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Exile from the Kingdom

It seems that, the Bhutanese refugee 'problem, one of the latest in South Asia, is gradually becoming more and more complex. While the displaced indigenous people, from the CHT of Bangladesh, who took shelter in the makeshift camps of Tripura, a northeast Indian state, were able to trek back to their homeland in 1997 and early 1998, the future of about 1,00,000 odd Bhutanese refugees does, not appear to be that rosy so far. While 80% of
these displaced persons of the Nepali ethnic origin have taken refuge in eight camps in the districts of Jhapa and Morang in eastern Nepal, the rest of them live outside these camps, either in Nepal, or ~n Assam or West Bengal in India. Anticipating the pressure of these asylum-seekers on the Nepalese economy, the Government of Nepal approached the UNHCR in 1991 to coordinate all emergency relief assistance to these refugees. However, the Government of Bhutan has pointed out that, most people living in the camps of Nepal are not at all Bhutanese nationals. According to the Royal regime in Thimpu, many of these sheltered persons in Nepal are from India, and have joined the camps for the attraction of plenty of money distributed by the UNHCR.

The origin of this refugee problem can be traced back to 1985. The Census of Bhutan was stated to have discovered a lot of "illegal immigrants", predominantly of Nepalese origin. As these immigrants appeared to turn into a majority among the total population of Bhutan, the Government’s of Bhutan proclaimed the 1985 Citizenship Act. This Act adopted 1958 as the cut-off year, implying that the Nepalis residing.Jhere after would be deprived of citizenship certificate. The consequent deterioration of relationship between Nepal and Bhutan made the condition of the refugees precarious. On May 9, 1993, His Majesty the King of Bhutan proposed in Dhaka that, a Bhutan-Nepal Joint Ministerial Committee would be setup to resolve the refugee crisis. The proposed Committee was formally established the Home Ministry level on July 7, 1993. Since then, a series of talks have been held. In October 1993, this Joint Committee agreed to classify the Bhutanese refugees into four categories, viz., i) bonafide Bhutanese, if they, have been forcefully evicted; ii) Bhutanese who emigrated; iii) Non-Bhutanese; and iv) Bhutanese' who have committed criminal acts. It should be mentioned in this regard that, the proposal to classify the refugees into these four categories was made by the Bhutanese delegation. On the other hand, the refugees as well as several regional and international NGOs severely criticised and condemned the proposed classification. Nepal pressed for the involvement of a third party in the second talk on this series, held in February 1994. The Royal regime of Bhutan suggested that, Bhutan would not take back people falling under the category of people who voluntarily emigrated from Bhutan. This position was criticised by the refugees and the Government of Nepal leading to the widening of the gap between the conflicting sides.

India has also become a party to the problem. The Government of India turned a blind eye while these people passed through its own territory. It also refused the refugee activists to make demonstrations and 'peace marches' through its own territory. Many of these activists were arrested while traveling through the Siliguri corridor. Therefore, the negotiations to resolve the Bhutanese refugee crisis should also involve India, failing which such negotiations can hardly lead to any fruitful conclusion. The recent attempts of democratization by the King of Bhutan have raised hopes of solution to this problem.
.

A Matter of Ethnicity

Differences?

Differences in culture, ethnicity and nationality are assets, as well as, hazards in a world becoming technically smaller every day. Most of the feuds and wars of 1990s, all of them catastrophes to millions of people, resulted in cultural, ethnic or religious tensions.

Taking advantage of the situation in Bhutan, beginning from 1991, the propaganda machinery of the Royal Government of Bhutan has been disseminating information that the present crisis in the country is an, ethnic conflict fought between the Buddhist Drukpas (supposedly the sons of the soil) and the Hindu Lhotshampas (alleged to be recent migrants), After the exodus of Lhotshampa refugees from Bhutan started, the Royal Government, in order to deceive the world, first began to administratively harass and victimise the rest of the Lhotshampas in the country and termed' the evicted citizens "illegal immigrants", 'anti-nationals' and "voluntary migrants". To understand the Bhutanese refugee problem, one needs to understand the ethnic background of the refugees and other groups of population in Bhutan.

The present refugee population in Nepal and a little in India consists of Lhotshampas who are people of the Nepali origin; They had migrated to Bhutan from Nepal, through Sikkim and West Bengal, in the mid-19th and early 20th centuries. Theywere settled in southern districts of Samchi, Chukha, Chirang, Dagapela, Gaylegphug and Samdrupjonkhar.

Prior to this refugee crisis, foreigners seems not to have known that Bhutan had people of the Nepali origin. The tourism booklets only depicted Bhutan as land of the Drukpas. The ruling Ngalungs who are concentrated in the northwest valleys of Haa, Paro and Thimphu insist that the central Kheng people and eastern Bhutanese (Sharchops) also fall under the nomenclature of Drukpas, as has happened in Nepal, where there, exists multiple communities under one nationality. In fact, in Bhutan, communities are sharply divided geographically or territorially, culturally, and linguistically. The people in both central and eastern Bhutan are very close to each other both territorially and by language, dress, custom, culture and religious heritage, and fall under the singular fold of Sharchops groups (in Dzangkha, Sharchop means people of the east). The Ngalong are people of Tibetan origin, comprising of not more than 15% of the total population, who follow the Drukpa Kagyupa sect of Tibetan Buddhism, which is recognised as the state religion, The Sharchops belong to Tibeto-Burman group, who comprise around 35% of the total population. They are similar to the people in Khemeng district in Arunachal Pradesh in northeast India. Most of the Sharchops belong to the Nyingmapa sect of Tibetan Buddhism, but the government has banned the practice of this religion and some monks have even been imprisoned.

Assimilation?

The Ngalongs claim of total assimilation of Sharchops into the Drukpa fold is opposed by Sharchops. Although both Sharchops and Ngalong groups are generically called "Drukpas" by some in Bhutan, it is actually the Ngalongs who are known as "Drukpas" which refer to the followers of the Drukpa Kagyu School of Tibetan Buddhism and which has roots in Druk Ralung of Tibet. Later, even the country was named as Drukyul (I~ Dzogkha language Drukyul means country of Drukpas). The Drukpas' mother tongue, Dzogkha is regarded as the national language in the country.

The Indo-Mongoloid Sharchops have distinct dialects called Sharchopkha, local custom, and dress and food habits. They are the largest among the three major communities, but do not have the clout commensurate with their numerical strength, While' marital links and economic opportunities have brought a few Sharchops close to the inner circles of the Drukpa society, most of them still remain outsiders. Besides the Lhotshampas (in Dzonkha Lhotshampa means people of the south) there are some types of minor tribes each in the north and south, like the Tibetans and Brohpas, in the north and northeast and Doyas Totas and Indian origin Adibasis in the southwest.

In the past, the Bhutanese government tried to integrate and assimilate the Lhotshampas into one Drukpa culture under its most racial "One Nation One People" policy and its "Drukpanisation programmes" but failed. Under "Driglam Namza" (court etiquette of the Drukpas), compulsory dress codes to all Lhotshampas were introduced overnight with monetary fines and imprisonment for those not wearing the Gho and Kina (Drukpa dress is also the national dress) outside their homes. The government officials publicly burned the Nepali text books, forcibly cut short the hair of the school girls and forced the Hindu pundits to don national garb, even while conducting sacred rituals. The government tried to compel the Lhotshampas either physically and spiritually accept the Drukpa culture or agree to be thrown out of the country.

