) depersonalised the women.

By insisting that the abducted women could not represent themselves and had to be represented, the State marginalised them from the decision making process and made them non-participants. Since it is their sexuality that supposedly threatened their security and the honour of the men and nation, their vulnerability was focused on their body. This made all women potentially susceptible to such threats and so had to be protected/controlled. By denying agency to the abducted women the State made it conceivable to deny agency to all women.

How honest were statist concerns regarding the abducted women is borne out by the fate of the repatriated women in government shelters. Very little was done to rehabilitate them. Women getting free rations were not entitled to any stipends. They were thus unable to acquire any practical training or skills and had to depend on public charities. L. Jodh Raj, the Secretary of Punjab Riot Sufferers Committee, bemoans in his letters that women from the camps who enrolled in the new industrial training programmes could not finish their training due to paucity of funds. The condition of women in Delhi Homes was slightly better as they were given free maintenance and training. But in July 1952 thirty-eight displaced unattached women living in Rajpura Homes were discharged from their shelter. By the 1950s the Government of India had clearly lost interest in issues of rehabilitation of these women. This is hardly surprising as the government had made abducted women an issue only because control of their person was essential to the identity of the men. Even after fifty years, state politics in South Asia regarding women in general and refugee women in particular remains remarkably similar to the partition days.

By Paula Banerjee

Research Notes

Jadavpur University has established one Centre for Refugee Studies as an autonomous body in the Department of International Relations. The objective of the Centre includes dissemination of knowledge on refugee problems and laws in the country and to initiate, encourage and sustain teaching and research of the subject, i.e. the refugee question. The South Asian region constitutes the chief focus of the activities of the Centre. The objectives also include organising workshops, seminars, round table discussions, encourage research, design course, maintain close relationship with the UNHCR and its activities etc. Developing objectives of the Centre are dissemination of knowledge of refugee laws and developing network of scholars. The three central areas of conceptual focus are the question of forced migration, internal displacement and human rights.

There is an Academic Committee of the Centre, which is entrusted, with the task of formulating academic activities. The Committee consists of experts on refugee issues, international law, human rights, ethnicity, demography and other related areas.

The Centre has undertaken some concrete steps towards realisation of its objectives. Course content of refugee issues and laws in the syllabus of the Department has been strengthened. Introduction of a course on Refugees in International Relations and International Law is presently under consideration. It has been decided to establish a Documentation Centre on refugee issues and to build up a refugee participation network. Also a comprehensive bibliography on refugee issues, laws and related themes is being prepared. Further the Centre has institutional links with other universities and research institutions in the country as well as abroad. It is in relation with the UNHCR, ICRC, RCSS, and Colombo hand different.

The Centre is actively encouraging research on refugee issues by research scholars, the teachers of the Department and other interested persons. Currently three research projects respectively one on African refugees (PhD work) second on Refugee Protection with special reference to Women and Children (M. Phil work) and another independent project on Refugees in South Asia are in progress.

Among Centre's recent activities remarkable is an International Seminar on Human Rights and Security: Refugees in Regional and International Perspective, which was organised on March 26-27, 1997. It was participated by scholars from Bangladesh, Bhutan, Nepal and India.

Among Centre's future activities, one workshop on Developing Perspectives on Refugee Studies, one international conference with UNHCR and publication of the proceedings of the Seminar Workshop in the form of books has been decided. The Centre has also decided to launch a quarterly publication.

By Lipi Ghosh

Internal Displacement in North East India

Northeast India, a 2,25,00 sq. kms chunk of hills and plains bordered by Chinese Tibet, Burma, Bhutan and Bangladesh, is a product of post-colonial arrangements. Located north of Vindhayan line and east of the erstwhile Bengal Presidency, this area is where "India begins to look less and less India and more and more like the highlands of South East Asia". (Peter Kunstatder, Highland Societies of Southeast Asia). The geo-political corridor stands between the Indo-Gangetic and the Southeast Asian political and civilisational systems. Yet, until the advent of the British, there was no conception of a "Northeast" - no pre-British empire based in the Indian heartland ever controlled the area.

