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FOREWORD

ndia is perhaps the most diverse country in the world with

wide diversity of religion, language and ethnicity. Yet, there
is an underlying unity in the country based on geography,
history and culture. This has enabled the Indian Civilisation
State to survive from the dawn of history. In fact, ours is the
only surviving ancient civilisation of the world. As India is the
most diverse country of the world, her North-eastern Region is
the most diverse part of the country. The religious, linguistic
and ethnic divides here are sharper and the bonds of history,
geography and culture not so strong. The several insurgencies
that have erupted in this region have to be seen against this
backdrop. '

Politically independent and economically affluent societies
enjoying good governance do not get afflicted by insurgency. The
people in such countries are naturally interested in the
maintenance of status quo. Developing societies harbouring a
feeling of neglect or discrimination, and having a large
unemployed youth population, provide a breeding ground for
insurgency. These conditions are to be found in éimple measure
in the North-east and hence the mushrooming of different

insurgencies in that region.

The five requirements for an insurgency movement are, an
Ideal, a Charismatic Leader, a Popular Base, a Favourable
Terrain and Outside Support. These have been available to
insurgency movements in varying degrees in the North-east.
They fuel the secessionist agenda of the insurgents. We have
had different types of secessionist movements in the country
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like linguistic, tribal, cultural and religious. On the whole, we
have been battling against them successfully keeping our
national frontiers inviolate. The linguistic secessionism in Tamil
Nadu was successfully tackled through a democratic process
and without resort to force. The other South Indian States did
not join the anti-Hindi movement and the 1962 war generated
a nationalist upsurge, throughout the country. Our economy
improved due to the ushering in of the Green Revolution. All
these factors helped us in tackling linguistic secessionism in
Tamil Nadu. On the other hand, linguistic secessionism
succeeded in Pakistan. Democratic process had been thwarted
there and military committed numerous atrocities. This led to
a people’s movement for freedom and armed rebellion. Thus,
Pakistan got dismembered. Tribal insurgencies erupted in
Nagaland, Mizoram, Manipur and Tripura. In Nagaland it has
been in suspended animation for the last ten }:ears through a
cease-fire but the source of conflict has not yet been resolved.
The tribal insurgency in Mizoram, was resolved through a
political settlement, with Laldenga, the undisputed Mizo
insurgent leader, joining the Nation's political mainstream. This
has been a success story and Mizoram is now the most peaceful
State of the Noxth-east. Manipur continues to boil and is today
the most violent State in the North-east. The situation there is
compounded by conflict between different segments of the
population on the basis of ethnic differences. Insurgency in
Tripura is more of a “civil war” between the tribal population
and the post-1947 Bengalee immigrants, who have reduced the
original population of the State to a minority. Assam is the most
important State in the North-east, strategically, economically
and demographically. Although tribal insurgency notably that
of Bodos has taken place in that State, the insurgency there has
been mainly cultural with the bulk of the population being men
of the plains, seeking a separate cultural and historical identity.
Religious insurgency as such has not erupted in the North-east.
Large-scale conversions have taken place in that region post
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Independence. This has been a continuation of the process
started in the pre-Independence era. Apart from a few incidents,
and inclinations of some elements on the basis of religious
identity, religion as such has not been a major factor motivating
insurgents. However, we have had to contend with religious
insurgency in the North, first in Punjab and then in Jammu
and Kashmir. We successfully managed to combat insurgency
in Punjab, through firm Police action supported by the Army
and the cooperation of the people. Normalcy was restored in
that State. Religious secessionism in Jammu and Kashmir has
been an ongoing militancy movement with a vicious mix of
insurgency, terrorism and proxy war. Vigorous efforts are being
made towards both conflict management and conflict
resolution. There is a marked improvement in the situation but
daily killings, albeit on reduced scale, and occasional incidents
of high profile violence, continue.

Insurgency which is also for good reason, called People’'s War,
is primarily a post Second World War phenomenon. No doubt
there have been innumerable previous instances of irregular
bands operating in mountains and forests against regular
armies. Tsi Yao of the Ming race engaged Emperor Huang in a
long drawn war in fourth century BC. The Old Testament
describes the guerilla campaign of Macabes against the Syrian
armies. Fabius Maximus adopted this tactics in Italy against
Hanibal. In early nineteenth century, the Spanish guerillas wore
down the army of Napoleon. In fact, the word 'guerilla’ is derived
from the Spanish word ‘gorilo’ meaning little warfare. Guerilla
tactics may have often been practiced in the past, but the
concept of insurgency is a modern phenomenon, requiring
irregular bands to wear down regular armies through guerilla
tactics and preventing them to bring to bear their superior
military strength, securing a sanctuary to build conventional
military power and finally delivering a coup de grace in a
crushing defeat on the occupying/ruling power in a conventional
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battle. Mao demonstrated the successful culmination of this
process in China leading to driving out the US supported
Chiang-Kai-Shekh's Army from the Chinese mainland. Ho Chi
Minh did the same when he ultimately inflicted a stunning defeat
on the French at Dren Bien Phu in a conventional battle.
Although this form of insurgency is essentially a post Second
World War phenomenon, it would not be out of place to mention
that this concept was perhaps pioneered, centuries earlier, by
the great Shivaji. Starting with irregular bands, he wore down
the armies of first Bijapur Sultan and then the Mughal Emperor
in the hills of the Western Ghat. His victories against
overwhelmingly superior forces demonstrated the success of
the weak against the strong. What he lacked in military strength,
he made up with surprise and mobility. Thus he managed a
sanctuary ringed by hill forts which became virtually
impregnable. His one reverse at Purandar led to his being taken
a prisoner and he had to suffer the ignominy of having to appear
in the thhal court at Agra. His dramatic escape from Agra had
an electrifying effect on the people of Maharashtra. He now
renounced the Purandar treaty imposed on him. At the height
of Mughal imperial power, he could celebrate his coronation at
Raigad with priests coming from far away Varanasi, making it
a landmark national event of the time. This was followed by a
victorious advance at the head of a large Army, over a distance

of 1000 Kms across the Deccan, from the West Coast to the East
Coast.

Till the Second World War, insurgency or people's war, was
hardly a problem. Fate of nations was decided mostly in
conventional battles. Exceptions apart, like mobilisation of
people’s power as in the case of operations by 'Shivaji, the
common man showed little concern and was generally
apathetic. He did not consider it necessary to combat the enemy:.
This was considered 'the exclusive domain of soldiers'. No role
was visualised for the people who had to resign themselves to
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the outcome of battles. Thus, the fate of India was repeatedly
decided on a frontage of a few thousand yards at Panipat with
the people resigning themselves to accepting the outcome of the
battle. This was so even in Europe, even though Nation States
had got established there from sixteenth/seventeenth centuries
and large national armies were being raised through
conscription. Thus as at Panipat, so at Waterloo the fate of
Europe was decided on a frontage of about 3000 yards without
any subsequent popular upheaval by the people. Moreover, in
the past there was little awareness among the people. With
improved communications and higher level of public
consciousness, the situation got altered in the twentieth century
and more so as we advanced to the present Information Age.

With the process of decolonisation starting after the Second
World War, greater awareness and consciousness among the
people, promotion of Communist philosophy as also nuclear
balance of terror, low intensity conflicts like insurgencies have
become the order of the day. A few hundred such conflicts have
taken place in different parts of the world since 1945. Mobilising
the people to fight an occupying/ruling power has become
common. Major colonial powers like the French in Indo-China
and Algeria, the Dutch in Indonesia, the British in Malaya and
Kenya, the US in Vietnam and the Soviets in Afghanistan, had
to pull out from those countries, withdrawing their regular
Army. Currently we see the strongest military power in the world
~ which won a spectacular victory in a conventienal war in Iraq
with its overwhelming military power and shock and awe
tactics, mired in the quagmire of insurgency in that country.

The British devised a strategy for counter-insurgency
operations in Malaya based on trying to win the hearts and
minds of the people. The organisation and strategy devised by
them in Malaya, became a role model for fighting insurgency.
No doubt they succeeded in Malaya in dealing with “Communist
terrorists” but at the end of the day, the solution of the problem
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was found in their withdrawing their imperial hold on that
country.

