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INTRODUCTION

This Paper proposes to look at the issue of mmman a historic and contemporary
perspective of land settlement and related politqrzestions, pressure on natural
resources from demographic and other factors amd gihestion of sustainable
development in the Northeast, but specifically iss&m. The problems posed by
immigration into Assam are not unique: we see thepeated, with different sets of
actors, in Meghalaya and Mizoram, Arunachal PrageghTripura. The faces of the
actors differ but the core issues remain the sanme+amain unresolved, with

bitterness and violence growing by the day. Thisgpas not an academic survey but
(gives the author’s perception of existing readitend future trends) based on field
experience and extensive interviewing and travglim the region. Our discussion
begins at a point earlier this century before mgumthe present situation, reviewing
the present social and political crisis and thednie conflict resolution and open

debate.

More than fifty years ago, India’s greatest stat@smeclared to the people of Assam:
“If the people feel that the present policy of tB®vernment on settlement and
immigration is oppressive and anti-national, leenth fight it non-violently, or
violently, if necessary®™

Those prophetic words of Mahatma Gandhi, recordedi$ faithful diarist, the late

Pyarelal Nayar, continue to have a special meafonghe Assam Valley. For one
thing, his remarks on the issue of immigration aetllement are not well known. The
issue continues to trouble many parts of the Nadhenot just Assam.

For another, the apostle of non-violence was phmhg a gospel of change that was
radically different to the widely held perceptiohhas views and principles: he was

calling, as close to directly as was possible, deearmed revolt, if necessary, against
an injustice.

It was not the only time that the Mahatma suggestud to confrontation between
Assam and the Centre, because he believed thaidodls, communities, states and
nations needed to stand up fearlessiyphaya to him was as important ahimsa,
you could not and still cannot have one withoutdtieer—for what they believed.

The winter of 1946, as a tragedy of epic proposdieithe Partition of India—was
rapidly moving to its horrific conclusion, two em&ies of Gopinath Bardoloi, the
Congress Premier of Assam, met the Mahatma atahipen Noakhali, East Bengal.

The issue was simple: opposition to the CabinesMiss recommendation that India
be grouped into three Sections, A, B and C. Them® W include states as diverse as
Bombay, the Northwest Province, Bengal and Assalinofawhich had mixed
religious populations.

The Mission clubbed Bengal, which was a Muslim-migjgorovince, with Assam, a
Hindu-dominated state. Since, under the Missiompaehsation, the Sections would
frame the constitutions of these areas, a provimtie a numerical superiority like
Bengal could force its views down Assam’s throat.



Bardoloi’'s pleas against pushing Assam into Besgatins was dismissed by Pandit
Jawaharlal Nehru (that Assam’s refusal could ‘tetske the forces of chaos and civil
war’); Sardar Patel first backed Bardoloi by wmgino Sir Stafford Cripps, the
President of the Board of Trade, that “the (Britigiterpretation means that Bengali
Muslims would draw up the Constitution of Assam. {au think such a monstrous
proposition would be accepted by the Hindus of As24 But then he too changed
his position and took the Nehru line.

Bereft of support from the national leadership amdried by the Muslim League’s
open declaration that the Cabinet Mission’s Plamamhéhat the “germ and essence of
Pakistan” was there, Bardoloi turned to his lasbre the Congress Party of Assam
and the Mahatma. The Congress Party was popul&ssam especially since the
State had been a keen participant in the indepeedaovement. And the Mahatma’s
support would be crucial to turn the tables agdimstMission Plan and give the State
Congress the support it needed. We must rememimtheansignificant point here:
that Bardoloi and his Congress Party came to powel946 on the plank of
Assamese nationalism and anti-immigrant policies.

The party manifesto states in no uncertain ternag tfhe inclusion of Bengali-
speaking Syihet and Cachar (Plains portion) andirtimigration or importation of
lakhs of Bengali settlers on wastelands has beegatdning to destroy the
distinctiveness of Assam and has, in practice, eshusiany disorders in its
administration.? It also said that the political boundaries of ttate should be
defined on the basis of Assamese language andettiuwithout it “the survival of
the Assamese nationality and culture will becompdssible.*

The Congress won that election handsomely.

Bardoloi’'s emissaries were his trusted lieutenaBtgy Bhagawati and Mahendra
Mohan Chowdhury. The Mahatma was unequivocal.

“If Assam keeps quiet, it is finished. No one cancé Assam to do what it does not
want to do. It must stand independently as an amaus unit. It is autonomous to a
large extent today. It must become fully independsrd autonomous. Whether you
have that courage, grit and the gumption, | dokmotv. You alone can say that....