Sailo's wisdom

In half a century since it was created, India's northeast has emerged as the fluid corridor for ethnic groups and wildlife, refugees and migrants of a great variety, its socio-political geometry determined by developments as much from across the borders as within. Northeast India's demographic diversity prompted Mizoram's former Chief Minister Brigadier Thengpunga Sailo to call it a "flower garden" - and he then stuck to the imagery to describe India as "a flower garden of a bigger kind". (Select Speeches of Brigadier T. Sailo, Government of Mizoram, 1983). The "flower garden" was the product of the corridor, through which population movements of considerable significance occurred down the centuries. Assimilation of ethnic groups into larger generic identities did occur in what is Northeast India and some distinct processes of nationality formation processes, like that of the Assamese, was evident. But ethnic distinctiveness was also retained, particularly by the tribes, who were able to nurture due to the remoteness and the sense of isolation created by it. In fact, after the break-up of the post-Partition province of Assam, these tribal identities have only been further reinforced. In turn, they have spurred various homeland demands.

The most significant population flow into what is now Northeast India during the British and post-colonial times has been the influx into the region of the Bengali speaking peoples, followed by the Nepalis and the Central Indian tribals and some from mainland Indian states such as Uttar Pradesh, Punjab, Bihar and South Indian states. In fact, the pattern of population flow has been a clear departure from past trends.

In the pre-British era, the major population migration was from the east of the region - from South-west China, Upper Burma, perhaps even from as far down as Thailand. The ancestors of most of the Northeast's so-called "indigenous communities", like the Ahoms, the Meiteis, the Nagas and the Mizos hail from the highlands of Southeast Asia. Since the British and in the post​colonial period, that flow practically stopped. Even during the Burmese campaign of the Second World War, the refugees from Burma were people of Indian origin like Bengalis and Tamils and not highlanders from Upper Burma, like Ahoms or Nagas, Meiteis or Kuki-Chins, all of whose ancestors trace their roots to the east of their present homeland rather than the other way round.

The Ahom or Tripuri kings had imported Brahmins from the mainland to secure legitimacy in the Sanskritisation ambit the British in turn imported both elites and labourers from the mainland states. They also imposed the Bengali language on Assam, while in Tripura, the kings introduced Bengali as the lingua franca of the state. Towards the beginning of the 20th century, Assam began to be flooded by Bengali immigrants, both Hindus and Muslims. The Muslims were mostly peasants, looking for a place in the land economy of the Brahmaputra and the Surma valley - the Hindus were a mix of white-collar workers, professionals and businessmen. Along with these migrations, those of the labourers from Bihar and adjoining areas of Central India continued.

Northeast India's demographic diversity prompted Mizoram's former Chief Minister Brigadier Thengpunga Sailo to call it a "flower garden" - and he then stuck to the imagery to describe India as "a flower garden of a bigger kind". The "flower garden" was the product of the corridor, through which population movements of considerable significance occurred down the centuries.

The pattern of Bengali migration into Assam and Tripura, both of which border East Bengal (now Bangladesh), has only intensified after the Partition. The tribals of Tripura are now only 26 percent of the state's population, as per 1991 Census, the rest Assamese speaking population has fallen below forty percent in the 1991 census, while the percentage of the Bengalis has steadily risen since 1947. An accurate assessment of Bengali migration is, however, difficult to make because the Bengali Muslims declare themselves largely as Assamese-speaking during census operations. But if it is assumed, and conservatively estimated, that ninety percent of Asssam's Muslim population are immigrant Bengalis, and if the figure is added to the number of declared Bengalis, who are largely Hindus, the migrants of Bengali origin will make up between 40 to 45 percent of Assam's population.

Fear syndrome

This is where the fear syndrome comes in. In both Assam and Tripura, the flow of Bengali migration continued after Partition. It intensified, because of the flow of Hindu refugees, but the "silent migration" of the Muslim peasantry from Mymensingh and Sylhet also continued. The current practice in Assam, and the rest of the northeast has been to describe the Bengali Hindu as a refugee, and the Bengali Muslim as a migrant. It is assumed that the Hindus fled to avoid religious persecution - hence he qualifies to be a refugee. But the cause of the Muslim to migrate from an Islamic nation-state to one that is secular is seen as primarily economic. Parties like the BJP, in fact, insist that the local administrations in Northeast should be more sympathetic to the refugees but should be merciless with the illegal migrant who, it argues, should be pushed back on detection.