The government resorted to evicting them because it later realised that the Lhotshampas could not be assimilated into the Drukpa fold in view of their distinct territorial ethnicity and "Nepaliness". The Lhotshampas had to face suppression in the name of religion, culture, ethnicity and nationality. Over 100,000 Lhotshampas have been forced to lead the pathetic lives of refugees in India and Nepal, due to no fault of theirs. It is interesting to note that, despite being a member of the United Nations Organisation with due respect for the Universal Declaration of Human Rights enshrined in the UN charter, the Bhutanese government does not want these people to live in their own country. If the country belongs to the Drukpas, it equally belongs to Lhotshampas and Sharchops. Similarly, if the Drukpas cherish their culture and ethnicity, the Sharchops, Lhotshampas and other minorities would like to cherish theirs as well. The Bhutanese rulers failed to realise this.

Instead, the ruler framed the cultural norms such as Driglam Namza or Drukpaisation in a multicultural society where the concept of the "sacred" differs from community to community. Bhutan's "One Nation One People" policy and Driglam Namza can hardly have a place in a secular, pluralistic s0ciety such as Bhutan. The imposition of Driglam Namza has done great injustice to Lhotshampas. The government compelled a large number of the Lhotshampas to flee the country. Even after evicting them from the country there are terrifying news that the Royal Government of Bhutan, in collusion with the UNHCR, has taken initiatives to divide the refugees on the lines of caste, creed and religion, and repatriate only those who belong to Mongoloid Buddhist religion, leaving the Hindu refugees uncared for.

A Matter of Noses?

It is not a crime nor is it a virtue to be born with pointed nose, but the Royal Government of Bhutan perceives a threat from them, especially from the Lhotshampa Bahuns and Chhetris who have normally pointed noses. Since the Bahuns in Nepal are depicted by some Westerners as a class of exploiters in relation to the other Nepali sub-groups, the Bhutanese authorities have tried to use the same label to the Lhotshampa Bahuns alleging them of masterminding the political crisis in Bhutan. Incidentally, Tek Nath Rizal, an Lhotshampa Bahun, and an Amnesty International's "Prisoner of Conscience" became the first person to raise a voice against the government. Similarly, the majority of the banned Bhutanese political party leaders happen to be of the Bahn and Chhetri Lhotshampas.

A Second Tibet?

For many analysts across the globe, Bhutan serves to be a second Tibet to learn about the Mahayana Tantric Buddhism due to their rising interest on Tibet's culture and tradition. Despite the rhetoric of human rights, it seems that their sympathy is with the Drukpas. The Bhutanese government's propaganda of the Lhotshanpas being "illegal economic immigrants" is unfounded and wrong because all the Nepali settlers and their children, who are presently refugees in Nepal and India, were granted the Bhutanese citizenship in 1985. Bhutan's propaganda in the West that the ethnic Lhotshampa population is marginalising the Drukpa community to a minority position is wrong. In fact, the Lhotshampas are restricted from settling in the north and east Bhutan. This has resulted in territorial ethnicity with each ethnic group living in separate areas practising their own tradition and culture with little interaction among the different ethnic groups in Bhutan. Moreover, family planning programmes which was imposed on the Lhotshampas, has been well accepted by them from the beginning of its implementation. Prior to the development plans in Bhutan in 1960, the Drukpas were confined to the north. The Lhotshampas would have never seen the Drukpas had not southern Bhutan been brought directly under central administration of the Thimphu rulers. (Till 1968 southern Bhutan was administered by the Dorji family with their headquarters at Kalimpong, West Bengal, India). The influence and domination of Drukpas in political, economic and cultural life after 1970 monopolised state power and resources. The Sharchops were completely marginalised. Most of the Bhutanese refugees, who were once students and civil servants, recall that, at different gatherings very often the Drukpas used to be in one group, Sharchops in another and Lhotshamps in yet another. Even in the country's only college (Sherubtse College in Kanglung) the Drukpa students used .to segregate the Lhotshamps in all activities.

Polarisation?

The implementation of "Drukpanisation programmes" and other inflammatory utterances by the rulers against the Lhotshampas have further helped to divide and polarise the different communities. Though both the Sharchops and Lhotshamoas are suppressed and exploited, there used to be peace and harmony even among the ordinary Ngalongs and other communities since time immemorial. The superficial problem of ethnic conflict is only created by the present rulers in Thimphu. If this scenario continues, and if the ethnic divide is not bridged in near future, it is apprehended that, the ethnic factor would widen the gap between different communities, demanding separate cultural space, and take revenge on the present Bhutanese State, which has so far betrayed, suppressed, and exploited its people who have been loyal to it for so long.

By Narayan Katel

Trafficking in Women in Pakistan

One form of violence against women has been trafficking in them. Next to drugs and arms smuggling, this was said to be the biggest illegal trade. It went on a brazen scale in parts of Karachi in Sindh, in the NWFP and more clandestinely elsewhere. The buying and selling occurred both by quiet, individual contacts and in hideouts where a kind of bazar was held for people already tested and trusted for being discreet and genuine customers.

One instance of how an individual trafficker may operate could be obtained from that of Razia, who kidnapped Shahi Anwar, teenaged daugher of a baker. Razia first established relations in Shahi's family, and then one day when her parents were away asked Shahi to accompany her to a doctor's clinic. The clinic turned out to be the home of a police department employee, Fazle Akbar, where Shahi was made a captive. Razia meanwhile had the word conveyed to the family where Shahi was betrothed that Shahi's parent wanted to renege on the match and had sent their girl away. In the process, it was Shahi's parents rather than their tormentor who found themselves locked up for .14 days by the Levies in Malakand. Razia and her gang were then free to travel to different places in NWFP and even up to Lahore to get a good price for her. Eventually they settled for 50-year-old Mir Shah Jan of Zarwam in Bannu. The whole story came out because one of Shahi's relatives was a journalist.

(Courtesy: Report of Human Rights Commission of Pakistan, 1998.)

The Nepalese Press on the "South Bhutanese Question"

[Below we present few selected excerpts from The Kathmandu Post on the Bhutanese refugee problem and the democracy movement in Bhutan - Ed.]

'

Bhutanese groups flay Druk kingdom's action January 4, 1998

Bhutan Women and Children Organisation (BWCO) and the Centre for Protection of Minorities and Against Racism and Discrimination in Bhutan (CEMARD) have strongly condemned the Royal Government of Bhutan's (RGOB) action of distributing land left behind by the evicted Lhotshampa refugees to the northerner Drukpas and the easterner Sarchops. This is stated in a joint press release of BMCO and CEMARD received here today.

These lands belong to the Lhotsampas and the Government has no authority to distribute them, the release says. According to information received, the regime started distribution of land in Lalai and Taklai blocks of Gaylegphug district in the southern Bhutan in the last week of December 1997. The RGOB is giving Rs. 10,000 to each family as incentive for resettlement, which is reported to have been raised to Rs 100,000.

This demonstrates how Bhutanese regime defies the international norms and universal human rights standard with impunity and treat the international public opinion with no respect., the release asserts. As a strategy for stalling the repatriation of refugees, the RGOB obtained legislative mandate from its rubber stamp, Drukpa dominated National assembly in its 75th Session held from June 20, 1997 for resettlement of northerners and easterners in the land left by Lhotsampas. Accordingly, a high level National Resettlement Committee comprising the Home Minister, Chief of Royal Bhutan army, Secretary of Agriculture and Secretary of Survey Department was constituted to implement the resettlement programmes.

"We are alarmed that emboldened by the success of resettlement and due to visible absence of international public opinion and resistance against this move, the RGOB will carry out en​-masse retirement of relatives of Lhotshampa refugees in the Civil Service, a decision concurrently taken by the National Assembly with the decision of resettlement in July, 1997," the release says.