“You will have to forget petty jealousies and riies and overcome your weaknesses.
Assam has as many weaknesses at it has strength Kriow my Assam.

“We look to the Congress and then feel that if wendt follow it slavishly something
will go wrong with it. | have said that not onlypaovince but even an individual can
rebel against the Congress and by doing so sassitming he is on the right. | have
done so myself...

“I have given you all this time to steel your heatb give you courage. If you do not
act correctly and now, Assam will be finished. TR#irdoloi | do not want Assam to
lose its soul. It must uphold it against the whetald. Else | will say that Assam had
only manniken and no men. It is impertinent to ®sjghat Bengal should dominate
Assam in any way>



Backed by those ringing words, Bardoloi stood uth®pressure of the Congress
High Command as well as of the British Governmert the Muslim League.

The Mission’s Plan fell apart.

Yet, fifty years later, the Congress is unwilling unable to take a similar position

because of fear of hurting its vote banks of iectdar” image. But why blame merely

the Congress? Few parties, apart from the Asom @anishad at the regional level

and the Bharatiya Janata Party at the nationall,leare prepared to tackle this

guestion head-on. Of course, one has very strosgyvations about the exaggerated
figures relating to the size of the migration frdooth these parties as well as their
emphasis on “Muslim infiltrators” as against “Hintefugees.”

| find it difficult to accept such sweeping gen&ations. An illegal immigrant is an
illegal immigrant—the colour of the skin or theigsbus allegiance of that person is
not a question unless he or she is being perseouteeligious grounds in the land of
his/her birth.

For several years, | have advocated the need fopan debate on these issues. In this
paper, | wish to indicate the framework of a camdive dialogue and debate on the
guestions of migration and development, with specdlation to the Northeast. Anti-
settler feelings are not new in Assam or in angptrart of the India Far East—what
many of us loosely term as the Northeast. One s&nNorth of what? (Bangladesh
and the Bay of Bengal!) East of where? (again Baahegh!)

But before we get into the nuts and bolts of a uwismn on migration and
development, let us briefly examine the recent gaait alienation and conflict in
Assam and the region.

First of all, it was a head count in 1979—not tkeasus but an electoral check—that
laid the basis for the fear in the Ass am Valleat tthe indigenous people were being
swamped by an unregulated influx of foreigners.

In this case, the “foreigner” was viewed as the @adeshi, invariably a Muslim and
extremely hard-working as well as politically saviys vote was wooed by different
political parties.

There has been a long-simmering dislike of the Mysigghias or miyahs as the
Bengali-speaking immigrant is called, especiallyoag the Assamese caste Hindus
and the plains tribals. This has found expressiomany forms: confrontations and
violence and more recently in the shape of a stul@eln anti-migrant agitation that

rocked the valley in the 1980s.

Tied to this attitude was the change in the Corgypasition, especially in the state
but allied to the perception at the Centre, on igration. Outsiders were gradually
identified as supporters and then as vote banks.

As feelings on the issue built up, the death ofldirPatwari, the Janta Party Member
of Parliament from the Mangaldoi constituency, 8Y9, proved to be a turning point.



A revision of the electoral rolls turned up 70,0@Mmplaints against so-called illegal
immigrants. Forty-five thousand of these were ughil a total electorate of
6000,000 Across the state a flood of complaints swept tioall electoral offices and
in one particular week as many as 320,000 comglaete filed.

The All Assam Students Union, the traditional tebearer of agitations in the Assam
Valley, allied with other organizations to launchmevement against settlers. The
consequences of that agitation are still being fiethrew the region into turbulence,

created deep divides among the communities andolembnflicts and wounds that

have not healed but are being opened again.

As the students articulated widespread concern tapo#f advantage of popular
resentment, the Chief Election Commissioner, S.ak8her, made the following
statement:

“In one state (Assam), the population in 1971 rdedran increase as high as 34.98
percent over the 1961 figures and this increaseattabuted to the influx 09f a very
large number of persons from neighbouring countridse influx has become a
regular feature. | think it may not be a wrong assgent to make, on the basis of the
increase of 34.98 percent between the two censlibesincrease that is likely to be
recorded in the 1991 census would be more tharp&@tent over the 1961 census. In
other words, a stage would be reached when the wi@tld have to reckon with the
foreign nationals who may probably constitute aeaite percentage, if not the
majority of the population, of the state.

“Another disturbing factor in this regard is thentind made by the political parties
for the inclusion in the electoral rolls of the resnof such migrants who are not
Indian citizens without even questioning and prbpeletermining the citizenship
status.”’