The refugee flow into Northeast India during the 1971 Bangladesh liberation war created problems for the simple conceptual canvas described above - because the majority of Bengali Muslims, who fled into Northeast and West Bengal in large numbers in 1971, did so to avoid political persecution and genocide by the Pakistani forces. So, a Bengali Muslim from Mymensingh, who may have migrated to Assam in 1965 will be seen as a migrant, but one who would be coming in during 1971 would be seen as a refugee but if he stayed back, he would be clubbed with the illegal migrants. The Bengali Hindu, even if he came to Northeast in 1971 and stayed back, may be seen as a bonafide refugee. The state and its administration has a tendency to recognise these categories created by the Partition.

For parties and student groups representing local interests in Northeast India, however, such categories did not mean much. The Assamese made little difference between the two and were inclined to treat both Bengali Hindus and Muslims as un-welcome outsiders (bahiragatha) and see them as a threat to local control over politics profession and economy particularly. But some national parties like the Bharatiya Janata Party tend to make a clear distinction between the refugees (read the Hindus) and the "illegal migrants" (read the Muslims). Considerable animosity also exists between these two groups of migrants, as occasional riots like the Hojai riots in 1992 in Assam indicate.

Apart from the Bengali-speaking population, the migration of Chakmas and other persecuted indigenous people from East Pakistan (now Bangladesh) has also taken place in Northeast India. The Hajongs migrated in the aftermath of the 1964 communal disturbances in East Pakistan - the Chakmas migrated after the commissioning of the Kaptai dam. They were resettled in NEFA, now Arunachal Pradesh, where too the local political parties and militant students groups want to expel them. They number more than sixty thousand now - though originally their population was less than forty thousand. Due to sustained insurgency in the Chittagong Hill Tracts in Bangladesh since 1975, refugee exodus from there into the Northeast Indian states of Tripura and Mizoram has been a regular phenomenon, with the last major exodus into Tripura taking place in April 1986, and bringing in more than fifty thousand refugees, whose repatriation from 27 March, 1997 after an agreement between their leaders and Bangladesh was arrived at earlier that month.

A Bengali Muslim from Mymensingh, who may have migrated to Assam in 1965 will be seen as a migrant, but one who would be coming in during 1971 would be seen as a refugee but if he stayed back, he would be clubbed with the illegal migrants. The Bengali Hindu, even if he came to Northeast in 1971 and stayed back, may be seen as a bona fide refugee. The state and its administration has a tendency to recognise these categories created by the Partition.

Apart from outflows from Bangladesh, the Northeast has absorbed a substantial exodus of Nepali-speaking people. This exodus was not as visible as that from Bangladesh but it was steady. As thousands of Gorkhas settled down in the region, either after being on duty as soldiers or securitymen or as migrant milkmen or farmers, they also evoked local hostility. In fact, during Assam.'s anti-foreigner agitation, Nepalis were as much a target of local ire as Bengalis. In neighbouring Meghalaya, Nepalis were attacked during the Khasi​sponsored violence in 1986 - and that is believed to have spurred Subhas Ghishing's demand for a separate Gorkha homeland in India. So, here again, the Chakmas and the Hajongs would be seen as refugees, fleeing from political and religious persecution whereas the Nepali will be seen as a migrant, albeit an illegal one. That is how, not merely local political groups but also the local administration tend to classify the different population groups who have come into the region. But is time to closely examine these categories.

Apart from the migration and refugee exodus from Bangladesh, the Northeast has witnessed refugee exodus from Chinese Tibet as well, in the aftermath of the Tibetan rebellion and its defeat by the Chinese forces in 1959. In fact, nearly 15,000 Tibetans have been settled by the Indian government in Arunachal Pradesh as a part of its overall policy to settle the Tibetan refugees in the Himalayan states bordering China. The local people in Arunachal Pradesh resent their presence, though they have so far not been subjected to the kind of collective fury evident in the case of the Chakmas and the Hajongs. Arunachal Pradesh however remains, at least until now, a relatively peaceful state and ethnic violence on a large scale has not been reported so far. Since the number of the Tibetans has been quite small, rather beneath the threshold of local threat-perception, they have not been targeted for attach.