"We are also anxious that as a part of pre​planned strategy of depopulation of Lhotshampas, the RGOB will start the mass eviction of remaining Lhotshampas in Bhutan estimated to be anything around 250,000 in near future. This will be the biggest' ethnic cleansing' and' human tragedy' in the history of South Asia," the release says.

Amnesty International thrashes Druk atrocities January 22, 1998

The Bhutanese authorities have in recent months arbitrarily arrested, tortured and ill-treated scores of pro-democracy activists in the east of the country, stated Amnesty International (AI) while releasing a report in London today.

According to the report, Bhutan: Crack-down on Anti-nationals in the East, published by AI, more than 150 people have been arrested over the past six months on suspicion of being members or sympathisers of the Druk National Congress (DNC), a political organisation set up in exile in Nepal in 1990. DNC organised sit-ins, demonstrations, postering and other non-violent grass roots campaigning in October 1997 which the government views as fomenting civil and political unrest and promoting anti-national activities, said AI. The government reacted by arresting a large number of people - the majority of whom are member of the Sarchop ethnic community in the East.

The report states that women and children of genuine or simply suspected political activists have also become victims of human rights violations as the authorities set up their repression.

"The perception around the world is that Bhutan is a 'Shangri-La', but it is time that the international community wakes up to the realty of what is happening in Bhutan", said AI, “'The international donors on which Bhutan depends should take the lead in encouraging the Bhutanese government to respect human rights.”

The press release issued today by AI, London states that though Bhutan has ratified the United Nations Convention on the Rights of the Child in 1990, invited the International Committee of Red Cross (lCRC) to visit the country periodically and granted access to the UN working group on Arbitrary detention (WGAD) in 1994 and 1996, much needs to be done. In particular the government needs to ensure that all political detainees are given a fair trial, the statement said.

AI's report has also raised concern over the outcome of the extradition hearing of Rongthong Kuenley Dorji, founder of DNC, who is currently in prison in New Delhi. Dorji was reportedly tortured in detention in Bhutan in 1991. "AI believes that if returned, he may again be tortured and could face an unfair trial," stated the press release.

RCSC implements National Assembly resolution 31 January 1998

Implementing a resolution of the 75th session of the National Assembly passed in July 1997, the Royal Civil Service Commission has compulsorily retired a total of 219 people employed by the civil service and public sector corporations of their posts. During the discussions the Deputy Minister of the RCSC secretariat, Dasho Thinley Gyamtsho, said that this issue had been discussed by the National Assembly, which has asked the government to compulsorily retire from government service the relatives of ngolops who have been actively involved in activities "harmful to the country".

UNHCR makes effort to return refugees home March 4 1998

The --United Nations High Commissioner for, Refugees (UNHCR), which was hitherto involved in providing humanitarian services to the refugees is now making efforts to\return them to their home country. According to the chief of the UNHCR Jhapa sub-branch Robert Cooper; they have started accepting applications from those wanting to return to their country. Ward member of Bhadrapur municipality Govinda Koirala, however, is of the opinion that accepting application without informing the government and giving assurances to the refugees to send them back is of no value. The Bhutan Gorkha National Liberation Front has condemned the controversial attempt upon learning that only Buddhists' were allegedly supposed to be .accommodated at the Beldangi refugee camp. When asked about this, deputy' director of the Refugee Coordination unit under His Majesty's Government Lokbahadur Khatri stated that Cooper's action will not have much Impact.

Ratan Gajmer of the Appeal Movement Coordinating Council said nothing likely to spark off religious controversy was found, but accepted that applications were being received. During Prime Minister Surya Bahadur Thapa's visit to Jhapa last Friday, a memorandum on behalf of the Bhutanese refugees was presented to him requesting that the issue be internationalized as a way out of it rather than prolonging it.

Refugees ask King Jigme not to expel government servants March 4, 1998

A Bhutanese human rights organization has appealed to King Jigme Singye Wangchuk to evoke his government's recent move to expel civil servants related to the Bhutanese refugees languishing in Nepal for the last seven years.

In a letter to the Druk monarch, dated March 1, the Human Rights Bhutan (PFHRB) said the "arbitrary expulsion" of the civil servants cannot be justified as "they have not violated" civil service rules and regulations. Criticizing the Bhutanese Royal Civil Service Commission (RCSC) for taking actions based on "political motives," PFHRB says the recent expulsion of civil servants violates citizen's right to hold public offices. Urging the Bhutanese King to reinstate those civil servants, PFHRB says: "The expulsion of civil servants because they are related to the refugees living in eastern Nepal will further complicate the refugee issue. Besides, it will also bear disastrous, long-term losses to the country, which already suffers severe crisis of trained and experienced manpower, it adds.

Rights body raises women refugee issue March 8, 1998

On the eve of International Women's Day, Peoples' Forum for Human Rights, Bhutan (PFHRB), has drawn the attention of the international community towards the plight of Bhutanese refugee women languishing in camps in eastern Nepal.

The perception around the world is that Bhutan is a 'Shangri-La', but it is time that the international community wakes up to the reality of what is happening in Bhutan", said AI, "The international donors on which Bhutan depends should take the lead in encouraging the Bhutanese government to respect human rights.

The Bhutanese refugee women are the victims of human rights violations by the Royal Government of Bhutan, who have been constantly denied their right to return home, says a press release issued by PFHRB. Not only their citizenship rights and rights to practise their own culture, language and dress were denied to the Bhutanese women from south, they were even subjected to humiliation, degrading treatment including rape by the Royal Bhutan Army personnel, says the release.

Human rights abuses led to the massive flight of families from southern Bhutan, which included large number of women and children. The recently expelled relatives of refugees from civil services in the country include a sizable number of women who have been denied their rights to hold public offices based on race religion, ethnicity, language, sex, association and beliefs.

PFHRB has also appealed to take serious note of the situation of the Bhutanese refugee women.

Refugee issue figures in UN discussions March 21 1998

The Nepalese Foreign Minister Kamal Thapa returned home today after taking part in the 54th meeting of the United Nations Human Rights Commission held in Geneva. The issue of Bhutanese refugees, which Nepal has been trying to grapple with for the last nine years also figured during the discussions and we appealed to the international community for positive help, said the Foreign Minister.

High level talks on the refugee problem in Nepal were held with the United Nations High Commissioner for Human Rights and the UN High Commissioner for Refugees, and they responded positively with assurance that whatever the commissions should do would be done, he further said.

Nepal calls for international help in resolving refugee issue March 28 1998

Nepal has called upon the international community to create a favourable climate for the success of the bilateral talks on immediate return of one hundred thousand Bhutanese refugees lodged in the densely populated eastern part of the country in a safe and dignified manner. Charge d' Affaires of the permanent mission of the Kingdom of Nepal to the United Nations and other international organizations in Geneva Dr. Shambhu Ram Simkhada made this appeal to the international community while addressing the 54th meeting of the Human Rights Commission at Geneva, according to the Ministry of Foreign Affairs. Dr. Simkhada also made it clear that the presence of the refugees has created adverse economic, social and environmental problems.

Bhutan wants to talk on refugee issue April 2, 1998

This is not an April Fool's Day joke: the Dragon Kingdom of Bhutan has recently been sending signals that it wants to sit down and talk over the Bhutanese refugee issue with Nepali government officials again. That, at least, is what top sources in government are saying. On Wednesday, one such source seeking anonymity said that Bhutan has "recently indicated" that it wants to resume official level talks. With a touch of caution, however, he noted, "the indications have not been concretized. We expect a formal invitation soon".