We are familiar with the events that followed thedent agitation: first a series of
strikes leading to the boycott of the 1980 electiand gheraoing of candidates that
forced cancellation of balloting in 8 of 14 Parlantary constituencies. Then
followed a sustained campaign, despite crackdownmohbce and paramilitary forces,
that crippled the state administration and the eogn

Several rounds of negotiations between Mrs. In@endhi, who was returned to
power in the 1980 general elections, and the ag#afailed. The Prime Minister
called for an election to force the issue andeséiti political instability in the state.

The 1983 February elections to the state assenmulyt@fill the vacant Lok Sabha
seats were an unmitigated disaster. The studamshad not just a boycott but active
resistance. Roads and bridges were damaged; teleeoications were snapped;
polling parties were attacked and at least onekiizsl.

| remember traveling extensively across the statélzing stunned by the scale of
strife and the siege mentality that prevailed ampolgicians, administrators and the
police and paramilitary. The depth of hatred araderice that existed among different
communities was also deeply troubling. The army wakomed as a neutral force in



many places after riots had broken out and thd administration and the police
force had failed to quell them.

Riot after riot; massacre after massacre; commuegiginst community; neighbour
against neighbour: The scale of the violence wightning and tragic.

On the harvested rice fields of a little knownagé called Nellie, not less than 1,700
Muslim settlers were slaughtered in the space &#wa hours by groups of plains
dwellers, armed with primitive weapons, but who peg their assault with military
precision.

| personally witnessed the aftermath of that hoemod the trauma of those days. It
irretrievably shattered the social compact thatgtess had built up over the years; it
also brought to the surface the long-suppresseuhdseof rage and frustration against
the settler.

In most cases, it was the Bengali-speaking Muslino Wwore the brunt of this wrath.
In other places, it was the Bengali-speaking Hindgrain a migrant/settler from East
Pakistan/ Bangladesh. And in one, there was a ¢tlasheen Assamese villagers and
members of the Bodo community, Assam’s largest gmiuplains tribals in Gohpur,
Upper Assam.

In case after case, the issue of discord was ncelynesligious differences or cultural
problems but of disputes over land. This is a doedb which we shall return in this
paper, later and at greater length.

The election brought a Congress Party Governmemgoteer under Mr. Hiteswar
Saikia, but is widely regarded as one of the modaiu elections to be held in the
history of independent India. The death toll hasbe®en matched by any election: the
figures vary between 3,000 to 5,000 dead.

And the number of voters who participated was lowsome polling booths, not a
single vote was cast.

The anti-foreigner movement turned slowly into amti-&aikia agitation, as the
agitation lost momentum, But it retained enoughutto enable its leadership to sign
an agreement in August 1985 with the Central Gawert when Mr. Rajiv Gandhi,
the new Prime Minister took the initiative. Undbetterms of the accord, Mr. Saikia
demitted office, the state legislature was dissblaad new elections were held that
brought the agitators to power.

The Centre pledged to deport illegal immigrants wlad after 1971, promised to set
up a third oil refinery, reopen a sick paper mdktablish an Indian institute of
Technology and a Central University in the state.

But on the core issues of identifying and deporaifigns, the agitators compromised:
they sought the disenfranchisement of immigrants tvd come between 1961-1971
(large number of them were Bengali Hindus from Hzaistan) but permitted them
to vote in the very elections that brought themaaer in 1985.



By agreeing to 1971 as the cutoff year, the agisatmcepted the very formula that
Mrs. Gandhi, astute as always on such issues, flatkd as far back as 1980 and
which they had spurned. In fact, at the time, MBandhi had told the agitators that
detection and deportation could begin on the baki$971 as a cutoff year while
discussions continued on other issues. If the stgsdead taken her offer, much time,
energy and bloodshed could have been saved.

In 1985, the students came to power under the Ibavfne new regional party, the

Asom Gana Parishad. But they failed to redeem tpkeidges of deportation and
detection. Only about 900 illegal migrants weretedsduring their tenure and they
lost credibility. In the process, an armed insufogc grew in the state under the
leadership of the United Liberation Front of Asdis.activities were curbed by two

major army operations that followed the dismisstltiee Asom Gana Parishad
Government and new elections that brought CongardsMr. Saikia back to power.

But in recent months, its activities have been be upsurge, especially in
collaboration with two other underground groupse powerful National Socialist

Council of Nagaland and the Bodo Security Force. tBis essay is not the place to
discuss insurgency.