Besides the Tibetans, there has also been an exodus of the Burmese refugees into Northeast India in two distinct phases - an exodus of people of Indian origin took place into Manipur and other bordering states first during the Second World War and then after the Ne Win government clamped the Aliens Act in 1967, while the second exodus was of students and political activists from the Burman mainland, the Chin Hills and even the Arakans in the post-1987 phase. The post-1987 exodus was triggered off by the political repression unleashed by the SLORC in Burma. According to Intelligence Bureau reports, the exodus of the people of Indian origin in the 1967-75 phase was not substantial-IB estimates place it around 25,000. The exodus of the Burmese and Chin activists is slightly more difficult to assess, because many of the refugees are not shown up on record. Arakanese refugee leaders claim that nearly two thousand Rakhines have come to Mizoram since 1993, when the Burmese troops unleashed a campaign of terror in the northern Arakan Hill Tracts. IB estimates suggest that the Burmese refugees coming into Northeast after 1987 would be around 12,000.

A very small percentage of the Nepalis from Bhutan, who tied the kingdom after 1990, have also spilled into Northeast India, though their numbers are difficult to determine. While most of them went to the camps in eastern Nepal, a very small percentage of them stayed on with kinsmen in Assam and West Bengal.

In neighbouring Meghalaya, Nepalis were attacked during the Khasi-sponsored violence in 1986 - and that is believed to have spurred Subhas Ghishing's demand for a separate Gorkha homeland in India. So, here again, the Chakmas and the Hajongs would be seen as refugees, fleeing from political and religious persecution whereas the Nepali will be seen as a migrant, albeit an illegal one. But is time to closely examine these categories.

So, we can say that the Northeast Indian region has witnessed migration and refugee flow largely from three areas in the post-partition era - from what is now Bangladesh (by far the heaviest out migration and refugee exodus to Northeast has taken place from here), from Burma and from Tibet. While the exodus from Burma into India has been, in terms of numbers, much less than the exodus of Burmans and Karens and other tribes people to Thailand, and while the exodus from Tibet into Northeast has also been of comparatively less than the exodus of Tibetans to West Bengal and other Himalayan states, the exodus from Bangladesh has been substantial - though in absolute terms, the exodus of refugees as well as the flow of migrants into West Bengal from Bangladesh will be higher than that into Northeast India. But it will not proper to judge such flows in absolute terms. But the capacity to absorb incoming population group depends partially on locally available resources and on local demand for imported labour and professionals.

Labour flows

In the Northeast, there was a large requirement for labour in the late nineteenth and early twentieth century and the initial inflow of peasants and labourers from East Bengal or Central India proved to be a boon to the local economy. But as the exodus mounted, particularly with Partition and then again during Bangladesh liberation war, the inflow crossed the acceptable limits and provoked local reactions. The fear of being swamped by outsiders became not only a dominant theme of society and politics, but began to determine the entire interaction process between the autochthones and outsiders, thereby compartmentalising the population groups and preventing their natural courses of absorption and assimilation.

As positions hardened on both sides, a new trend emerged in Northeast. Ethnic cleansing, generally associated with such international trouble spots as Bosnia, arrived in the region. It was first evident in the organised and orchestrated ethnic violence during the 1983 Assam elections. Then it found further impetus during the Bodoland agitation, particularly after the Bodos were provided with an autonomous council in 1993 following an agreement. As the Assam administration maintained that the Bodos were not a majority in more than half the villages that were to fall in the Council area, Bodo militants began targeting non​-Bodo communities to spark off an exodus. At least four major riots have occurred in the proposed Bodo homeland area of western Assam since the accord in 1983 - the last of them being immediately after the Assam elections in May, 1996. Perhaps for the first time, the "tea tribes" (loosely called Santhals) were attacked by the Bodos. Even now, 1,03,926 "tea tribals", evicted from their villages during the violence, are living in refugee camps in western Assam. (Chief Minister P K Mahanta's statement in Assam assembly, 18.3.97). At least 150 people died in riots between the Bodos and the Santhals, mostly among the latter. Apart from the Santhals, other non-Bodo refugees, uprooted by violence during the riots of 1993, 1995 and 1996, are languishing in camps. They were all living in forest areas before the riots and according to a ruling of the Guwahati High Court, cannot be resettled on forestlands anymore. To resettle these families, the Government of Assam will need 75,000 bighas, which is not easily available ​so the government has to keep the refugee camps open even if it means spending 1.5 million rupees everyday. (The Statesman, March 23, 1997) This is a Classic Case of Internal Displacement that could be considered for UNHCR's Intervention.