From what could be further gleaned from two top-ranking government sources, Bhutan is preparing to invite the Nepalese Foreign Secretary to visit Thimpu in an effort to break the ice. These official level discussions, which Shital Niwas prefers to call "discreet diplomacy", began in late 1996. But like the "open diplomacy" involving ministers from both the governments, this one too ran into roadblocks. The ministerial talks dead​locked in 1996 after seven futile rounds. It has remained so ever since.

Asked why Bhutan would be willing to open this "discreet" channel again after a gap of nearly a year, sources say it is likely that the Dragon Kingdom is feeling the heat of international diplomatic pressure to resolve the refugee crisis, which has driven nearly 100,000 Lhotsampha Bhutanese to seek refuge in camps in eastern Nepal. They point out that, after news of sackings of 219 civil servants related to Lhotsampa refugees by the Bhutanese government became public early this year, Nepal launched a diplomatic offensive to put the spotlight on such gross violations of human rights.

Only last month during a UN conference on human rights in Geneva, Foreign Minister Kamal Thapa, who attended the meeting, is said to have flogged Bhutan again over the issue. He also reportedly urged donor governments to put pressure on Bhutan during his meetings with ambassadors of donor countries in Geneva. It is difficult to determine if this diplomatic pressure, as well as the Geneva conference, played a role in the latest indications for talks from Bhutan. But knowledgeable sources in the refugee community here see this latest gambit as no more than a ploy, again, on the part of the Bhutanese government to deflect further criticism.

Team leaves for Bhutan for talks 19 May 1998

A three-member delegation comprising officials from Foreign Ministry, Home Ministry and Law Ministry left for the Bhutanese capital today in a bid to revive the Nepal-Bhutan ministerial talks that remain stalled since early 1996.

The last high-level bilateral exchange between the two countries took place in August 1996 when the then Foreign Secretary Kumar Gyawali visited the Druk regime to mark a fresh initiative at discreet diplomacy. Earlier, seven rounds of ministerial talks had failed to make any headway to resolve the refugee crisis, which according to some observers is the biggest foreign policy crisis of the post-1990 Nepal. "The officials will basically try to finalize dates for the ministerial talks," said Narayan Sumsher Thapa, Special Secretary at the Foreign Ministry. The Foreign Ministry spokesman, however, would not comment, when he expected the talks to take place if at all.

Asked whether the two sides would meet before the 10th SAARC Summit slated for July, Thapa said, "Let's wait and see". Bhutan has been on the defensive since April 1996, When then Foreign Minister Prakash Chandra Lohani told his Bhutanese counterpart, Dawa Tshering during their talks in Kathmandu "if the refugees don't belong to Bhutan, they didn't belong to Nepal either".

UFD calls for talks with Bhutan King 23 June 1998

The United Front for Democracy (UFD) today called upon King Jigme Singye Wangchuk of Bhutan to initiate dialogue with the organisation to usher in democracy in the country, "if the King is genuinely concerned about the future of the country." The call came as a reaction to the decision of the Bhutanese monarch to dissolve the Bhutanese cabinet with effect from 26th of this month.

The UFD statement claims "the Royal proclamation was undoubtedly influenced by the release on bail of UFD chairman Rhongthong Kuenely Dorji by Delhi High Court on June 21." Dorji, a prominent pro-democracy leader in Bhutan, was in custody in the Indian capital for over a year and the Bhutanese government had been pressing for his extradition to Bhutan under the Indo​ Bhutanese extradition treaty. The UFD release says that if the present move of dissolving the cabinet is just a political gimmick to reinstate the same cabinet with the "people's mandate," using the rubber stamp National Assembly as in the past, then it would be a historic blunder committed by the throne.

The United Front for Democracy has also conveyed to the Speaker of the Bhutanese National Assembly, the members of the Royal Advisory Council, the monk body and the members of the Assembly to take into account the deteriorating political situation and the aspirations of the Bhutanese people for democratic changes while deliberating on the vital issue of dissolution of the cabinet. A session of the Assembly has already been called by the King to hold deliberations on his "proposed changes mentioned in a royal edict to the Speaker of the National Assembly". The Front has urged the members of the legislature to express their views frankly and fearlessly and not to parrot the dictates of government as practised in the past.

Nepalese PM to take up refugee issue with India, Bhutan July 20 1998

Prime Minister Girija Prasad Koirala announced today that he would seek talks with his Indian counterpart and the Bhutanese king over the Bhutanese refugees languishing in Nepal during the Tenth SAARC summit, scheduled to begin in Colombo, Sri Lanka, later this month.

During Sunday's session of parliament, Koirala said that he would hold talks with both Indian Premier Atal Behari Vajpayee and Bhutanese King Jigme Singhe Wangchuk to resolve the refugee issue. "We are extremely sensitive towards resolving the issue," Prime Minister Koirala said. "There have been no indications yet that the problem will be solved. But we are still continuing our efforts".

The Prime Minister also made it clear that though SAARC does not allow bilateral issues to be discussed, he will be seeking to talk on the refugee issue with Indian and Bhutanese leaders during the second day of the summit when leaders meet informally.

Asked further about government efforts to solve the issue, Koirala flatly denied, for the time​being, the prospects of internationalizing the refugee issue. "We have the right to internationalize the issue", the prime minister said. "But first We want to search for a solution through dialogue. To make a final decision to internationalize may cause a setback to resolving the problem. The remark by Koirala on internationalization is a turnaround forms his earlier position. During his first innings as prime minister from 1991-94, Koirala had raised the prospect for the first time, tremendously ruffling Bhutanese feathers. But on this Sunday, Koirala was determined to send just the sort of signal Bhutan wants to hear. His remark that he will discuss the issue with Indian Premier Vajpayee is also significant. The new Indian prime minister represents the Bharatiya Janta Party a Hindu Party, and many here will be watching Vajpaye's position on the refugee issue. Most of the nearly 100,000 refugees chased out by Bhutan are Hindus.

King Wangchuk not to attend SAARC summit July 23 1998

The King of Bhutan will for the first time keep away from a South Asian summit scheduled to open here next week, diplomatic sources here said Wednesday. King Jigme Singye Wangchuk, who is a founding member of the seven-nation South Asian Association for Regional Cooperation (SAARC), has attended all the nine previous summits of the regional grouping since it was formed in 1985.

The Bhutanese embassy in New Delhi, the Indian capital, confirmed that the King will be represented at the Colombo Summit by Jigme Thinley who is the Chairman of the new Council of Ministers, and the head of the government. Jigme thinley is also the Bhutanese Foreign Minister.

A Bhutanese official said that, his country had introduced "far-reaching political reforms" and that a six-member council of ministers has been appointed with more powers. Jigme Thinley was now functioning as the head of the government, and therefore, he would represent Bhutan at the SAARC, the official said.

Finally, The three-day summit opened on July 29, 1998 and the officials of the seven South Asian countries were expected to begin their preparatory work immediately.

Democracy at last? The Royal Edict or Kosho of 29 June

Along with the power to dethrone the monarch by a two-third vote of no confidence, the kosho gives the Assembly the powers to elect the Cabinet and make the Cabinet accountable, no longer to the King, but to the Assembly. It asks the Assembly to evolve a mechanism on how to move a vote of confidence in the King.

Here is an extraordinary situation - a king offering to surrender powers to the people's representatives and the latter rejecting the offer in the name of the people. A clergyman thinks the vote of confidence in the king will bode ill for the dragon kingdom. "Our glorious past will mean nothing without our king, for then religion will not flourish nor will peace and prosperity."