What must be pointed out here is that a seriesectiens and confrontations has not
resolved the crisis before Assam. In Fact, Assam-wall as other parts of the
Northeast, some to a lesser degree and otherssitailar if not greater degree — is
facing an acuter problem than at other times inpast, pointing to a failure of

institutions and leaders.

Prime Minister P.V. Narasimha Rao recognized thgitileacy of the student
grievances — much to the dismay of his party fodsw at a public rally in Guwahati
in 1992.

The Prime Minister surprised Assam that July bylateny, accounting to one
newspaper accourit, that the Centre was prepared to consider amertmdlegal
Migrants (Determination by Tribunals) Act of Assa(fMDTA). But little has
happened on that front.

Mr. Rao also said, according to this report, thhe“demand made by the students of
the State on the issue of illegal immigration akfgners into the State was justified...
such illegal migration of foreign nationals intosasn and their permanent residence
here has created a serious problem in the st&te..understood the deep-seated
feeling of alienation and anger of the youth of &mswhich he identified as having
been born out of the influx of foreigners to thatst”®

This was a remarkable stand by the chief of theaguparty, in a state where the
Congress is identified with establishing vote bardsd tacitly if not overtly
encouraging in-migration.

Surely, nearly four years after that statemens, ime to ask if the ruling party of any
other party—barring the Bharatiya Janata Party—dasew on in-migration and
foreign nationals settling in India? If there is@gnition of the “anger” on the issue in
Assam, then what has been done to assuage it?
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Very little.

The flaws in the IMDTA remain untouched. It sayatttany complaint must be
accompanied by the payment of a fee and the congmaimust live within four
kilometers of the person he/she is complainingresiai

Villagers are loathe to put down money for suchesashey fear being drawn into
tortuous litigation. In addition, many of the migta live in tightly-knit, populous
clusters. Concern about individual security is Broteason for reluctance.

That no party is prepared to face the issue squareinfortunate because it gives the
BJP a clear road on which to drive a narrow agehdtis neither based on fact or
logic.

The BJP would have us discriminate between Mustififtrators and Hindu refugees.
Let us repeat here: a foreign national is a foreigtional. If there is political or
religious persecution that has forced an individudeparture from the land of their
birth, then he or she must prove it.

We must recall the Bardoloi manifesto of the 194&®on when, in his call to the
Assamese people, Assam’s Premier said that theigration or importation of lakhs
of Bengiaoli settlers on wastelands has been thriegtém destroy the distinctiveness of
Assam.’

Even earlier, in 1921, C.S. Mullen, the Census Casioner of Assam remarked on
the scale of the Bengali immigration: “Whither theis land, thither flock the
Mymensinghias. In fact the way upon which they hseeed upon the vacant areas in
the Assam Valley seems almost uncanny. Without, fusthout tumult, without
undue trouble to the district revenue staffs, aytatppn which must amount to over
half a million has transplanted itself from Bengalthe Assam Valley in the past
twenty five years.”

STATISTICS

To bring us up to date, it is important to reflect the latest statistics which paint a
grim picture of what is in store for Assam.

| must make it plain here that | am not a parodtiahor do | support one community
against another. In this case, as in all others;dsam seeking to be objective. | am
relying on data that is available to all. The iptetation is mine but the facts are
difficult to dispute. They are, after all, the oftil records of the Census of India.

According to the Census of India, 1991, Assam’sutatpon grew from about 15
million in 1971 to 22.4 million in 1991 There was no head count in 1981 because of
the turbulence in the valley. Hindus were 15 millior 67.13 percent of the
population™? Muslims were 6.3 million or just over 28 percehtte populatior



There may be nothing extraordinary in these figupest as there is nothing
remarkable about the fact that the overall popofagjrowth rate in Assam since 1971
is 53.36% or a full percentage point less tharathindia figure.

But the picture looks different when one analy$esdata from the districts.

In 1971, Assam had two Muslim majority districtsaildkandi in the Barak Valley,
which is dominated by Bengali speakers (incideptaduring all the trouble in the
Assam agitation, the Barak Valley remained fre¢hefagitation because the Bengali
speakers saw their brethren as targets in the Brajpatra Valley and Dhubri.

But in 1991, there were two more Muslim-majoritytdicts: Barpeta and Goalpara.
The percentage of Hindus and other non-Muslims a@mpBta dropped from 51.19
percent to 40.26 percetitThe Muslim figure grew by eight percent: from 48.58
percent to 56.07 perceft.