While the Northeast has been at the receiving end of migratory trends and refugee exodus, and ‘outflow’ into neighbouring countries is now emerging as a possibility due to ethnic strife and systematic attempts at ethnic cleansing.

The trend is gaining ground in Tripura as well, where large scale rioting by Tripuri militants among them, led to substantial displacement of Bengalis in February 1997. Nearly 25,000 Bengalis are still living in refugee camps in the Khowai region. In fact, in Tripura, tribal militant groups have adopted the strategy of mass murder since the 1980 ethnic riots. Bijoy Hrangkhawl's TNV or Tripura National Volunteers intensified the process during the run-up to the state assembly elections in February 1988 - as 117 Bengalis were killed in one month. Post- TNV groups like the All Tripura Tiger Force and the National Liberation Front of Tripura are also adopting the strategy of engineering internal displacement. It appears that the demand for converting Tripura tribal areas autonomous district into full tribal state, now raised by a new organisation called the Indigenous Tribals Front, and the strategy of provoking a Bengali exodus from the hills are related. The idea is to ensure compactness of population to back up the political demand of a tribal state.

Similar trends are evident in Manipur, where five years of Naga-Kuki violence have forced major locational shifts of the two population groups. More than one thousand people have died in these orgies-of violence - the worst incident being the killing of 87 Kukis in Zopui village in one night. In at least four districts, the population shifts are clearly evident - Senapati, Tamenlong, Chandel and Ukhrul. In Meghalaya, the anti​foreigner programmes have been restricted to Shillong, where the emerging Khasi tribal elite resent the preponderance of outsiders in professions, and particularly their possession of prime urban property. The outflow of Bengalis and other "outsider" groups from Shillong becomes evident when one reads the advertisement columns of Shillong Times - distress sale of urban property by non-tribal communities has been on for several years now.

While the impact of internal displacement has so far been restricted to within Indian Territory, it may spill over into neighbouring countries in future. Once, in 1994, two thousand Kukis fled to Burma's Tamu area after a bitter attack on some of their villages by armed Nagas. Recently, in early March, nearly two thousand Bengalis tried to cross into Bangladesh from Khowai region, as they said they felt the security in the refugee camp was not adequate. These are ominous portents. So, while the Northeast has been at the receiving end of migratory trends and refugee exodus, an outflow into neighbouring countries is now emerging as a possibility due to ethnic strife and systematic attempts at ethnic cleansing.

By Subir Bhaumik

Voices from the Exile

(Just before the conclusion of the agreement on Chittagong Hill Tracts, Sabyasachi Basu Ray Chaudhury visited the refugee camps in South Tripura and had an extensive interview with Mr. Upendralal Chakma, President, Jumma Refugee Welfare Association. In this interview Mr. Chakma expresses his opinion on different issues related to the situation in the Chittagong Hill Tracts (CHT), Bangladesh. Here is an excerpt of this exclusive interview - Ed.)

Refugee Watch: After fifty years of partition of the Indian subcontinent, how would you relate the CHT problem to that of partition? Do you think that the partition on the whole created the problem?

Upendralal Chakma: In 1947,97.5% of the total population of the CHT were Jummas and the remaining 2.5% were non-Jummas. Logically, the Jumma people expected that their region would be merged with India. The Jumma leaders were working hard in that order. They met different political leaders at that juncture. Our leaders placed their demand before the visiting sub commission that the CHT should be made a part of the new nation of India. But, on August 18, we heard on radio that the CHT has been included in Pakistan. Our leaders talked to the Indian leaders. While the new Prime Minister of India, Pandit Jawaharlal Nehru did not take the matter seriously, Sardar Ballavbhai Patel showed keen interest in the entire issue at the point. Nevertheless, there was no attempt to resist the unjust treatment of the CHT and we were included in Pakistan.

Therefore, the unjust judgment of the Radcliffe Commission is the main reason behind our poor condition today. We have often been treated as Class III citizens during the Pakistani rule in the CHT or in the newly emerged Bangladesh. Being deprived citizens of Pakistan, we expected that the things would be better after the creation of Bangladesh. But, the situation remained the same even after 1971. The basic attitude of the rulers did not change. After the creation of Bangladesh we saw large-scale infiltration of Muslim settlers in the CHT.