Exactly 30 years ago, King Jigme's father had proposed similar changes including the proposal for a vote of confidence in the monarch and the ministers. But the Assembly kept that kasho hanging. When the last King died in 1.972 and the present ruler acceded to the throne the proposals were given a quiet burial.

Seated on his throne behind the Speaker's podium, the 43-year-old King Jigme, who has been reigning for 26 years, has heard it all. At the end of the deliberations, the Speaker told the members that the King had issued the kasho after long and deep thoughts in the "interest of the welfare of the nation at the present time and in future." The members have no choice but to endorse the king's command. Why does the King do this and why now?

Although the kasho came as a surprise, King Jigme did give some hints of the far-reaching changes he had in mind. Earlier in June, he dissolved the Cabinet, which had nominated ministers serving over two decades. The kasho proposed that the Assembly elect the new members. All six new ministers have since been elected by the Assembly for a five-years term. The king will no longer preside over Cabinet meetings. The ministers will have a chairman from among themselves by rotation.

In 1981, the King had the first ever elected bodies - the district development councils - and ten years later, he followed it up with the first elected geog (block) development councils.

What the future holds will be clear in the 77th Assembly session next year when it will have to evolve the mechanism for the implementation of the kasho.

Excerpt from Jan Breman's Taming the Coolie Beast

The coercion, which was inherent in the labour system on the plantations, was caused largely by the desperate shortage of workers required for the very labour-intensive cultivation of the wrapper leaf. The supply of coolies from Malaya was not enough to meet the ever-increasing demand for field hand.

... The planters had noticed with interest the swelling flow of migrants from British India bound for the overseas colonies, where they were mostly put to work on the plantations. In Southeast Asia they mainly went to the Straits Settlements, from where a small number trickled down to Sumatra's East Coast...

Meanwhile, efforts continued to attract Chinese coolies on their own front. A direct link was eventually established between the region of origin and the place of employment. A number of plantations adopted the practice of sending special middlemen (khehthau) or old hands (Iaukeh) back to their home area after the expiry of their contracts, with the assignment of recruiting new coolies and bringing them back to the East Coast. This system not only saved a great deal on costs, but workers recruited in this way would, it was hoped, come straight from the countryside. Rural workers were rated far more highly than those recruited by the commercial brokers in the market towns and main ports.

To ensure a much greater flow of migrants, however, it was essential for the planters to have their own agency in China. In 1886 a Chinese​language interpreter in colonial government service was sent to China in order to carry out ethnographical investigations. On the request of the Planters Committee he was also instructed to examine ways in which the emigration of workers to the East Coast tobacco plantations could be encouraged. Five of the major companies agreed to meet the expenses involved. An official Chinese committee of inquiry, which visited Deli in 1887, was downright critical of the conditions under which fellow countrymen were employed. Their objections concerned the forced prolongation of contracts, the inadequacy of the leave-pass regulation, the condoning and even encouragement of gambling. Finally, the committee recommended that a Consul should be appointed in Deli. The colonial authorities refused to co-operate. A German trading house then took on the task of promoting the interests of Sumatran planters in China and in 1888, with the aid of the German Consul and after bribing local officials, successfully persuaded the Chinese government to agree to the migration of coolies to Deli, abandoning its former demands. The fact that this agreement was achieved without the aid of the Dutch authorities typified the supra-national character of plantation capitalism.

An Immigration Bureau was set up in Medan, under the supervision of the Planters Committee, which kept an eye on the smooth running of recruitment, organized transportation, arranged for workers' savings, if any, to be transferred to China, etc. The government interpreter, Hoetink, was sent to China for a year (1889-90) as proxy for the planters, who paid his salary. His task was to put the coolie migration to Sumatra on a sound footing and to ensure prompt co-operation by the local authorities. Hoetink was seen in China as a sort of protector of the Chinese people based in Deli, an impression which was quite incorrect but which was never rectified. The Netherlands Ambassador in Peking kept aloof from the whole affair and gave the distinct impression of being at best lukewarm about labour migration. He was said to have refused his co-operation in this 'trading in human beings' - an attitude, which did not make him popular among the planters... The German Consuls in Canton and Swatow, on the other hand, were decorated by the Dutch in recognition of their valuable mediation in the recruitment of coolies for Sumatra (Van Dongen 1966:121). Cremer, now a member of the Lower House, pressed for the appointment of a Dutch career diplomat as Consul General in southern China. The first direct shipment of coolies from Swatow to Deli was a complete fiasco. The coolies mutinied while still at sea; according to planters sources, they were encouraged to do so by the coolie brokers. As a result, the contracted coolies refused to go to Deli and left the ship when it reached Singapore. Matters improved after this maiden voyage, and once a regular shipping line was set up, migrants to Deli rapidly increased to several thousands each year.

.. The Immigration Bureau in Medan acted as a clearing-house for the Chinese coolies when they entered the country. The affiliated plantations placed an order for so many coolies, and committed themselves to take that number when they had been contracted and put on transport by agents in south China or in the Straits Settlements... In order to keep some control over the selection, many planters started to utilize the services of the kheh-thau, i.e. middlemen who held a special position on the plantation as shopkeepers, vegetable growers or as more highly skilled workers, and who had close links with the Chinese plantation foremen, or were foremen themselves. The kheh-thau were given letters of introduction and travelled back and forth between Deli and China recruiting coolies for one or more plantations. Hoetink, who went again on a mission to China in 1898 to see how the decrease in migration could be reversed, pointed out in his report that these kheh-thau would inevitably turn into professional coolie brokers. As a result, the planters would find themselves in the same disadvantageous position as before when they were still dealing with the commercial recruitment agencies in the Straits Settlements. The planters dismissed his advice regarding an increase in wages when it was found that the fall in the supply of labour was only a temporary phenomenon, caused primarily by an exceptionally good harvest in China. In the following year, migrants increased to more than the previous average... Life on the plantations was to be of a temporary nature only for about 20 per cent of the Chinese migrants, although they were all originally contracted for a period of not more than three years. Moreover, the great numbers who stayed ought to have increased the Chinese population to a far greater extent than was actually the case. In 1883 at least 21,000 Chinese coolies were working on the East Coast, most of them having come from the Straits Settlements. By 1888 their number had risen to almost 45,000. According to Immigration Bureau figures, almost 70,000 more came between 1888 and 1900, mostly from southern China. In 1902 these represented 75 of the 132 plantations on the East Coast, and included all the larger estates. According to the same source, these plantations then had a total of 36,500 contracted Chinese, or an average of 500 each. If we assume that, at the same time, the other fifty-seven independent plantations employed roughly half to two-thirds of these numbers, it would seem that at the turn of the century there must have been 15,000 to 20,000 Chinese coolies more than the total registered by the Immigration Office...

Not more than 40 per cent of the total had signed agreements in the previous twelve years. What had happened to the others? Only a relatively small number re-migrated, calculated at between 10 and 20 per cent of the total number of coolies contracted. A handful remained on the plantations as free labourers without contract. A larger number earned a living in the region as small shopkeepers or in waged employment. But even this category was restricted in size because of the difficulties the coolies had to face when they wanted to settle in the area after the termination of their contracts. True, the Chinese population outside the plantations increased steadily, but many of them came directly from Malaya with the intention of settling in Medan, the coastal towns or the trading centres without first working as contract coolies. The numbers of 'vanished coolies' included, of course, those who deserted from the plantations and hid themselves somewhere in the district, amongst the population as clandestine agricultural labourers, as in the case of the Javanese, or as servants working for free fellow countrymen as in the case of the Chinese, but always at the risk of being caught.