In India we have been combating insurgency in our country,
with certain sections of our own people, wanting to secede
through armed rebellion. Our imperative need is to counter
these armed uprisings using minimum force, winning the hearts
and minds of the people and finding an acceptable political
solution. I recall that in the fifties, a view was held in Army
circles, that we should counter Naga insurgency
demographically. The Naga population at that time was only 5
lakhs. There were plenty of open spaces there in which we could
settle people from our mainland, particularly ex-Servicemen,
to neutralise the Nagas. The Chinese tried this technique
successfully in Tibet. We decided not to do so and seek a value-
based democratic solution. The Inner Line was imposed
restricting movement of population from the mainland to
preserve Naga culture and identity. Political concession was
given. A region with a population of much less than half of any
major city in the country, was made a full-fledged State with all
the trappings of Statehood at the expense of the Indian taxpayer.
I do not propose to sit in judgment over this approach. The fact
remains that despite various insurgencies we have kept our
borders inviolate in North-east as in the rest of India. This was
acllievedddespite the insurgents managing outside support in
- a fair measure. Initially, China and East Pakistan supported
Insurgencies in this region but after the 1971 war, this changed.
Pakistan was now not in a position to do so and Chinese for
their own reasons, generally gave up doing so. However, in the
case of our other neighbours, Bhutan, Myanmar and
Bangladesh, the case has been different. The former two have
not been supportive of Indian militants operating from their
territory but were not in a position to prevent them from raiding
Indian territory. After some years, Bhutan geared itself to
destroy Indian militant camps in its territory and carried out a
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successful operation in 2004. Today, Bhutan stands cleansed
of Indian militant camps. Myanmar is not in effective control
of its Northern region and Indian militants continue to have
their bases in that area. However, in 2001 Myanmar Army
successfully cooperated with the Indian Army in operations
against Nagas in their territory. So far as Bangladesh is
concerned, the position has been getting increasingly worse.
Apart from unabated influx of illegal migration from that
country, militant leaders and militant camps are being provided
asylum in that country. It is unfortunate that no curb is put in
Bangladesh to anti-India activity and of late 151 has become
very active in that country.

During my tenure as Governor in Assam from 1997 to 2003,
we worked on a three pronged strategy of unified command,
economic development and psychological initiatives. Despite
our efforts to have a unified command in the North-east starting
with the outbreak of Naga insurgency in the fifties, it took us
over forty years to set up a unified command for the first time
in 1997. This helped in coordinating the operations of the Army,
the Para Military and the Police and ensuring that they worked
as complimentary rather than competing forces. Thus, we could
inflict heavy attrition on the militants, almost breaking their
back, even though during this period, militants‘were operating
from their havens inside Bhutan, which were beyond the reach
of our Forces. Some 2500 militants 'were killed in encounters,
about 3500 surrendered, 3000 weapons were recovered and
so was over one crore in cash. The second prong of the strategy
of economic development was also a great success. Here we hit
a jackpot. Assam was dependent upon the monsoon for
agriculture and used to have only one crop a year and even that
got damaged due to annual floods. Assam was a food-deficit
State. The water table in the Brahmaputra Valley is very high.
We installed one lakh shallow tube wells in a year enabling us
to have two to three crops a year. Assam now became a food



XXIl Lost Opportunities

surplus State. The third prong of our strategy of psychological
initiatives became the real success story of our counter-
insurgency operations in the State. Apart from various civic
action programmes undertaken by the Army under Operation
Samaritan like free medical camps, road construction,
vocational training and so on, we decided to touch the emotional
chord of the people of Assam. We utilised religion, history and
local sentiments for this purpose. The militant propaganda of
Assamese being a separate Nation was effectively countered on
the basis of historical facts. Vashishta near Guwahati was given
a face lift and made into a tourist spot. Guru Vashishta of
Ramayan era is supposed to have had his Ashram there. I went
to Dwarka and first paid obeisance at the temple of Rukmini,
the consort of Lord Krishna. Rukmini was from Sadiya District
in Assam. All this was done to underscore the religious,
historical and cultural unity of Assam with the rest of India.
The three great heroes of Assam, Mahapurush Sankaradeva,
Lachit Borphukon and Lokpriya Gopinath Bordoloi were
projected as national heroes. Documentary films were prepared
on them and telecast on the television. A large painting of
Mahapurush Sankaradeva was put up as a backdrop of a
tastefully constructed new Durbar Hall at Raj Bhavan like
Gautam Buddha's statue at Ashoka Hall in Rashtrapati Bhavan.
The guns used by the great Assamese military leader Lachit
Borphukon were placed at the gate of Raj Bhavan and a replica
of his victory pillar was put in the foyer of Raj Bhavan. Lachit
had decisively defeated the nearly one lakh strong Mughal Army
of Aurangzeb at Saraighat in 1670. Lachit Park was developed
in Guwahati where Lachit’s victory day started being celebrated
with much fanfare every year. A statue of Lachit was installed
at National Defence Academy in Pune and a gold medal
instituted in his name for the best passing out cadet in officer
like qualities in every batch. As for Lokpriya Gopinath Bordoloi,
we had the Guwahati airport named after him and got
Government of India to confer a posthumous award of Bharat
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Ratna on him fifty years after he had died. We also had his life
size bronze statue installed in the Lok Sabha at Delhi. Besides
these measures with a high emotional content in Assam, as
Governor, I submitted a 42 page printed special report to the
President of India on illegal migration into Assam from
Bangladesh. This report was serialised in every newspaper in
Assam. This took the people of Assam by storm. Among the
measures recommended was the repeal of the IMDT (Act) which
appeared to have been designed more to facilitate illegal
migration rather than prevent it. Ultimately, the Supreme Court
repealed the IMDT (Act) quoting extensively from my report.
The result of these initiatives was that the Governor started
being referred to in the Press and among the people as “our
man in Raj Bhavan” and his being called “a true son of the soil
of Assam”. Thus, a mind change came about among the people
of Assam and this helped to bring them into the national
mainstream. It is pertinent that towards the end of my tenure,
81 militants were apprehended by the Assamese people in the
villages. A few of them were lynched and the remainder handed
over to Security Forces. Recently, there has been a spurt in
violence in Assam but there appears to be no popular support
for it. This is almost like incidents of terrorist violence taking
place in the rest of the country.

I have had a long association with the North-east, as a
Company Commander in the fifties, as a Brigade Commander
in the Sixties, as a Divisional Commander in the seventies, as
the Chief of Military Intelligence also in the seventies and finally
as Governor of Assam in nineties and in early years of this
century. I have found that this book is a magnum opus on
North-eastern States and insurgencies in that region. Brig SP
Sinha has produced an exhaustive treatise giving in-depth and
very extensive information about history, geography,
demography, economy and insurgency in that region. The large
bibliography and numerous quotes from various sources in the
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text of the book, bear testimony to his extensive and painstaking
research. The strategic importance of this region has also been
well brought out. I am one of those who feel that our strategic
thinking has been much too West and North centric with a
tendency to overlook the North-east. Our decision-makers
cannot afford to ignore the North-east. This region is of vital
strategic importance and its problems must be addressed
suitably in our national interest. I consider this book a must
for anyone studying the North-east and working on the strategy
to deal with the threats that we face in that region.

L Liihna
i
Raj Bhavan Lt Gen (Retd) SK Sinha, PVSM

Srinagar Governor of Jammu & Kashmir.
15 June, 2006



PREFACE

Even after more than half a century of Independence, the
Indian polity has failed to satisfy the aspirations of the
people of North-east. The Nagas revolted soon after the
Independence followed by Mizos and today more than fifty years
later the whole of North-east is in grip of some form of
insurgency or the other. There are a large number of scholars
who have attempted to find the reasons for their alienation,
chart the course of insurgencies and suggest ways to overcome
the problem. In fact, the literature on the North-east is growing
at a fast pace; on an average one or two books are published
every year on some aspect of ‘North-east Insurgency.’