This set of statistics raises many questions: hioithee 10 percent drop in the Hindu
population take place? Was there out-migration3olf to where? Is the Muslim
growth a normal growth at about four percent perade? Is there in-form migration
and if so, from where? West Bengal or Bangladedie|atter has a border with both
Barpeta and Goalpara as well as Dhubri and Cadiawith substantial Muslim
populations.

Take the case of Goalpara; here the increase s seeper—the Muslim population
grew from 41.46 percent to 50.18 percEnthe Hindu and non-Muslim population
dropped from 50.17 percent to 39.89 percéritgain this raises more questions than
answers: are these natural growth patterns? Wieather fertility/birth and death
rates? Where are the Hindus going? To other cis®i If so, to which ones?

It is not my wish here to say unequivocally that ttemographic changes in these two
districts are the case of immigration from BangideThat is difficult to state in the
absence of comparative data from the correspondistgcts in Bangladesh and the
rate of out-migration to India. But common sensetades that the push and pull
factors that drive all migrations worldwide arenagch at play here as elsewhere. The
fact of a common border with Bangladesh cannot isked away either.

Let us turn here to the overall demographic patierAssam. While the Hindu and
non-Muslim population grew at the rate of 45.39cpet in the two decades, the
Muslim population grew much faster at 77.42 percént

Clearly, a better number crunching exercise isireduhan is possible in this limited
paper. But such an exercise is a must becausegfrelension of the Assamese, that
they could become a minority in their own land, baddenly become starkly real. It
is no longer an emotional issue.

The language data is not yet available nor is thgration data from the census
material. But language is not necessarily an ateungthod of determining migration
patterns. For example, many Bengali-speaking Mustigrants gave their mother
tongue as Assamese in successive censuses anctallece the Natun Asamiya or



New Assamese as part of a broader social andgqabldompact that sought to include
and not disturb them.

On the other hand, religious affiliations are atdregauge in determining the growth
of immigrants and their descendants. But thereotirer statistics which underline the
crisis.

ELECTION COMMISSION

As in 1980, The Election Commission is today in thigldle of a controversy that
addresses the core of the problem.

For years, the Commission and the Assam Governhreerég had a stand off on the
guestion of illegal votes on electoral lists. ImJary 1994, the Commission defined
40 assembly constituencies (out of 126) as platesevan abnormal growth of votes
was noted. A special revision was ordered and axamnrevision in 86 others. The
process was completed in November 1994 but a subsedull and intensive
updating of all rolls was challenged by the All Ass Minorities Students Union
(AAMSU) in the Guawahati High Court. AAMSU claimethe revisions were
discriminatory.

The court issued a stay on the request which iateaicin December 1995. This has
left the commission little or no time to conducfudl revision of the rolls in Assam
while the process is complete in virtually all athetates. The Commission has
ordered a summary revision which cannot deal wlttha objections.

A brief look at the statistics should suffice heiie: some districts/Assembly
constituencies, deletions have reduced the numbegoters to the 1991 figures or
lower although revisions were carried out in 1986293 and 1994.

In sensitive districts such as Barpeta, Silchar,ulidh Kokrajhar, Mangaldoi,
Nowgong (Nagaon), Dibrugarh and even Lakhimpur piduern is the same.

Between 1991 and 1992, the number of electors samsgrew from 1,18,92,068 to
1,36,2293,993.19 This figure fell to 1,29,15,013 in 1993 and further1,18,00,678 in
1994.

Take the examples of Barpeta and Goalpara assesebtg alone (we referred earlier
to the census figures that point to demographievrdnere)?*

1991 1992 1993 1994
Barpeta 106,292 118,179 105,521 91,712
Goalpara East 95, 520 111,520 109,593 89,824
Goalpara West 84,242 90,397 86,177 74,901




Similar figures exist for other sensitive asseng#ggments and only go to support the
concern expressed on this issue. A detailed asaiysieeded for it is not necessary
that the revisions have been absolutely sharpeim #tcuracy.

To clear misunderstanding, the Election Commissieads enough time to conduct
an intensive revision of the rolls.

This is clearly unacceptable and must be made plairthe Commission, the
Government of Assam, different political partiesldne Government of India.

This atrocity is sought to be inflicted on a stateich has one of the most sensitive
and violent histories of resistance relating to natign, settlement and elections!
Clearly it is time that the Assamese heeded Gairglhgdvice to Bardoloi’s
emissaries:

“If you do not act correctly and now Assam will faished. Tell Barodoloi that
Assam must not lose its soul. It must uphold itiagtathe whole world. Else | will say
that Assam had only manniken and not méh.”