We, as Bangladeshis, still look back to 1947. We hope that our culture would be protected within the political framework of Bangladesh. But, so far we received only bullets and no sympathy. Over and above, millions of Muslims settled in the CHT through government sponsorship, administrative help, and direct connivance of the army. Our homestead, plantation and all have been taken over by the Muslims. Law, judiciary all are there, but these administrative agencies have not really come to the aid of the Jummas. Therefore, till now we are victims of exploitation, deprivation and torture.

RW: You expressed hope earlier that, with the rise of the Awami League to power, the condition of the CHT could improve and that, in turn, would facilitate the repatriation of the Jumma refugees. Are you still equally optimistic about the present Awami League government? And how do you view the situation of the refugees at this juncture?

UC: During their election campaign, the Awami League promised that they would like to have a political solution to the CHT problem if they win the elections. They said the refugees would be repatriated. The Jummas believed the Awami League leaders and voted for them in the last two elections in all the constituencies of the CHI. We hoped that there would be a solution to our problem and there would be an end to our refugee life. In March this year, a Bangladesh government delegation led by the Chief Whip of Awami League, Mr. Abul Hasnat Abdullah, visited the refugee camps in Tripura and tried to persuade the camp inmates to repatriate. A 20-point benefit package was announced on behalf of the Government of Bangladesh after our Agartala meeting. Under the circumstances, we agreed to go back, and about 6,700 refugees were sent back in the third batch. We hoped that the Bangladesh government's promise would be sincerely implemented, and as a result, the remaining 44,161 refugees staying in Tripura would be able to go back.

But, after two months of repatriation, our review team went to the CHT to make an assessment of the rehabilitation process of the refugees and also to examine the overall situation in the CHI. This team was accompanied by three Indian officials. After their three-day visit in the CHT, they realized that the situation has not improved at all. To be precise, the Awami League government has failed to implement the proposed 20​point package for the refugees as the earlier BNP government failed to implement their 16-point package for the refugee rehabilitation. Frankly speaking, the Jumma refugees are pained and shocked to see the apathy of the Bangladesh government and dilatory and fraudulent tactics of the Bangladesh officials in implementing the proposed policies of rehabilitation. At the root of the government's failure to resettle the returning refugee lies Dhaka's reluctance to tackle the land question in the CHT.

RW: Is there any Possibility of further repatriation of these refugees as being discussed at different levels?

UC: As the situation stands today, no one is eager to go back as far as the refugees in all the six camps in Tripura are concern~ But, the Jumma refugees are keen to go back to their homeland at the earliest possible opportunity. However, unless there is a proper rehabilitation process, the promises made by the Government of Bangladesh are kept, and the 20-point package announced by Dhaka are implemented, the Jumma refugees are not at all eager to go back to their homeland.

RW: Has the situation in the refugee camps improved since you first came here?

UC: To save their life, the Jumma refugees came to Tripura in 1986 in the face of massacres led by the Bangladesh regime. They were compelled to take shelter in India. We are very grateful that the Indian government gave us shelter in six camps and supplied us food. But, what the Jumma refugees in Tripura were given as ration and cash doles are much less compared to say what the Tamil refugees in India receive from the Government of India. As refugees in India, we expected that like other people taking refuge in India, we would get similar treatment.

We as Bangladeshis still look back to 1947. We hope that our culture would be protected within the political framework of Bangladesh. But, $0 far we received only bullets and no sympathy. Law, judiciaries all are there, but these administrative agencies have not really come to the aid of the Jummas. Therefore, till now we are victims of exploitation, deprivation and torture.
.

Eleven years have elapsed since we came to Tripura. There has not been any betterment of the condition of the Jumma refugees. The refugees receive same amount of ration and cash doles as they used to receive when they first arrived in India in 1986. Do you think that a cash dole of 20 paise per day per person, that was being given to the refugees then, is also adequate for them today? Several petitions have been made on our behalf to raise the amount, but with no positive result. We did not receive any sympathetic treatment as far as this issue is concerned.

We understand that we are refugee in India. Beggars must not be choosers. We have to be happy with what we get. At least we can say that in the refugee camps in Tripura we can live without any fear or danger. The Indian government has given us shelter for so many years and provided us with food - we are ever grateful to them and the Indian people.

RW: Are the refugee at all keen to go back to their homeland?