What then is the purpose of this book? I was posted in the
North-east for many years in the seventies as a young company
commander in my Battalion. The Battalion took active part in
counter-insurgency operations, mainly in Nagaland and Khonsa
area of Arunachal Pradesh, and won many laurel, and awards
and made many friends. But when you are ‘jungle bashing' there
is hardly any time to think about the larger picture - the genesis,
the undercurrents of hopes, aspirations and frustrations of the
many tribes and the consequences of your actions. It was only
much later after I left the North-east, did I realise that all of us
in the Battalion knew so little about the North-east. In retrospect
I would have responded quite differently had I been more
knowledgeable about the region’s past. This book is an attempt
to present the North-east in its totality. Though each state has
its own personality, to analyse the many insurgencies for their
genesis, aspirations of tribal groups, ideological persuasions
of insurgent groups and administrative response to them, I have
purposely avoided tactical aspects of counter-insurgency
operations that I took part in with my Battalion.
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The study of North-east has been a rich experience. The
abiding impression is that of people who have zest for life, love
for music, dance and rejoicing, Even though living in troubled
times, people haven't lost their optimism and zest for life; boys
and girls in their colourful dresses, their smiling faces and
carefree demeanour, which no doubt also camouflage their
frustrations, are images that at once uplift your spirits. In
contrast, travelling in north India, the images are stark; faces
burdened with the grind of daily life, young girls exposed to
motherhood much before their time and young boys in groups
moving aimlessly without hope, but mimicking the cricketing
style of Sachin, which makes their hopelessness more heart
rending,

The book, however, is not a personal narrative. It is written
to fill a personal void but with the hope that military, police and
civilian officers who serve in the North-east, may derive some
benefit from it. If this book helps their understanding of the
region ‘a little more’, it would have served its purpose.

The book is divided into five parts. Part 1 deals with the geo-
strategic significance, ethnicity and demography. Part 2 reviews
the state of insurgencies in the seven states of the region. The
review of the major insurgencies concludes with an appraisal.
Part 3 analyses the factors that fuel insurgencies and Part 4
deals with the counter-insurgency operations by the security
forces and the political and administrative response by the State
and Central government. Part 5 looks at the crystal ball and
suggests ways to move forward.
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OVERVIEW

People who are ethnically different from rest of India
inhabit the North-east predominantly. The tribal
population, both in the hills and the plains, is of Mongoloid
origin, whose culture, language and life style is quite apart from
the rest of the country. Before the advent of the British, Assam
which in effect constituted the major part of the North-east, was
conquered by the Ahoms in the 13" century. They ruled over
Assam for nearly 600 years and in the process got assimilated
in the Assamese society. The British absorbed Assam in the
British Empire in the 19" century after the Treaty of Yandeboo
in 1826; the consolidation of British rule over the North-east
was, however, a gradual process spread over time. Assam plain
Was annexed in 1826, the Cachar plain in 1830, Khasi Hills in
1833, Jaintia in 1835, Karbi Anglong in 1838, North Cachar
in 1854, Naga Hills between 1866 and 1904, Garo Hills between
1872 and 1873 and finally Lushai Hills in 1890. The tribes of
NEFA along India’s border with Tibet were left undisturbed until
much after the agreement on McMahon Line in 1914.

At the time of Independence, Assam incorporated almost
whole of North-east except the princely states of Manipur and
Tripura. The Ministry of External Affairs administered North
East Frontier Agency (NEFA), which was technically under
Assam, from Shillong much in the same way as the British had
done before Independence until August 1, 1965 when the
administration was transferred to the Ministry of Home Affairs
at the Centre. Today the North-east consists of what is
commonly known as ‘Seven Sisters’, namely, Assam, Arunachal,
Manipur, Mizoram, Meghalaya, Nagaland and Tripura. Sikkim
has recently been included in the North East Council. North-
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east less Sikkim has a total area of 2,55,083 sq km i.e. 7.76
percent of the geographical area of India. The total population
of North-eastern states as per 2001 census is 3,84,95,089,
which is 3.75 percent of the population of India. With the
inclusion of Sikkim, the population of North-east will rise to
38.8 million i.e. 4.1 percent of India’'s population. (Sikkim's
population as per 2001 census is 5,40,493) There are as many
as 209 schedule tribes in the North-east speaking as many as
420 different dialects. It has aptly been described as "Miniature
Asia" a place where the brown and yellow races meet.

The British interest in the North-east was primarily
commercial; the development of tea and oil industries and
exploitation of forest resources were their main concerns. To
advance these interests, the British developed the road and rail
communications and established administrative infrastructure
in the hill areas. Their concern with the tribals was limited; as
long as the hill tribes did not interfere with the British
commercial interests, they were left alone to live as they liked.
The extension of tea plantation during the period 1869-73
caused friction between the tea planters and Nagas, which
resul}ed in British enacting the Inner Line Regulation in 1873,
The regulation enacted that no outsider could go without an
official pass beyond a certain line that was drawn along the
foothills of the whole northern and North-eastern tribal areas.
the line was by no means confined to Assam. It served tWofold
purpose; one, it prevented encroachment on tribal lan_d, and
the other, it protected the tea planters and their labour from
raids by tribesmen. Its principal aim was not to isolate but to
protect the tribes from exploitation by planters.

The words ‘Backward Areas’, ‘Excluded Areas’, and ‘Partially
Excluded Areas’ often crop up in any discussion on
development of the North-east. In pursuance of the policy of
least interference in the affairs of the tribes, the British enacted
the Scheduled District Act of 1874, which removed remote and
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backward areas from the operation of General Acts and
Regulations. Later, the Government of India Act of 1919
empowered the Governor General in Council to declare any
territory to be backward and deny application of any legislative
act in the areas so declared. Subsequently, the term backward
was omitted and the same areas were re-grouped under
‘Excluded and ‘Partially Excluded Areas’ in keeping with the
provisions of Government of India Act of 1935. Thus North East
‘Frontier to include erstwhile Sadiya, Lakhimpur and Balipura
Tracts (which became NEFA and later Arunachal), Naga Hills
(present Nagaland), Lushai Hills (present Mizoram), and North
Cachar Hills were grouped under excluded areas and the Garo
Hills, the Mikir Hills (present Karbi Anglong) and the British
portion of Khasi and Jaintia Hills less Shillong municipality
became partially excluded areas. The governor himself
administered the excluded areas in his discretion whereas
partially excluded areas were to be special responsibility of the
governor. The basic point of governance of these two groups was
that the power of the provincial legislature was not extended to
these areas. Nari Rustomji, one of our ablest administrators,
who implemented the tribal policy in the early years after
Independence was to record that throughout the British period
there was deliberate and determined endeavour to restrict the
administrative apparatus to rock-bottom minimum.

At the time of framing of the constitution, the Constituent
Assembly had appointed a sub committee headed by Bordoloi
to examine and recommend the constitutional arrangements,
which would fulfil the aspirations of the tribes of the North-east
and thus set at rest the fears of their unique identity being lost
in the vastness of India. The recommendations were extensively
debated in the Assembly, which resulted in the incorporation
of the interests of the tribes in the Sixth Schedule. No law passed
by the Parliament or the Assam Assembly would have effect in
the tribal areas unless the district council passed it. The
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underlying intention was to allow the tribes to administer
themselves without the least outside interference.

But as events unfolded, hopes were belied. The Nagas revolted
soon after India gained Independence. Although there is a cease-
fire in Nagaland since 1997, the rebellion has not been called
off; the final solution is nowhere in sight and has the potential
to erupt again any time in the future. Manipur was gripped by
insurgency at its peak in early eighties and at the moment of
writing (October 2004) Manipur is in flames and the law and
order situation there is the worst among the North-eastern
states. Tripura keeps regressing into ethnic violence even after
the accord with the insurgent Tripura National Volunteer Force
(TNV) in 1988. Many militant groups have mushroomed since
then.

The Assamese are rightly concerned by the growing.influx of
illegal Bangladeshis, which they fear erodes their distinctive
identity. As time passed, their hope that Assamese distinctive
culture and language will find its rightful place lay shattereq.
One by one, the hill districts of Assam became separate stateg
or union territories. Assam had shrunk beyond recognition. The
diminution of Assam's size and status and the spectre of being
overwhelmed by illegal immigration made the Assamese gq
fearful of losing their identity that it found expression in the
students’ movement in 1979 and then in the rise of ULFA. The
1985 Assam Accord was signed with great hope but jtg
provisions were never implemented. In due course, another
insurgency, this time spearheaded by the Bodos, was born,

Why did things go wrong? Surely, there was no lack of goodwil]
for the tribes among the leaders of independent India. Nehry
was eager to protect the uniqueness of tribal societies and was
against interfering with their way of living. And yet, some form
of insurgency plagues the whole of North-east. Indians from
other parts of the country who travel to North-east or reside
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there for work are baffled and offended when they are called
Vais in Mizoram, Dhakars in Meghalaya or Mayangs in
Manipur. These terms are used for foreigners or outsiders.
Some are so sensitive as to cite this as proof of tribal ingratitude
to India, which has done so much for their development.
Ironically, the same Indians fail to see either the offence or
surprise of a Mizo or a Naga or a Meitei who is asked in Delhi
or any other north Indian city if he is a Thai or a Vietnamese.
:Clearly, there is a wide communication gap between the
Plainsmen and the Mongoloid people of the North-east; and
regrettably the gap is not seen in historical perspective. After
all, the hill areas of the North-east were neither part of Assam
nor of any kingdom of north India before the advent of the
British.