Without an intensive revision of the rolls, no ¢lex in Assam-given the
demographic changes that have taken place-carther &iee or fair. Indeed, if held,
balloting is likely to be accompanied by the kinfdvanlence that visited the state in
1983. And that would be an even greater tragedy.

ROOT CAUSES

Let us now look at the issues of land, demograginessure and environmental
scarcity which underpin the problems we have cared earlier.

Why are migrants coming from Bangladesh and edirigen East Pakistan? What are
the push and pull factors? Is land scarcity a mpjoblem? Where are they coming
from? And where are they going?

In numerous respects, Bangladesh represents thiauldin nightmare® too many
mouths to feed and too little food or too many peopn too little land. The
population of 115 million continues to grow at atimated pace of between 2.2 and 3
percent per year. It has doubled in the past thiggrs. The country’s population
density of over 800 per square kilometer is theld®highest. Bangladesh is one of
the poorest nations in the world, with a per capitsame of less than 170 dollars per
year, half that of India. The country has strugdgiedncrease its per capita income,
but in 1986, half of the population still had ingdate energy intakes and 58 percent
of rural children and 44 percent of urban childseiffered from chronic malnutrition.
The infant mortality rate was about 110 per thodsame of the highest in the world.
Less than one-third of the adults were literated afthough three-quarters of the
children enrolled in primary school, two-thirdstbEm dropped out before secondary
school.

Nearly 80 percent of the agricultural land is alte@overed by rice, and nearly 60
percent of the country’s investments are financgdfdreign aid. The growth in
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population has led to a situation where the avefaga holding is less than one
hectare (or less than 2 acres). Despite their lowasts, high-yielding modern
varieties of food grains have not been introducecalt areas where they would
increase productivity. By one estimate, such viesehow cover 40 percent of the
cereal-growing areas, but their potential remaiaigdly unexploited because of
flooding. Estimates indicate that if irrigation weextended to 62 percent of the
cultivated area, food-grain production would redicd level of 30.7 million tons, a
vast leap over the current level of 18 to 19 mullimns. This output could feed an
estimated 185 million people at current levelsaafd intake.

The attractions of more thinly populated lands ssrthe borders are immense.
Bangladesh has a high population density as we bheady seen. The density of
population in India’s northeast is far less. Assams’ 284 per square kilometer; the
figures are 78 for Meghalaya, 262 for Tripura, &&for Mizoram. West Bengal,
however, has a reported density almost on par Bahgladesh: 766 per square
kilometer, the highest among all major states dfdn

Bangladesh maintains officially that its nationpigfer to go to the Gulf where there
are opportunities, rather than to India which céardittle. Yet, most do go to India
because as unskilled laborers, they find a readkeha the subcontinent for maids,
building workers, and porters. Bangladesh jourtaligand officials privately
acknowledge the fact of continuing out-migrationhil& economic conditions in the
bordering Indian states of West Bengal, Assam aedhdlaya may not be ideal, they
are better than conditions in Bangladesh, landveortt are available.

There are two basic factors that favour an immigraoving from Bangladesh to
northeastern India. One is that the migrant sp&ahwali, a language that is spoken
by more than 170 million people in the region, magkihe Bengalis one of the largest
linguistic groups in the world. Language gives asc® jobs, property and education.
A second factor is that many migrants have relatore the other side of the border.

Out-migration has been a perennial feature of Basgal since before the end of the
British Raj; it continued through the year of E&stkistan and post-partition; and it
continues today from Bangladesh across the bordemastern India. More than

anything else, the migrants are fleeing the povexgted degradation of their lives
hat have given hem little choice but to leave themmes for another land.

According to one estimate, population growth in @adesh will slash in half the
amount of cropland available per capita by 2025s Thisis is worsened by the fact
that all of the country’s good farmland has alreaddgn heavily exploited. “At bout
0.08 hectare per capita, cropland is already dasglgrscarce”, says the study.
“Flooding and inadequate national and communitytitungons for water control
exacerbate the lack of land and the brutal poventy/turmoil it engenders”.

The poverty of Bangladesh is in no small way attii@éble to the region’s vulnerability
of natural disasters. Bangladesh seems to moveghran unending cycle of floods,
cyclones, devastation, death, drought and famireraltling rivers burst their banks
and change course with impunity, and heavy siltaiges the level of river beds and
increases the size of the flood plains, wiping entire villages and reducing even the
reducing even the affluent to penury. More than wriléon people have been killed
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by floods since 1961. And the 1988 floods, the worsecent memory, reduced rice
production by 1.6 million tons and cause 1.3 hillidollars’ worth of damage to
roads, railroads, houses and industrial machinery.