... Deaths were far higher than could reasonably be expected on the basis of age structure (youth, health and physical strength were important selection criteria) and the duration of stay. Hidden behind the heroism of opening-up the new lands, the laborious but continual creation of new plantations on broken and marshy virgin territory, which has been given so much emphasis in plantation literature, lay the rapid turnover of the labour force. Malaria, infected wounds on legs and feet, contagious diseases and, last but not least, irreparable exhaustion caused by the pitiless working regime combined with inadequate food and facilities, took the lives of great masses of workers. These victims were never counted. Based on documentation concerning the plantation system in other societies of South and Southeast, however, it seems reasonable to assume that before the end of the nineteenth century one of every four coolies on Sumatra's East Coast died before having served his or her contracted period. This included the unregistered number who did not survive the often-gruelling passage.

A variety of factors influenced the coming of Javanese to the East Coast: uncertainty about the long-term future of immigration from China was probably the least important. The Chinese government, put under pressure by persistent negative reports in the national press regarding the recruitment methods and the working conditions on Sumatra's East Coast, made it known on various occasions that further migration would depend upon the compliance with a number of minimum conditions on the part of the planters. Although these warnings were mere threats, the danger of more drastic measures was not at all illusory. The planters had, after all, refused to meet the Chinese government's conditions. An even greater stumbling block than the demand that opium dens be closed and gambling forbidden (considered by the planters to be intrinsic to the nature of the Chinese), was the insistence that coolies be given a considerable wage increase so that they could transfer part of their earnings to those who remained behind. Equally inconvenient was the demand that the weaker coolies should also be paid an allowance that would enable them to satisfy their basic needs.

A tax on the import of alien labour finally ended coolie migration from China. When this occurred (incidentally, not until 1931), the number of Javanese on the East, Coast plantations was double that of the Chinese, even in the tobacco gardens. While, in 1900, the overwhelming majority of the 100,000 contract labourers were Chinese, by 1919 they comprised little more than 10 per cent of the army of plantation workers, which by then had grown to 240,000 men and women.

Increasing population pressure on Java and the assumption that this alone was responsible for the impoverishment of the marginal peasantry, also played a part in the increasingly positive attitude taken by district authorities towards labour migration to the East Coast... 'The great and assured future of Deli will be in the success of the plan to layout rice fields on land that has been abandoned for tobacco cultivation, in order to create a sedentary population, preferably from Java'. This clearly heralded the transition to another system of labour control, i.e. the importation of Javanese peasants, employed on the estates but provided with sufficient land to make them virtually self-supporting insofar as food requirements were concerned... Labour on the most densely populated island of the archipelago was in abundant supply, and interest in Javanese coolies was growing in Malaya, Indo-China, Australia, New Caledonia and Surinam. Smaller contingents were set to German New Guinea, Sarawak, the Christmas and Cocos Islands, Reunion and German East Africa; even Mexico was considered at one time.

Bhutanese Refugee Crisis: A Historical Overview

Genesis

Bhutan is a small landlocked kingdom bounded by China (Tibetan Autonomous Region) to its north and by India to its east, west and south. It comprises an area of approximately 48,000 sq. kms. Like other states in South Asia, Bhutan with more than 14 distinct ethnic groups and many sub-ethnic groups is a multi- cultural, multi- lingual and multi-religious state.

The current phase of the refugee problem had its beginning in 1985, when the Royal Bhutan Government Census of the year was stated to have discovered a large number of illegal immigrants prompting the king of Bhutan to say that the country had only 600,000 people. Such figures are, however subject to scrutiny as it has been challenged by the Nepalese residing there for a long time. In fact, the demographic structure of Southern Bhutan had been mainly determined by the proximity factor as also because of open Indo-Nepal border that permitted peoples of the two countries to move throughout the areas. The people from the Nepal hills settled in the districts of Samchi, Chirang, Geylegphung and Samdrup Jonkhar, areas easily accessible to immigrants.

The genesis of the problem could be traced back to 1950- 1951 (following the anti- Rana movement in Nepal in 1950-1951.) when a group of Bhutanese - Nepalese organized a party in India, the Bhutan State Congress, in 1952. It aimed at improving the economic conditions of the Southern Bhutanese (Nepali) and democratizing Bhutanese government.

In fact the 1958 Citizenship Act on part of the Royal Bhutan government and other measures taken subsequently until quite recently are connected with the fear of being outnumbered by the Lhotsampas (Bhutanese of Nepali origin) as well as by the human rights and democracy movements. These Lhotsampas had 16 representatives in the 156 seat National Assembly and one representative in the 10 member Royal Advisory Council. In administrative and educational sectors also, 1188 Bhutanese held qualifications, among whom 450 were southern Bhutanese. By 1990, about 39 per cent of the total civil servants were of Nepalese origin, but many of them fled the country in 1992 following Bhutanese crackdown on the southern people.

The present refugee condition originated from such situation, which forced even innocent citizens to flee their country. The Lhotsampas were forced to leave following the Royal Bhutanese government's decision to intensify the campaign of 'one people, one nation' imposing the language of Tibetan origin - Dzongkha and the Drukpas. The immediate cause of conflict was the implementation of the 1985 Citizenship Act which adopts 1958 as the cut off year, which means those Nepalese residing in Bhutan thereafter would be deprived of citizenship certificate.

The discriminatory policies

The discriminatory policy in the 1958 citizenship arrangement decreed that a person was eligible for the status of a Bhutanese national:

(1) if his/her father was a Bhutanese national and a resident of Bhutan; (2) if any person was born within or outside Bhutan after the commencement of law, provided the previous father was a Bhutanese national at the time of his/her birth; (3) if any foreigner who had the age of majority and was otherwise eligible, could be granted citizenship after administering the oath of loyalty according to the rules laid down by the official, provided that (i) the person was a resident of Bhutan for more than ten years and (ii) owned agricultural land within the kingdom. A woman married to a Bhutanese national was granted citizenship after taking oath as laid down by the law. If any foreigner submitted petition to the king expressing his eligibility on the grounds of age and other requirements and had served satisfactorily in government, for at least five years and had been residing in Bhutan for at least 10 years, he might receive the citizenship certificate.

Amending certain conditions in 1977, provisions have been made for 15 years of service and 20 years of residence in Bhutan. The Bhutia language Dzongkha became compulsory for all people demanding citizenship. It could thus be summarized that the origins of the ethnic conflict within Bhutan and refugee conditions in Nepal were rooted in language and dress regulations, in addition to numerous legal and political decisions made by the state for safeguarding the interest of the indigenous community patronized by the ruler.

Following that amendment, in the winter of 1979, the Royal Bhutan Government initiated a rigorous census exercise. On the basis of census records then remunerated, the government in mid​1985 began to issue Citizenship Identity Cards to all Bhutanese citizens. However the programme was abandoned in April 1988, when the government decided to start a fresh census.

Citizenship Act of 1985

The Citizenship Act of 1985 marks a turning point in the refugee problem of Bhutan. The government decided to implement the Act retrospectively under the 1988 census. The 1985 Act adopted 1958 as the cut off year for determining the citizenship. A person born after 1958 with a Bhutanese parents and who had fluency in spoken and written Dzongkha and who could produce documentary evidence of 15 or 20 years residence in Bhutan was considered eligible for citizenship. Many people did not fit into the scheme during the time of census and thus were deprived of citizenship. But many of the 90,000 or so refugees in camps in southeast Nepal, Assam and West Bengal were born educated and employed in Bhutan. They held citizenship cards, but the Bhutanese government claimed they were foreigners. According to the Bhutanese government the number of people in Southern Bhutan increased phenomenally after 1958 and hence the need of correcting the demographic structure was necessary. In 1988 the New Census Policy grouped southern Bhutanese into seven categories as follows: genuine Bhutanese; returned emigrants (those who 'had left Bhutan but returned); drop-outs (those not available during the time of Census); a non-national woman married to a Bhutanese man; a non-national man married to a Bhutanese woman; adopted (children legally adopted); non- National (illegal settlers).