North-east is vital to India’s security. 99 percent of its external
bﬂundary represents international border. Contrary to popular
Perception, our political leaders were aware of the strategic
importance of the North-east. A committee headed by Maj Gen
Himmat Sinhji was constituted soon after Independence, which
interalia looked in to the administrative set up for Sikkim,
Bhutan, NEFA and the eastern frontiers bordering Myanmar.
For Naga Hills, Manipur and Lushai Hills, all of which had
borders with Myanmar, the commitiee suggested the unification
of administration under one directing head, and opening new
police stations and road communications. ' Ram Manohar
Lohia had propagated that India should extend its frontiers to
Brahmaputra (Tsang Po) in Tibet; it is only then that Indian
troops could meet the Chinese claim on equal terms so far as
physical condition and acclimatization were concerned.? The
threat from China was clearly foreseen. BN Mullick records:
“China could react in several ways; firstly by inciting, training
and arming the tribal population in India’s frontier region;
secondly, by fostering armed revolutionary movement inside the
country; thirdly, by carrying hostile propaganda against India;
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fourthly, by arming and inciting countries hostile to India; and
fifthly, by an outright aggression.™

Both Nehru and Sardar Patel had recognised the importance
of the North-east. In a letter to Deshmukh, Nehru wrote: “ They
live near the frontier of India and some of the same tribes live
on the other side of the border, like the Nagas in Burma. They
occupy thus a strategic position of great importance, which has
grown in many years." Sardar Patel was equally concerned
about the situation in the North-east and was kept informed
about the happenings there by the Governor. In a letter
addressed to Sardar from Shillong dated June 29, 1950,
Jairamdas Daulatram warned: “ But in the meantime the
situation in Tripura has deteriorated and the latest secret report
shows that they (communists) have set up a kind of paralle]
government in Khowai and they are as good as administering
the country on the lines of Telengana. - - - Conditions for
guerrilla action are almost ideal for our opponents in Assam
and neighbouring states on account of hills and other
inaccessible areas.™ Ironically, having realistically assessed the
situation in the North-east, no long-term view was taken to meet
the threats to India’s internal and external security. The British,
on the other hand, had recognised the strategic importance of
the North-east and the role it could play in containing
communism. There was that Coupland Plan, which envisageq
the formation of Crown Colony comprising hill areas in Indja
and Myanmar.

1962 was a watershed in the contemporary history of North.
east India. The Chinese attack resulting in the fall of Sela ang
Bomdila and the rout of the Indian Army left a deep wound not
only on the psyche of Assamese but all Indians. But there wag
a silver lining to the traumatic defeat. The hostile Nagas diq
not attempt any hostile activity during the war. The opposition
of the Naga church leaders to communism, which denied the
existence of God, may explain this. The tribes of NEFA Helped
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the Indian Army in movement of supplies and evacuation of
wounded. The defeat also led to an appraisal of the security of
northern borders and spurred the government to build border
roads and improve communications.

Of the many rebellions, the Naga rebellion attracted worldwide
attention, mainly because the Nagas had played a key role in
.defeating the Japanese forces in the epic Battle of Kohima in
the World War 11, and partly because it started so soon after
India’s Independence. The exposure of the Nagas to the
Japanese invasion and the wind of change that was blowing over
the whole of South-east Asia in the wake of the collapse of
colonial powers left an indelible impression on them. There was
lurking fear among the Nagas, reinforced by imaginative
propaganda by the rebels, that they will loose their ethnic
identity in the vastness of India. In fairness to the Government
of India it went out of its way to allay their fears, but failed in
the absence of a coherent long-term policy. On reflection, the
Naga problem would have been resolved by now had it not been
for the obduracy of Phizo.

Over the last fifty years many myths have been formed, which
‘Obscure the correct understanding of the many biases,
prejudices and perceptions that have cropped up. Naga
Secessionist leaders seldom fail to put forward the argument
that the Naga Hills was, till it was annexed by the British
between 1866 and 1904, an independent entity. This claim is
not based on historical facts. The Ahom policy towards Nagas
Wwas marked by a combination of conciliation and force. Having
realised that the conquest of Nagas would serve no great
Purpose, the Ahoms were content to receive their submission
and allowed them to enjoy tribal autonomy. Nonetheless, they
treated the Nagas as their subjects and took taxes from them
in the form of slaves, elephants, spears and hand woven cloth.®
According to Mackenzie, the British historian, Manipur
exercised some sort of authority over the southern portion of
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Naga Hills. Raja Gambhir Singh of Manipur had ambitions of
permanently conquering Naga Hills. In 1832-33, he marched
through Naga territory and reduced many villages to submission
including Kohima, at which place he stood upon a stone and
had his footprint sculpted on it as a token of conquest.” The
distortion of history, mainly by Phizo and his associates, is
illustrated by this correspondence by Phizo in the Times,
published from London: “It should perhaps be more widely
known that Nagaland consists of two parts; Free Nagaland in
the north [Tuensang] which the British never sought to conquer
or administer and the Naga Hills Excluded Area, which from
1879 to 1947 were to a limited extent administered by the
British Governor of Assam as the agent of the Crown, but the
civilian and criminal administration over the people has always
been under the control of the Naga Assembly and the British
never interfered.” JH Hutton, an authority on British
administration of Naga Hills, replies: “The civil and military
control of the Naga Hills was exercised by the deputy
commissioner (DC) appointed by the Governor of Assam. No
Naga Assembly, nor anything like one, existed before 19‘47, nor
was there any common language spoken among the Naga
tribes...except in cases of serious crime, which were dealt with
under the Indian Penal Code, the Nagas were administered by
‘the DC and his assistants according to their own (Naga)
customs, which varied from tribe to tribe and even from village
to village; but to write of a Naga National Assembly with which
from 1879 to 1947 the British never interfered is more
completely nonsense than I could have expected to read from
anyone literate enough to write a letter to you, sir."®

Much has been written about the alleged atrocities of the army
in counter-insurgency operations in Nagaland. But the
humiliation and human rights abuses inflicted on security
forces by the underground have been glossed over. Early in
1956, armed Nagas attacked the few police posts established
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by Assam State, captured the bewildered policemen, stripped
them of all clothing and ordered them to march to the plains
inmnude. In Satakha, 72 policemen were stripped by the rebels
and asked to start walking to the foothills.? The dissenters in
the underground set-up were liquidated; many were tortured
to death. In January 1956, the supporters of Phizo assassinated
Sakhrie, general secretary of NNC and one of the moderate
leaders in the rebel camp. It is alleged that Phizo had personally
signed the order of execution (Azha). He was pinned to a tree,
tortured for two days before he died. Dr Inkongliba Ao, who
Was the chairman of Nagaland Interim Body, was Killed in
Mokokchung on August 22, 1961 for supporting the creation
of a separate State of Nagaland. Kaito Sema, one time chief of
the underground army, was shot dead in broad daylight in
Kohima on August 3, 1968 after he parted with Phizo and
formed a parallel underground government. An assassin killed
Kevichusa, who was at one time the general secretary of NNC,
in his house in Dimapur on January 4, 1996. The political
assassinations (Azha) hardly testify to the democratic
Credentials of the underground. The assassinations continue
€ven after the split in the underground movement. Dolly
Mungro. general secretary of NSCN (K), was assassinated in
August 1999.