DEMOGRAPHIC DATA

We also need to look at data that will enable usee the other side (Bangladeshi)
and see if it supports the views expressed above.

Rough estimates are available of the numbers ofamig moving over the year out of
Bangladesh and into northeast India. A significstntly by Sharifa Beguni? of the
Bangladesh institute of Development Studies in Rhalepresents the first semi-
official acknowledgement by Dhaka of the size @& thigration problem.

According to begum, between 3.15 and 3.5 milliorogte migrated from East
Pakistan to India between 1951 and 1961. And betvi®&1 and 1974, another 1.5
million migrated. A national census was conducte961 and 1974. the 1974 census
was the first in independent Bangladesh. The lditjeire is based on census figures
and incorporates estimates of deaths from he 19@l@ree and from the Bangladesh
liberation war. But it appears to be a conservatisgmate for it does not take into
account the 10 million who fled the repressionh& Pakistan Army in 1970 and 1971
before an Indian military victory allowed hem tdum home. Most of the migrants
returned; yet nearly a million (believed to be rhodtlindus) stayed in India,
apparently blending into the countryside. All tagds up to an outflow of 6 million in
the 23 years between 1951 and 1974.

In a more recent paper, Begum states that although statistics for migratice not
available after 1974, there is no valid reasonuiggsst that migration ceased at that
time. She adds that in fact there are indicatidvag Bangladesh lost a substantial
proportion of its population from 1974 to 1981 daenigration and famine.

Though Bangladesh persists in its proclamationsith@as no illegal aliens in India,
Bangladeshi communities have sprung up in New Datid Bombay. While the
Government of India declares that there are ab60t0D0 Bangladeshi migrants in
Delhi, intelligence estimates say the figure isialty closer to 200,000.

The Border Security Force that patrols the Indimle ©f the international frontier

says that it detained more than 56,000 Bangladésiig to cross into West Bengal
in 1990. Detentions and deportations of people faldhe border in Assam and
Tripura were far less, estimated at several hundildte rule of thumb in this game is
that for every illegal immigrant caught, at leastif get through, especially if they're
Hindu”, says one senior Indian diplomat, who kndtes problem well. He states that
the issue is raised at virtually every Indo-Bangktd meeting of officials, diplomats
and politicians. “But illegal migration remains thenfinished agenda of every
dialogue, the unresolved issue. It's really a djak of the deaf. we tell Dhaka these
people are coming in, Dhaka says they're not Batgghis, they're Indian smugglers
of citizens returning after illegally visiting reéi@es or friends in Bangladesh”.

This raises the question of what is to be done.
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Let me outline a series of steps which | believe tezkle the problem at its roots and
develop a road toward cooperative endeavour irrégen, for it is only a regional
approach that can work.

Migration will continue, especially from Bangladesind Nepal, No wall, law or
police force anywhere in the world has been abkdp it. People, like water, always
find their level for survival. But if massive infies are to be checked then we have to
find strategies of helping Bangladesh and Nepaklbgvtheir economies and help
curb an out flow of people. Otherwise there will $iowballing conflicts over land
and other resources as nearly a billion Indians reeatly 200 million Bangladeshis
will compete for jobs and land by the year 2020th&fit policies on population,
migration, flood and river control, we may see ashl of nationalities and border
communities that will overshadow ethnic confliceehhere in the world. If we
consider that pressure on natural resources andralithnic identity are the basis
for conflict, then we must also accept that thegeir for change lies in tackling these
very issues.

Economic development, rooted in cooperation in wated other resource sharing,
multilateral trade and assisting communities atrthiero level, instead of imposing
centrally-sponsored schemes on them, are the appies for a change. Again, |
would stress here that the sense of inclusion aadicgation of the local
communities is critical in making programmes wodther than a paternalism that
provokes bitterness.

Some steps are being taken in this direction withdadoption of a South Asia free
trade zone by the member nations of SAARC. Inddeziyegion as we have defined
it in this article makes a coherent trading blocitdas time, tradition and geography
on its side. But is SAARC is to be more meaninghi$ eastern Himalayan stretch
and its plains must become the focus of attentimh @operation, transforming the
lives of millions of people.

Some specific strategies towards such a goal are:

+ Devise economic strategies within Bangladesh thihtewable people to stay
within their countries rather than migrate. Thisulb include developing
markets and opportunities at home which can onlyeas part of a larger
strategy that involves its neighbours.

% Strengthen existing Constitutional safeguards faals communities so that
they can survive the inflow of migrants and thevgio of larger domestic
populations. In addition, they need to be traimedkills that will enable them
to compete outside their enclaves.