In 1988, the Government of Bhutan evicted more than 115,000 citizens of south Bhutan in a calculated campaign of "ethnic cleansing". The result of continued political repression and mass forcible eviction by the Royal Government led to the eviction of one- sixth of the country's population, a figure that represents, per capita, the highest number of refugees from any country of the world.

The human rights movement

The Bhutanese elite had been haunted by the memory of the 1950s Democracy movement launched by the southern Bhutanese. The new wave of mass movement began in early 1980's when Tek Nath Rizal started advocating the cause of refugees and launched a human rights movement, which resulted in arrest and imprisonment of many human rights activists. On 3 June 1980 Tek Nath himself was arrested, later he was released on signing an agreement that he would leave the capital immediately. With departure of Tek Nath from Thimpu, census teams started confiscating citizenship identity cards and depriving citizenship at their whims. Tek Nath settled in Nepal and on 7 July 1989 the People's Forum for Human Rights of Bhutan (PFHRB) was formed in exile in Nepal. Soon however, Ratan Gazmere, one of the founding members was arrested. Thereafter raids by the governments were organized, followed by mass arbitrary arrest. Some activists were even murdered in custody. On November, 1989, Mr. Vis~wa Nath Chhetri, President of the Students' Union of Bhutan and another founding member of PFHRB were arrested. Fearing arrest and torture, many southern Bhutanese began fleeing from Bhutan. On February 6, 1990, the PFHRB sent from India an appeal to the king for protection of their fundamental rights.

But the appeal went unheeded. The Royal Government began planning the eviction of southern Bhutanese from their homeland. Ever on the lookout for ways of depopulating the south, the RGB proposed the creation of one kilometer wide "green belt" along Indo- Bhutan border in southern Bhutan, ostensibly to conserve forest but it resulted in the 'legal' eviction of about 30 percent of southern Bhutanese from their traditional homeland. With all efforts to appeal to the Bhutanese monarch to protect the citizens' human rights falling on deaf ears, the stage was now inevitably set for a political crisis of truly major dimension. The Bhutan People's party was launched on June 2,1990. On august 26, 1990, it submitted an appeal to the king with the following demands: unconditional release of political prisoners; change from absolute to constitutional monarchy; reform of the judiciary; amendment of citizenship Act; right to culture, dress, language and script; freedom of religion; freedom of press, speech and expression; freedom of unions and political parties; freedom of trade and occupation; right to equitable distribution of wealth and funds; right to equality of opportunities in public employment; right to education; right against exploitation.

As the Royal Government, intensified its intimidation and terror, the movement soon gathered momentum and hundreds of people thronged the streets on 20 September, 1990, demanding democracy and the upholding of human rights. The RGB branded all activists and supporters of the movement as anti-national and Royal Bhutan Army was deployed to crush the movement. The consequence was horrible: arbitrary arrest, torture, rape, intimidation, harassment, arson, looting, and demolition of houses and confiscation of citizenship cards. Tek Nath and his colleagues again fled to Nepal but there he was arrested by the Nepalese government and handed over to the Bhutanese government. Later Tek Nath was declared as prisoner of conscience by the Amnesty International. Protesting against the government policy, Rizal under People's Forum for Human Rights distributed several leaflets and booklets among people underlying the violation of human rights in Bhutan. In one of the pamphlets he said,

The great crime of the government at the moment is that it does not respect individual identity. A government is for the people. It is bound to respect individuals. The dress, the language, the religion are part of every man's identity…It is too difficult to understand that the Nepalese will not lose or gain his Bhutanese identity by wearing or not wearing Bakkhu. Identity is something deeper than apiece of cloth you put on.

However, despite gross violation of basic human rights and denial of fundamental freedoms, little information reached the outside world. Most of what came out of Bhutan was published by the Royal Government of Bhutan (RGB) and those reports presented exodus of southern Bhutanese as a natural consequenceof a government clamp down on illegal migrants. The Bhutanese government called Rizal and his followers as anti-nationals inciting the people against the government, organising guerrilla activities and purchasing arms for terrorist gains. On 16 November, 1993, Thimpu High Court sentenced Tek Nath Rizal to life imprisonment on the grounds that he had violated the National Security Act.

Flight of the South Bhutanese

The Bhutanese people from southern Bhutan started leaving their country since 1991 and out of an estimated 1,15,000 (1994) refugees, about 90,000 are currently residing in eight camps in the districts of Jhapa and Morang in eastern Nepal. The rest are in West Bengal and Assam states of India. The three Beldnangi camps, which are divided into three sectors, constitute the largest population of refugees, over 42,000. The other camps are occupied by about 8,000 refugees.

Since February, 1993, new arrivals have been settled in the two Khudunabari camps, with the exception of family reunion cases, who join their families in the latter's camp. At present the programme concentrates on care
and maintenance. The UNHCR was approached by the Government of Nepal to coordinate emergency relief assistance to the Bhutanese refugees.

The Indian stand has considered this as an issue of strategic and security importance. The Indian position on repatriation of refugees is also significant. According to the 1949 treaty between India and Bhutan, (Article 2) Bhutan has obligations to be guided by the advice of the government of India in regard to its external relations, thus representing India as a partner in various stages of negotiations.

The refugee problem and the democratic and human rights condition in Bhutan are now interrelated making the refugee problem essentially a political one. The issue of democracy and human rights in Bhutan is now further acute. Only the Amnesty International and other human rights organizations have come out openly in their support.

In 1988 the New Census Policy grouped southern Bhutanese into seven categories as follows: genuine Bhutanese; returned emigrants (those who had left Bhutan but returned); drop-outs (those not available during the time of Census); a non-national woman married to a Bhutanese man; a non-national man married to a Bhutanese woman; adopted (children legally adopted); non-​National (illegal settlers) 

The Bhutanese government has however accused the movement for democracy of pursuing terrorist activities. It lists 56 killings, 35 incidents of rape, 201 kidnapping, 510 armed robberies, 47 vehicle hijackings and 453 injuries during raids. According to government version, these activities have resulted in more than 200 installations destroyed, including 29 schools, 12 health units, 16 forest offices, 11 police check posts, 56 houses, 15 bridges, 14 water supply projects, eight power pylons and other basic infrastructure. There were reportedly 60 attacks on security troops in which six officers and 28 soldiers were injured.

In any case, the latest situation is that the human rights situation in Bhutan continues to deteriorate. Hundreds of political prisoners continue to languish in jails, mostly without trial. The lives of 115,000 Bhutanese people have been disrupted and a shadow of uncertainty over their future. The Royal Government continues to treat human rights and political activism as anti-national and subject the activists to inhuman torture and imprisonment. At present the Appeal Movement Coordinating Council (AMCC), one of the most active organisations is carrying out phase wise appeal movements to solve the crisis. It aims to resolve the human rights problem in Bhutan and the Bhutanese refugee crisis through the process of national reconciliation and reconstruction. It aims to continue its peaceful struggle until the objectives are accomplished.