In the beginning the Naga rebels received a good deal of
support. But as taxes were levied and extortions of money,
clothes and food were done at gun point, the villagers began
Tesenting and put up some resistance. To secure compliance,
the rebels adopted more violent measures. For example, a body
of rebels attacked Pangsha village in 1955, but the villagers put
up stiff resistance and drove them off with heavy casualties. The
villagers of Thevopesimi were less fortunate. A part of village,
which had refused to pay taxes, was attacked by a gang of 200
Tebels; 48 villagers were killed, whose widows were looked after
by the government.!® The depredations of the rebels extended
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to the plains, where in a raid on a Cachari village, on either side
of Dhansiri River, they set fire to houses rendering some 500
people homeless.!!

There has been no lack of initiative on the part of the
government to find a solution of the Naga problem. The merger
of Tuensang Division of NEFA with Naga Hills in 1957, the
formation of a separate state of Nagaland in 1963, the peace
initiative that led to the cessation of hostilities in 1964 and
ministerial level talks with the underground and the Shillong
Accord of 1975, were all initiatives directed towards achieving
a lasting peace. The Shillong Accord failed because a section
of Naga underground, which split from Phizoites and formed
NSCN, repudiated it. NSCN itself split into two factions, both
of which are at loggerheads with each other.

The rebel Nagas lost a historic opportunity to arrive at a
solution when during the ministerial level talks in October
1966, Indira Gandhi made a significant concession by offering
complete autonomy and was prepared to consider a settlement,
which would not necessarily be within the present constitutional
framework, meaning thereby that the constitution could be
amended to accommodate the Naga's aspirations. Dinesh Singh,
the then Foreign Minister, went so far as to tell the rebe]
delegation that the Nagas could have complete autonomy apart
from communication, defence, external affairs and currency,
The Nagas rejected the offer. Looking back at the negotlating
stance of the rebels, their inflexibility, arrogance, the self-created
mytl‘ll that the Nagas were a nation from the earliest times, their
obsession of equating the so called Federal Government of
Nagaland with the Government of India and unrealistic and at
times naive demands of protocol cost them decades of strife
and bloodshed.'” The tragedy of Naga intransigence was
expressed in eloquent words by JH Hutton and Keith Cantalic,
both former British administrators of Naga Hills and known
friends of the Nagas, in a letter to the Times, London, dated
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January 27, 1965, commending to the Nagas the status and
powers conferred on the State of Nagaland in 1963, thus:

“In effect this means that Nagaland is completely
independent in all matters except those of foreign
relations and external defence. Obviously, India could
go no further than this most generous offer. Nagaland
lies along the natural frontier of the North-east and from
the North-east she has been only recently threatened
with invasion. Nor is it easy to conceive how in any other
way the Naga tribes could thus have the best of the two
worlds, complete self-government for themselves; as
much or as little, administrative isolation from the rest
of India as they wish; and the backing of India, of which
their country is essentially a geographic entity after all,
in the case of aggression from outside. Indeed the
dissidents have gained not only all they could have
hoped, but more. To refuse a settlement on such terms
would be worse than a blunder, it could be a crime
against their own people for it is they who will suffer
most if peace be not now be achieved.”"

The Mizo rebellion was the result of disaffection of people
caused by the total failure of the Government of Assam to
Provide adequate relief during the famine of 1965. The counter-
insurgency did succeed in establishing the writ of the
government but measures like the grouping of villages alienated
the villagers further. The turning point of the Mizo insurrection
Ccame after the creation of Bangladesh: The Mizos lost their
bases in CHT and the freedom of movement and the advantage
of safe sanctuaries, which are crucial in running an insurgent
War over a long period.

The Mizo rebels correctly read the writing on the wall and
Opted for peace and signed the Memorandum of Understanding
With the Government of India in 1986. The main reason for the
Success of the Mizo Accord when other similar accords failed
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to end hostilities was the supremacy of Laldenga in the
underground set-up. He was able to persuade his followers to
lay down arms and return to civilian life. There were dissenting
voices but Laldenga was a shrewd man and was able to out-
manoeuvre his opponents. The other reason was that amongst
the Mizos there always were two shades of opinion - one in
favour of Independence and the other for a negotiated
settlement. Those who favoured negotiations were called
Dumpwal; Dum means black and Paw! meaning blue. Although
in the beginning the rebels had a large following, there was an
equally influential section, including church leaders, who were
opposed to violence.'*

There were some important differences between the Naga and
Mizo insurgencies. At the ideological level, the main problem
in the Mizo Hills was economic than political. It was the demand
for Independence that triggered the rebellion in Nagaland,
whereas in Mizoram it was the acute deprivation of the people
that was the main cause. The Naga insurgency was jungle-
based, whereas in Mizoram it was urban-oriented. The post of
town commandant for Aizwal was unique to Mizo insurgency.
The MNF carried out many terrorist acts in the town.!® There
was a special cell to carry out assassinations. Unlike Nagaland
where the local administration was manned by and large by
local people, Mizoram's total administration was in the hands
of non-locals (outsiders), which explains the antipathy towards
the outsiders.'®

KPS Gill has drawn comparison between insurgencies in
Nagaland, Mizoram and Punjab. Initially both Naga and Mizo
insurgencies enjoyed wide support, but petered out as more
and more people came in contact with people in Shillong and
Delhi and saw the opportunities there and realised the
narrowness of the objectives of the insurgents. In Punjab the
support came from the fringe elements and never more than
one or two percent of the population. In Punjab sub-nationalism
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did not take root because there were more Sikhs outside
Punjab. The majority in Punjab saw the propagation of
Khalistan as fascism. The strength of the terrorists in Punjab
never exceeded 10,000 of which nearly four to five thousand
were active. At the height of insurgency there were 2,500 AK
rifles, mostly given by Pakistan's ISL In the North-east by
contrast, the comparable number of hostiles was not as large
nor were they equipped as well as their counterparts in Punjab.
Pakistan and China did give them some modern small arms in
the sixties, but the Lee Enfield .303 was the basic weapon.'” In
Mizoram, the insurgents did not lack trained men, for 2nd
Battalion of Assam Regiment had been disbanded a couple of
vears earlier for collective indiscipline while serving in Kashmir,
and the bulk of who were Mizos, joined the rebel ranks. Naga
and Mizo lack of numbers in insurgent ranks as compared to
Khalistanis was made by favourable terrain. The external
support system was also different. The Nagas had safe haven
in Kachin territory and the Mizos in CHT in East Pakistan and
later Bangladesh.

Religious fanaticism marks the difference between the
Kashmir and North-east insurgencies. Religious fanaticism has
defined the character of the militancy in Kashmir, but the
insurgencies in the North-east have by and large had some sort
of ideological orientation. Nagaland and Mizoram are both
Christian majority states, yet religion was not the driving force
of separatism, even as the separatists in Nagaland claim
“Nagaland for Christ”. Ethnicity was the prime mover
accentuated, of course, by Christianity.

The rise of Meitei sub-nationalism, which took a violent turn
in late seventies, was an expression of Manipur’'s sense of
neglect and discrimination, largely justified, by the Centre.
Manipuris were deeply hurt that despite their long and
distinctive history, it was granted statehood only in 1972, a
decade later than Nagaland, over part of which Manipur had
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exercised suzerainty in the past. Similarly, the Manipuri
language was included in the Eighth Schedule of the
Constitution in 1992 after a prolonged agitation.'® When
insurgency in the hills of Manipur and Naga Hills was at its peak
in the sixties, the Nagas were given many concessions in order
to appease them at the cost of Hindu Meiteis. As a protest many
have lately renounced their Vaishnav faith and gone back to
their original Sanamahi faith. In a wider sense, Meitei look
upon themselves as inheritors of a glorious past and are
animated by the historic memory of an empire, which extended
to the Chindwin River in Myanmar; the past glory playing upon
their present, when they find themselves marginalised.