« As many as 54 large, medium and small rivers flow iBangladesh; all of
them originate outside the country, giving it feWtematives in its regular
battles against floods. One would suggest a netwbrkmall and medium
dams as run of the river projects in parts of Ne@lutan, Sikkim and
Arunachal Pradesh to tap a faction of the vastrveseof hydro energy that
are, going waste and creating flood havoc downstrea
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+ The easing of floods would open up new land fotiation and harvesting
and ease some of the demographic pressures. Itvatsd enable Bangladesh
to get more water when needed. The tapping ofrtieler streams would be a
major source of river water during the dry monthsew farmers most need it.

% Sell the power within the region or export it tchet parts of India and
Southeast Asia. Energy hunger is destined to gamdly in the next few
decades as industralisation and unshackled ecoa@uige forward.

% Increase the open trade between countries and caimesuby building better
roads and other transport and communication feslitRevive the water
transport system that would generate employmerddetr and better
communication and decrease freight costs. Develgpries of inland ports
that would cater to the revived river traffic andka Calcutta the hub of this
river strategy as an inland port and not an, irgonal seaport, a role for
which it is no longer suited but which Paradeefester placed to play. It
would also lessen the reliance on Farakka and remsvmajor instance
between the two countries.

s Give port and transit facilities to countries oé tregion and make legal travel
easier.

+ Develop local economic schemes with regard to lafli and handloom
development, marketing local products and improsagdculture and water
use strategies including better seed technologikat will strengthen
community- based economies.

% Develop education projects that enable studentgpandle from the new zone
to learn about each other by teaching the langudigsries and traditions in
educational institutions. We know so little abouwicle other. It is perhaps
easier to learn about the Chakmas at Harvard amtb@dge than in Calcutta
or Shillong. It is time these information gaps wphegged so that dogmas are
tackled and misunderstandings are cleared.

« An information and communication network involvingurnalists and
communicators of the region needs to be made br@adkdeeper. Journalists
from the print, audio and visual media need todldw each other’s countries
and states to understand the core issues. Withaltaage in attitudes, no
policies, however laudable, will work.

« An international airport at Guwahati could be pHraa methodical approach to
improve regional infrastructure, giving industry danentrepreneurs
opportunities to trade with Dhaka and also with fast-growing economics of
Southeast Asia.

Questions of identity will continue to be raiseddaresistance to centre-driven

changes will drag on for many years. But it is tifoethe peoples of this region, who
have suffered long enough, to prepare themselves nfoav challenges and
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opportunities.

Failure to seize the moment can lead to major msfllamong communities and
states, devastating both.

Before ending, one must address the questionseofdled for policies on migration
and refugee flows.

The Government of India singularly lacks a singkiqy on these issues.

Fifty years after gaining independence, surelysittime that we discussed these
guestions openly, embracing the forums of open téebiad free speech to articulate
the problems and possible answers.

Ad hoc responses have created the mess that exists Northeast or Far East. We
need long-term, well- reasoned approaches to nogrand forced displacement—
like the Chakma refugees who left East Pakistai9#6¥ and now have become such a
source of conflict in Arunachal Pradesh where thaye lived as law-abiding citizens
(without the actual benefit of citizenship) for $&ars. The Arunachalis want them
out but many of the Chakmas have been born sirgeghrents moved to India. The
fact of birth in Indian territory makes them Indjathough they may not have
officially applied for citizenship. Yet, they arélsstateless and remain discriminated
against.

There is the question of how traditional societepe with the sweeping transitions
that they face through instant communications, exp® to new lifestyles and new
pressures. Is there a way of helping with thisditean so that the best traditions are
married to new skills that enable communities togpess and not stagnate or be
overwhelmed?

These issues need to be openly discussed and seldir&8hen does a migrant cease
to be an immigrant? What time span is required doept him/her as an Indian
national? Must legal formalities be insisted upsragrice for citizens? Or can there
be a general amnesty for all illegal immigrants gwiave come before a “cutoff”
date? What should be a cut off date)? What are¢baomic benefits of migration—
and there are many, including a cheap and hardn@iiibour force that will handle
tasks that the local population may shirk.

It is time to examine these questions rigorously fxankly. Hiding the issues under
the carpet—as has happened for the past decadedeeh&s missed opportunities
and much tension and bitterness. We no longer tre/&ixury of time to brush them
aside.

Migration is one of the crucial issues of our tim€kis is the opportunity to consider
it and search for ways to tackle it.
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