By Lipi Ghosh

Voices from the Exile

"Refugees repatriation process itself can be a catalyst for democracy"

(As the Secretary-General of the Appeal Movement Coordination Council, Ratan Gazmere has been at the forefront of the Bhutanese refugee movement. Under his leadership, scores of Bhutanese refugees of Nepali origin, who say they have been uprooted from their hearth and homes by the Royal Administration have tried to march back to Bhutan through Indian territory in the last three years - without much success. By his own admission, Gazmere is now taking back seat, trying to review the movement, even as its present leadership tries to coordinate the fight for democracy in the Himalayan kingdom. Gazmere spoke to Subir Bhaumik of Refugee Watch recently in Calcutta.)

RW: What is now the main priority of your movement - sending back the refugees first or stepping up the movement for democracy in Bhutan?

Gazmere: Clearly the priority for us now is to send back the refugees rather than wait for changes to take place in Bhutan. This is an issue, which divides the "pro-repatriation forces" and the "pro​democracy forces" in our movement today. There are those amongst us who argue that unless the problem that led to the creation of the refugee crisis is taken care of, it is no use sending back the refugees. But I would like to see the repatriation of the refugees first rather than wait endlessly for democratic changes to take place - the repatriation of the Bhutanese refugees should not be entangled with the movement for democracy, which may take years to materialise.

RW: Why is this tone of despair evident in what you say? Why do you insist that the refugees have to be sent back now? Is it a case of now or never?

Gazmere: Well, to some extent, yes. It is almost eight years now that the refugees from Bhutan have been stranded in the camps in eastern Nepal. There is no light at the end of the tunnel, it is not at all certain that the refugees will get back to Bhutan with honour and dignity.

Once in a while, the international community does raise dust on the issue, but to what effect? And the Nepal-Bhutan bilateral talks for repatriation! They are turning out to be a joke. They are going on for ever, and neither side has any interest in finding a solution. Sb, there is no chance of their going back home unless the refugees themselves push their way back, regardless of the risks involved.

RW Would you think that the policy of the Indian government is responsible in a big way for the despair that now seems evident in your ranks?

Gazmere: Well, the Indian policy to block the refugees from going back to Bhutan through Indian territory has definitely contributed to the desperation. The Bhutanese refugees realise that India's pro-Royal Government position on the issue is one of the big and important factors forcing them to live as refugees. We now have to ensure that India plays a positive role in settling the refugee problem. How we get to ensure a change in Indian policy is something we don't know yet, but we have to make sure that India does not repeat the police actions of 1996 when hundreds of our refugees were arrested in West Bengal while making their way back to Bhutan. A change in Indian policy towards the refugees is a must - without that, we cannot go back home.

RW: There are some people in your movement who argue strongly that a solution of the refugee problem will mean nothing unless Bhutan itself democratises and changes from a system, which the refugees, and so many others in Bhutan say they have found to be so oppressive? Do you see logic in their argument?

I am opposed to the argument that these refugees should for the moment stay in camps in Nepal and only return home once democracy is established in Bhutan. These people don't realise the refugee repatriation process itself can be a catalyst of sorts-that is something Bhutan's present rulers understand, which is' why they are trying to stop the repatriation at all cost. At the moment, the pro-​democracy movement has hardly taken off. Solid groundwork is required inside Bhutan to spark off a movement like the one we have seen in Indonesia.

Gazmere: I think we can talk of the two perspectives in the same breadth. Now look, even in the refugee camps of Nepal, it is becoming evident that the international community will not look after the refugees indefinitely. The UNHCR is already saying their funding of the refugee camps in eastern Nepal will be scaled down - we think this cutback could be quite drastic. Nepal is a poor country and though most of the refugees are of Nepali origin, Kathmandu will have very little enthusiasm to maintain these refugees. There is another fear - because the refugees are of Nepali origin, they may start melting into Nepalese society. That will complicate the problem. Now I believe in a strong pro-democracy movement in Bhutan but I am also a realist and I am sure that if the refugees are asked to wait until such a movement overthrows the present system in Bhutan, I doubt whether they can return home in Bhutan in their lifetime. The pro-democracy movement can proceed in its own pace, depending on realities on ground, but it should be our priority to enable the refugees to go back to their place.

RW: Do you think the pro-democracy groups have succeeded in intensifying their movement?

Gazmere: At the moment, much of it is big rhetoric. I would argue for the return of the refugees and let them participate in the democratic struggle in Bhutan rather than let foreigners take the initiative. If Bhutan is forced to take the, refugees back, then, that, in itself, will be a big blow to Bhutan's present government. That will help strengthen the pro-​democracy movement. There exists a symbiotic relationship between the two-those who cannot see it is making a mistake. I am opposed to the argument that these refugees should for the moment stay in camps in Nepal and only return home once democracy is established in Bhutan.

These people don't realise the refugee repatriation process itself can be a catalyst - that is something Bhutan's present rulers understand, which is why they are trying to stop the repatriation at all cost. At the moment, the pro-democracy movement has hardly taken off. Solid groundwork is required inside Bhutan to spark off a movement like the one we have seen in Indonesia.

Research Notes Rajendrapur Conference

Altogether 41 experts from all over South Asia and overseas including the UNHCR attended a conference on refugees and displaced persons in Rajendrapur, near Dhaka, on 9-11 February, 1998 to examine the emerging issues of research and policy interest.

The conference was designed to exchange information about on-going research, teaching and field-level work on refugees and displaced persons in the subcontinent; to identify existing gaps in current research; and to discuss possible collaboration among NGOs, media, lawyers, government, and national and international humanitarian and relief agencies. The papers and the ensuing discussions focused, among other things, on the nature, extent and causes of involuntary displacement in South Asia; the economic, social and psychological impact, particularly on women and children; legal and institutional response by government; non~ governmental initiatives; and the nature, scope and implications of international involvement.

In order to make lasting impact on policy​making, the participants recognized the need of programmes to sensitise the younger generation, and consequently the need to include for refugee and displacement issues in teaching, training and media courses. The existing resources and expertise available regionally should be tapped more meaningfully to build up a repository of information. There should be regular exchanges 'of scholars between regional universities and other teaching and research institutions. There was a suggestion that organisations such as the UNHCR should also be subject of dispassionate media scrutiny Joint cross-border studies should be initiated among regional scholars.

Some of the papers presented at the Rajendrapur Conference were:

Imtiaz Ahmed, Beyond Policing Refugees:

Non-governmental Initiative and AcUons; Lok Raj Baral, Nepal and the Problem of Refugees; Bertram Bastiampillai, Displaced Persons and Their Plight in Sri Lanka; B.S. Chimni, The Law and Politics of Regional Solutions: The Case of South Asia; Abrar R. .Chowdhury, Issues and the Constraints in the Repatriation/ RehabilitaUon of the Rohingya and Chakma Refugees and the Biharis; Sanjoy Hazarika, Assam, Bangladesh and the QuesUon of Migration; Saba Gul Khattak, Refugee Policy Politics: Afghans in Pakistan; Mahendra P. Lama, Political Economy of Lhotsampa Refugees; Saradindu Mukherjee, Indian Experience with Forced Migration; Darini Rajasingham, Displaced Women in the Hidden Economies of Armed Conflicts in Sri Lanka, Tasneem Siddiqui, Jamuna Bridge Project and the Dfflpmced.

The Rajendrapur Conference was organised by the Regional Centre for Strategic Studies (RCSS), Colombo, in collaboration with the Refugee Studies Programme of the University of Oxford, the Refugee and Migratory Movement Research Unit of the University of Dhaka, and the Bangladesh Institute of International and Strategic Studies, Dhaka.

By Kanak Mani Dixit