Ironically, the occupation of the Kangla Fort at Imphal by the
Assam Rifles since Independence was resented by Manipuris
of the valley, who saw the occupation as symbol of foreign rule.
The British occupied the fort in 1891, which marked the
subjugation of Manipuris. The fort has been the focus of Meiteij
pride and a symbol of a lost empire; and the Assam Rifles,
which has occupied it since Independence, had done nothing
to desecrate the symbolism. In fact, they have taken as much
pride in Manipur's past as Manipuri themselves and .many
acknowledge that the fort complex was maintained well by the
Assam Rifles. In the face of persistent demand, the Prime
Minister, Shri Manmohan Singh, handed over the fort to he
Chief Minister of Manipur on November 20, 2004,

Insurgency in Tripura has spread mainly due to the large
influx of refugees initially from erstwhile East Pakistan and later
illegal infiltration from Bangladesh. The refugees who poured
into Tripura in the decade after Independence were mainly
Hindu Bengalees who fled to escape from the communal riots,
The migrants who have been illegally infiltrating after the
creation of Bangladesh are predominantly Muslims. This large-
scale influx of refugees and illegal immigration has dramatically
changed the demographic profile of the state, resulting in the
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tribal population becoming a minority. The pressure on land
has resulted in alienation of tribal land, which is at the root of
insurgency in Tripura.

The insurgency has been aided and abetted by Bangladesh.
Tripura is almost entirely surrounded by Bangladesh, the only
Opening to the rest of India by land being through Assam
extending to 288 km, while its boundary with Bangladesh is
839 km. The geographical proximity to Bangladesh has been a
boon for the insurgents of Tripura, who have found safe haven
in the Chittagong Hill Tracts (CHT) of Bangladesh. The active
Support given by Bangladesh to Tripura insurgents to counter
the support given to Chakmas of CHT by India was another
Important factor in the growth of insurgency. The present
militancy in Tripura is not an outcome of any secessionist
demand but is the result of sectarian tribal versus non-tribal
hostility. In the recent years, criminal gangs have been operating
In the guise of insurgent groups, whose main purpose is to make
quick money and increase their influence.

The Assam situation is quite different from the other
Insurgencies of the North-east. Unlike the hill areas, the
Assamese took an active part in the struggle for Independence
from the British rule and are proud of their Indian heritage.
The problem in Assam is not of integration but provides an
excellent case study of how a proud people, endowed with
abundant natural resources have been alienated over a period
of time due to neglect and the fear of the loss of their identity
due to Bengali cultural imperialism and illegal immigration
from Bangladesh. Their fear found expression in the agitation
launched by AASU to detect and deport illegal immigrants from
Bangladesh, which began in 1978 and culminated in the Assam
Accord in 1985. But the provisions of the accord remain largely
unfulfilled. The rise of ULFA began on anti-foreigner plank
directed against illegal immigrants, but as it so often happens
in most insurgent movements, ULFA has not only abandoned
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its original ideology but now considers Bangladeshi immigrants
as comrades in the struggle against Indian hegemony.

A number of Muslim fundamentalist organisations were
formed, trained and armed in Assam in the closing decade of
the last century by Pakistan's intelligence with the connivance
of Bangladesh. The initial aim of these organisations was self-
protection from Hindu depredations in the 1990s, particularly
after the destruction of the Babri Masjid in December 1992,
However since 1994, in keeping with Bangladesh philosophy
of ‘Lebensraum’, and egged on by Pakistan, the emphasis has
shifted to building a support base for a Muslim majority areas
of North-east and West Bengal to secede to Bangladesh.?®

According to an official estimate the figure of illegal immigrants
from Bangladesh has crossed the 15 million mark out of which
five million have settled in Assam, where they are in a position
to influence state politics in a decisive way in around 50 of the
126 assembly constituencies. When this problem is seen from
a larger national perspective, the situation is alarming. Lt Gen
SK Sinha, the former Governor of Assam, in his official report
to the President in 1988, had drawn attention to the danger
thus: “The silent and invidious aggression of Assam may result
in the loss of strategically vital districts of lower Assam. The
influx of these illegal migrants is turning these districts into a
Muslim majority region. It will only be a matter of time when a
demand for their merger with Bangladesh may be made.”
Assamese fear of being rendered minority in their own backyard
is not recent but is rooted in pre-independence days. Mr Jinnah
is reported to have made a remark to his private secretary, Shri
Moin-ul-Huq Chaudhury on the eve of partition: “Wait for ten
years, I will present Assam on a plate to you." Similar
sentiments were expressed by Zulfikar Ali Bhutto in the book
titled ‘The Myth of Independence’: “It would be very wrong to
think that Kashmir is the only dispute that divide India and
Pakistan, though it is undoubtedly the most important. One at



Overview XLIX

least is nearly as important as the Kashmir dispute - that of
Assam and some districts of India, adjacent to East Pakistan.
To these, East Pakistan has very good claim, which should not
have been allowed to remain quiescent.”? The rapid
Islamisation of Bangladesh in the recent years and the unabated
infiltration of Bangladeshi Muslims, which is slowly giving rise
to Muslim militancy in Assam point in the direction envisaged
in the past.

" The Bodo insurgency is the result of Assamese chauvinism.
The callous disregard of Bodo grievances by both Congress and
AGP governments, alienation of tribal land and Assam’s
language policy all added to a situation in which the Bodos took
up arms. The creation of Bodo Territorial Area in 2004 has been
welcomed but it has not satisfied all sections of Bodo militants.
The tribes of Meghalaya also agitated for separation, but
separation from Assam and not India. The steady increase of
Nepali and Bangladeshi migrants in Meghalaya has made the
tribes feel uneasy and insecure and passions have been raised
against the so-called foreigners in the past. Arunachal is the
only state in the North-east, which has remained peaceful. But
this idyllic scene may change if the resentment against the
Chakma refugees is not addressed soon. In the recent past the
national political parties have encouraged permissiveness and
political defections, a game in which the winner can only be Naga
insurgents — either NSCN (IM) or NSCN#(K); both have
considerable stake in sensitive Arunachal districts of Khonsa
and Chaglang, which fall on the shortest route to camps in
Myanmar.

The external support given to the insurgents initially by East
Pakistan and China and by Bangladesh after its creation in 1971
has been a major factor in the spread of insurgency in the North-
east. Although China stopped giving support to the insurgents
sometime after 1978, some analysts speculate that China has
continued to give occasional support clandestinely using



L Lost Opportunities

Pakistan’s ISI as proxy. It was hoped that with the emergence
of Bangladesh the support given to North-east insurgents would
stop, but that hope has been belied. As events have unfolded,
all insurgent groups have found safe haven in Bangladesh. The
ideal guerrilla terrain across the border in CHT in Bangladesh
and Myanmar’s Naga Hills, which are home to ethnically similar
tribes, have facilitated insurgents easy access to safe camps
across the border.

The arrival of Christianity, its rapid spread in the hills of the
North-east and the impact on the social, cultural and political
life of the tribes is controversial. Christianity gave the tribes a
distinct identity and introduced many reforms, forbade
perpetual feud, head hunting and curtailed propriation of evil
Gods. It pushed Nagas out of seclusion and isolation into open
ideas and other civilisations of the world. It also brought
education and modern medical facilities. In the process,
however, it destroyed many positive elements of tribal life. A
Naga intellectual has written that conversion to Christianity
required abandonment of indigenous cultures and practices.
The loyalty of the converts was divided towards their own
groups; non-converts were regarded as sinners.* Angther
negative was the excommunication carried out agajnst -
unfaithful church Nagas who used to break the Sabbath ang
participated in traditional dancing and singing of folk songs. -
The effect has been ruinous in many ways. The art of weaving
suffered since generally the convert took to wearing European
mill made clothes. Verrier Elwin has expressed it thus; “the
activities of the Baptist mission among the Nagas havye
demoralised the people, destroyed tribal solidarity and
forbidden the joys and feasting, decorations and romance of
community life”. JH Hutton, an ICS officer posted in
Mokokchung, was of the same view that the ‘role of the Baptist
Mission among the tribals in general and Nagas in particular
has been injurious and disruptive to their culture.’ There is a
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common refrain among scholars such as JH Hutton, JD Mills,
Verrier Elwin and Furer Haimendrof that 'Christianity will
eclipse the distinct tribal culture.’ The converts adopted western
dress and a taste for everything western.?* The criticism forced
the missionaries to change the method of proselytising. In the
words of Sir Robert Reid: “ But methods of proselytising had
become modified as the years passed, and latter day
missionaries sensibly tried to preserve all that was good in old
tradition.”?

Another charge levelled against the Church is that it sowed
the seeds of separatism amongst the tribes of the North-east.
There is some truth in the allegation. Christianity widened the
barrier, tension and conflict between the people of the hills
(predominantly Christians) and plains (predominantly Hindus).
In their zeal to convert the tribes, the missionaries painted
Hinduism in a very negative way, which perpetuated the chasm
between the Christians and Hindus.?® After Independence “the
aim of an influential part of the church was to carve out states,
or areas within states in which Christians could be in majority
as Christians or, at the least areas in which persons running
the governments would be amenable to the influence of the
church. The effort has proceeded furthest in the North-east.””