UC: I must make it clear at the outset that we do not want to stay in India as refugees and we would like to go back to the CHT as soon as possible. But, the attitude of several Bangladesh regimes has indicated that, they do not want us back. Therefore, their promises have not been kept. So, I feel that the Bangladesh government should be persuaded by both the international community and India. All peace-loving people should pressurise the Government of Bangladesh so that there is genuine rehabilitation of the Jumma refugees.

Bangladesh is one of the poorest countries in the world. They depend largely on the aid from the several developed countries in the world. 80% of Bangladesh government's budget fund comes from foreign aid. So, a light at the end of the tunnel can be visible if the donor countries and agencies giving aid to Bangladesh cut oft their supply of money, or if they assure that their aid would be correlated with the peaceful solution of the CHT problem.

RW: Do you think that the UNHCR should take part in the repatriation of the Jumma refugees?

The UNHCR, ICRC and -other international organizations should take part in the repatriation and rehabilitation process of these refugees. Unless they become involved in our repatriation and rehabilitation process, despite all sorts of promise by the Banglaaesh government, nothing would be implemented. So, we are demanding their involvement in this process. The Jumma refugees have decided that without the involvement of the UNHCR and ICRC there is no point in going back.

Book Notice

Subir Bhaumik, Meghna Guha Thakurta and Sabyasachi Basu Ray Chaudhury (eds.), Living on the Edge: Essays on the Chittagong Hill Tracts, Calcutta: Calcutta Research Group and South Asia Forum for Human Rights, 1997.

Living on the Edge: Essays on the Chittagong Hill Tracts is an account of the life and times in the Chittagong Hill Tracts. It indicates how people in many regions of the subcontinent have to live their lives following the particular way in which the subcontinent has been decolonized and the politics of the majoritarian nation states has become the dominant reality in the region. Based on contributions by scholars, journalists, militants and peace activists the book will be a welcome addition to the growing literature on far frontier studies.

The volume is an account of the marginalisation and peripheralisation of seemingly inaccessible lands. It is also a tale of how areas hitherto considered parts of mainland suddenly find themselves as the distant frontiers to be eternally guarded and suppressed. It shows at the same time how the people of these areas refuse to accept the assigned fate.

Living on the Edge is the latest publication of the Calcutta Research Group. The book was released at a function in Kathmandu organised by the South Asia Forum for Human Rights within three days of the signing of what has been described as the historic peace accord in the Chittagong Hill Tracts. Though this was only coincidental, the editors of the Living on the Edge were all along aware of the peace negotiations that had been underway between the Awami League Government and the rebel leaders of the Jansanghati Samity. One of them, a BBC correspondent, was in fact covering the negotiations and knew an accord was round the corner, despite the difficulties.

The book had gone into print before the accord was signed. The publication ends with Saleem Samad's article on "The Uncertain Course of Peace in the Chittagong Hill Tracts". Samad, a well-known Dhaka based journalist, remarks in the concluding para, "It will not be a wishful thinking that a peace deal may be worked out soon. The question remains - how soon will the instrument of peace be implemented? As an example, it took several years to hand over the 21 subjects to the local government councils. Regarding the impasse, the ethnic leaders say, the bureaucracy is not eager to 'give away subjects' at a stroke-of a pen."

But though the editors of this book were right on the ball, they were overtaken by the speed with which the peace deal in the Chittagong Hill Tracts was struck. The book grew out of three rounds of dialogue on the Chittagong Hill Tracts - in Calcutta, Dhaka and Bangkok in 1996-97. The dialogues brought together for the first time those involved in the struggle for autonomy in the Chittagong Hill Tracts, peace activists and scholars from Bangladesh, India and the west.

The volume represents the spirit of the dialogues, which were frank and forthright. It has essays by contributors who belong to all the three sections. So, the volume's archival value is immense for those interested in the Chittagong Hill Tracts, because, despite the peace accord, it will be far too simplistic to assume that the problems in the Hill Tracts have ended. In a way, new problems may now take the place of the old…the accord, though reflective of the spirit of reconciliation in Dhaka and Rangamati, may not be easy to implement, particularly on the difficult question of land. The agitation by some right-wing groups claiming to represent the interests of the Bengali settlers, immediately after the signing of the accord, points to" difficulties both Sheikh Hasina and the rebel leader Santu Larma will face in carrying hardline elements of their communities with them.

And for those political scientists who study the core-periphery problems in post -colonial nation-states, Living on the Edge will be a valuable case study. The Calcutta Research Group has promised to undertake such studies.