In the recent years, the North-east has emerged as the major
transit route for narco-trade and gunrunning. An indicator of
the scale of illegal narcotic trade is the high incidence of drug
abuse mainly in Manipur and Mizoram; the malaise is now
spreading to Assam and Arunachal.*® The Naga-Kuki
internecine feuds are a direct consequence of insurgent groups
trying to control the road from Moreh, on the Indo-Myanmar
border, to Imphal to facilitate illegal trade. The demand for
money to finance the many insurgencies in the North-east will
fuel illegal trade in narcotics in future in a big way.

How have the army, the civil servants, the insurgents, the
Church and the politicians responded to the insurgencies in
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the North-east, particularly in Nagaland, which is regarded as
the fountainhead of North-east insurgencies? The discourses
that Ved Mehta had with a cross-section of Indian and Naga
officers and his observations reinforce author’s own perceptions
formed during long military service in the North-east and
subsequent travels and study, are quoted here verbatim: "I listen
to the Prime Minister of the Naga Federal Government (If the
Indian government doesn’t recognise Nagaland to be a separate
nation, we will fight... We are not the Naga hostiles, we are the
Nagas. The state Government of Nagaland is a stooge of the
Indian government.), to the Chief Minister of Nagaland (I say
to hostiles, “Now that you have got a state, why ask for trouble?
Let's have peace.”), to a leader of the Naga Baptist Christian
Convention, the association of all Naga churches (‘We don't want
any part of heathen India, Nagaland is for Christ. We are
intellectually and spiritually a part of the west, not of India at
all'). I also listen to an Indian military leader who is a hardliner
(I was here at the time when we were asked to solve the problem
of Nagaland. We had started a programme of regrouping all the
people in Nagaland from three thousand villages into two
hundred villages with stockades around them. We had told the
people that anyone seen outside the stockades at night would
be shot. ....... In time, we would have made them happier by
converting the regrouped villages into modern villages with
schools and hospitals. For some months they might have
disliked living in regrouped villages, but then they would have
got used to it. But just when we were getting somewhere, our
politicians stopped us. The military solution has never really
had a fair trial in Nagaland) to an Indian military leader who is
a softliner (‘The Naga hostiles are always using military
atrocities as propaganda. Some are imagined, some are real.
But how do these real military atrocities come about? Once,
the guerrillas not only killed some recruits, but also mutilated
them in order to steal their guns — the guns were chained to
the recruits’ bodies. The comrades of the recruits couldn’t trace
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the murderers, so they simply razed all the villages where they
thought the murderers were hiding. If their superiors had tried
to stop the retaliation, they would have a mutiny. But we know
now that the guerrillas can never be defeated, because the
conditions in all the tribal areas are such that the guerrillas
can strike and vanish and live in the jungles indefinitely. The
tribal problem requires a political solution.’), to an Indian civil
servant who is a pessimist (‘everything here is mad and
impossible. Some of these Nagas are so westernised that they
think we Indians are backward. Others are more backward than
any other savages in the world. If we had done certain things
in Nagaland - for instance, given the Nagas statehood in the
union in 1948, when they first asked for it - may be they would
have accepted the idea of staying with India, or enough of them
would have done so to deprive the guerrillas of means of
support. Our relations with the Nagas have always been a story
of our missing the bus.’), to an Indian civil servant who is an
optimist (‘I know that from the outside this still looks like a
boiling pot. But, perhaps because we are in the middle of it, we
don't feel that it is a boiling pot. A general of the Naga Federal
Republic who used to march forty-five miles a day in the jungle
~ he married a girl who used to be my office assistant; it was
love marriage, and now they lead a very bourgeois town life —
recently came and asked me to help him to get a priority for a
Fiat — and he is only one of many from the Naga Federal
Government who are constantly asking me fof cars and petrol
- I think something has changed.)), and, finally to a visiting
Indian politician (‘Suppose we agree to give the Nagas
Independence. It might not be a great loss to us. You could cut
off Nagaland from India without creating any geographical
anomaly. But then what are we going to do with the Lushais,
who, as it happens, look like Europeans? May be we could let
them make a separate nation out of the Mizo Hills; this would
mean only cutting off the tail of Assam. But then how are we
going to stop other tribes — other regional and linguistic groups
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- from seceding? Ultimately, everything is going to depend on
our ability to deal with the guerrillas in Nagaland and Mizo
Hills.")."??

India has travelled a long way since above observations were
made. It has approached the counter-insurgency operations in
the North-east as exercises in nation building. Unfortunately,
the military initiatives have not been exploited by timely political
initiatives, resulting in loss of momentum. Paradoxically, the
growth of democracy in the region has helped the insurgents.*®
The political parties at the centre in the race to capture power
have, lamentably, indulged in such divisive politics, which can
only be termed adventurism. “Most political parties have their
dirty trick department. The technique is to first create
clandestine fundamentalist armed groups with their own ethnic
agenda; provide them with weapons, funds and the aim of
causing serious law and order problem, which state government
cannot control. Should the game plan succeed, the state
government is dismissed citing constitutional breakdown,
followed by the imposition of President’s Rule, followed some
months later by fresh elections, which can be steered to victory
of the favoured party by ample funds. and benign civil
administration. This has resulted in the country being saddled
with a number of terrorist organisations, especially in the North-
east."”' Gen VN Sharma, the former army chief, has described
an incident, which illustrates this phenomenon: “ In 1988
Bodos became active in North Bengal. They decided that no rail
move would be allowed between North Bengal and Assam until
their demand for autonomous Bodoland was met. They
proceeded to ambush vehicles and trains, which disrupted and
adversely affected life in Assam. An army goods train carrying
ammunition supplies for troops in Assam and the Bhutan
Government was ambushed and three men of military escort
were killed. Two selected officers were sent to find out from the
Bodo chief for the outrage on the pain of immediate army action.
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The (Bodo) chief was apologetic and offered full monetary
compensation of any amount demanded. He was only obeying
orders of agents of the Central Government, who had instructed
to carry out such action, paid crores and provided weapons and
training, The aim was to destroy Assam trade through Siliguri
Corridor in North Bengal to cause riots in Assam. The AGP
government was dismissed in due course and came under
President's rule for not being able to control lawlessness. Some
weeks later the Bodos went on rampage, occupied large tracts
in protected game sanctuary, felled trees and hunted wild
animals. Army was asked to take control, but refused.” #

"The constitution of tribal districts into states with the
administrative and legislative trappings and other
paraphernalia of larger states may have been satisfying to the
tribal ego, but it also resulted in the disintegration of the core
values of the tribal communities, a fundamental in their value
. judgements and ever widening gap between the villagers and
the leadership. Soon the perks of office infected the tribal
leadership who proved themselves equal to the image of dirty
politicians in the rest of the country. There were few who could
see the long-term implications of a primitive village-based tribal
community being transformed into a parliamentary system of
governance without any preparation." (Nari Rustomji:
Imperilled Frontiers).

It is often argued that enough economic investment has not
been made in the North-east. The charge is only partially
correct, The Centre has pumped in thousands of crores of
Iupees year after year as central assistance to special category
states. Unfortunately, over the decades a nexus between
Politicians, bureaucrats and contractors has developed
resulting in misappropriation of developmental fund. The
Centre’s policy of softening up the tribal communities with
funds has proved counter-productive. Niketa Haralu sums up
the situation well: “ Fifty years of fruitless confrontation
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characterised by carrot and stick by Delhi to secure compliance
of the Nagas has resulted in Nagas being addicted to carrot
without acquiring respect for the stick.”

There are other disturbing trends that have emerged in the
North-east. The dividing line between overground and
underground politics is becoming increasingly blurred. Lt Gen
VK Nayyar candidly brought this out in his report to the
President when he was the Governor of Manipur and Nagaland.
Even more worrying is the withering away of the duly elected
state governments. The insurgents in Nagaland, Manipur and
some parts of Assam are running parallel governments. Taxes
are levied not only on villages but also on private industries. In
Nagaland and Manipur government employees with the
exception of armed forces pay regular taxes to one or the other
insurgent group. In Assam tea gardens and other industrial
houses pay taxes to ULFA, euphemistically called ‘protection
money.’

The North-east is at its most vulnerable point at the moment.
Neighbours whose domestic politics adversely affect our North-
east region surround it. Bangladesh is slowly transforming into
a fundamentalist Islamic state. Slogans like Amra Hobo
Taliban, Bangla Hobe Afghan' (We will be Taliban, Bangladesh -
will be Afghanistan) are raised in the countryside. The Maoist
insurgency in Nepal has equally negative fallout for North-east -
insurgencies. Intelligence reports suggest that the Maoists are
already in touch with ULFA and other groups. Our relations
with Myanmar are cordial and have improved. Practical geo-
political considerations favour cooperative approach with the
Military Junta but India’s diplomacy will be put to hard test to
strike a balance between the practical considerations of
maintaining friendly relations with the Military Junta and
extending support to pro-democracy groups led by Aung San
Swu Kyi. The external events are more likely to influerice the
internal situation in the North-east in future.
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GEO-STRATEGIC SIGNIFICANCE OF
NORTH-EAST INDIA

N orth-east India as a geographical region is a colonial
construct, the concept of North-east Frontier Region
evolved during the British period for administrative reasons.’
Prior to Independence North-east India consisted mainly of
Assam and the kingdoms of Manipur and Tripura. After
Independence North-east India as a distinct geographical region
having its own identity, aspirations and problems took shape.
The term North-east also came to be widely used in official texts
and correspondence.

The early history of North-east India is very obscure. “But in the
main, the region drew its earliest inhabitants from the Mongolian
race in Western China, which in very ancient times threw off a
series of swarms that afterwards found their way into frontier
lands of India: some went along the Northern slopes of Himalayas;
some to the South, down the courses of Chindwin, Irrawady,
Salween and Mekong rivers, peopling Burma and adjoining
countries; and some to the South-west descending the
Brahmaputra to Assam. Those who found their way to the South-
west probably moved along the Brahmaputra; and as each swarm
was forced to yield to the pressure from behind, it either moved
Westwards or turned aside into the hills of the Assam Range.™

Some scholars believe that Khasis and Jaintias appear to be
descendants of proto-austroloids of ancient Assam. They were
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probably of Austic stock and were its earliest inhabitants. They
are called so because they are said to have migrated from the
Australian and some other islands of the Pacific Ocean. The
beautiful megaliths or pillars of stones, which they created over
the graves of the dead, are found in Meghalaya. They spoke Mon-
Khemer language and introduced cultivation.’

After the Austrics, the Mongolians had migrated to Assam
from the North and North-east. The larger group had migrated
from China and Tibet; some had, however, entered from
Myanmar. The Mongoloids are referred to as Kiratas in Aryan
literature. Among the Mongolians the great Bodo tribe had
established over the Brahmaputra Valley fairly early. The Bodos
had extended into North and East Bengal and into North Bihar.
North of Brahmaputra Valley is even today occupied by the
Bodos.* Other branches of this great tribe are Cacharis, Meches,
Garos, Rabha, Tipra, etc. The North Assam tribes of Akas, the
Daflas, Abors, Miris and Mishmis, all Mongolians, appeared
to have come later and established themselves to the North of
the Brahmaputra plains. Other tribes of the same stock are
Nagas, Kukis, Mikirs and Mizos.

Some historians speculate the time of the first Mongolian
migration to have taken place long before 1000 BC. Next came
Aryans. In the early Vedic literature Eastern India is referred
to as Mlecha country. But the later Vedic literature in the
Brahman period i.e. 6 and 7" century BC, the Aryans are
believed to have migrated to the North-west of Karatoya River,
which in ancient time was the Western boundary of Assam.® The
Aryan settlement in ancient Assam is hinted in the legends of
Naraka. It is generally admitted that Aryans were not very
numerous in ancient Assam, which is racially the land of non-
Aryans, but the Aryans established their cultural supremacy
over the country. Aryanisation was, however, never complete or
total: many non-Aryans lived in the hills preserving their way
of life. Before the coming of the Aryans the inhabitants of Assam
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Practiced animism, magic, ancestor worship and Sakti (fertility
cult). After the advent of Aryans, Hindu religious beliefs were
intermixed with the prevailing tribal cult. Before the coming of
the Ahoms in the 13! century, Tantricism (worship of the
Mother Goddess or Sakti) was prevalent in Assam in a debased
form. Tantric rituals included the sacrifice of ducks, pigeons,
goats, buffaloes and even men, to Sakti or Durga. Magic rites
where drinking and dancing by naked women were striking
features of Tantric worship. Assam was known to the outside
world as the land of magic.® At such a critical stage in Assam’s
history, Sankaradeva (1449 AD - 1568 AD) came as deliverer.
He condemned the practice of sacrificial rites and brought the
message of Bhakti; the religion taught by him was known as
Vaishnavism.

Reliable history of this region was first recorded in the narrative
of the Chinese pilgrim Huien Tsang, who visited the country then
known as Kamrupa, about 640 AD during the reign of
Bhaskarvarma (594-650 AD). Bhaskarvarma was contemporary of
Harsha of North India. Nothing very definite is known about rulers
before or after Bhaskarvarma till the advent of Ahoms in 1228 AD.
But the discovery of several inscribed copper-plates, which appear
to have belonged to the period between the latter part of the 10®
century and the middle of the 12" century throw more light on its
history. It would seem that soon after Huien Tsang’s departure the
country fell into the hands of aboriginal chiefs, who were
subsequently converted to Hinduism.”

In the beginning of the 13" century before the advent of Ahoms
in Assam, the Bodo-Cacharis ruled over the Brahmaputra Valley
from Cooch Behar to East Bengal extending up to Naga Hills,
with its capital at Dimapur. The Ahoms, a Shan tribe whose
ancient kingdom was situated in the upper portion of Irrawady
Valley, invaded Assam in 1228 AD and slowly expanded their
empire and ruled for nearly 600 years, longer than any other
empire in India.
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Manipur and Tripura existed as independent kingdoms. The
Mughals never succeeded in annexing the North-east in their
empire. But what the mighty Mughals could not do, the British
achieved, taking advantage of palace intrigues and the decadence
of the kings. Hinduism spread in the North-east in the Brahmaputra
and Surma valleys and the Vaishnavite cult took roots in the Imphal
Valley. The surrounding hills, however, retained their animist faith
and each tribe developed according to its own genius till the advent
of Christianity, which rapidly spread in the hills in the 19" century.

Physiography®

The administrative divisions of the North-east include the states
of Assam, Arunachal, Manipur, Tripura, Meghalaya, Mizoram and
Nagaland, popularly known as the Seven Sisters.’ The total area is
2,55,083 sq km, which is 7.76 percent of the geographical area of
India. 70 percent of the region is hilly and mountainous terrain and
30 percent constitute valley lands mainly of three rivers;
Brahmaputra, Barak and Imphal with related wetlands. The total
population of North-east states is 3,84,95,089 (2001 census), which
accounts for 3.75 percent of the population of the country.

The North-east has approximately 4200 km of India’s international
boundary with China (Tibet), Myanmar, Bangladesh and Bhutan.
It is connected with the rest of the country by the narrow strip of
land, known as the Siliguri Corridor-just 20-km wide at its
narrowest, which is also referred to as the Chicken’s Neck. The
Northern frontier of the North-east region from Sankesh River in
the West to the entrance point of the Brahmaputra into Assam in
the east is guarded by the Assam Himalayas. The McMahon Line
separates North-east India from China (Tibet). The region is
bounded by Bhutan in its North-east, autonomous region of Tibet
and China in the North, Myanmar in the East and South and
Bangladesh in the South.

The North-east has varied physical features. It has mountains,
hills, rivers, valleys, plateaus, and riverine islands (Majuli Islands)
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and can thus be divided into three major groups: hills and
mountains, plateaus and plains. The physiographic divisions of the
region are: North-east mountain ranges, South-eastern hill ranges,
Assam plateau, Assam Valley and Cachar plains.

The North-eastern mountain ranges extend from Tista River in
Sikkim to Namcha Barwa (7756 m) peak in Mishmi Hills. Here the
Brahmaputra (known as Tsang Po in Tibet) makes a hairpin bend
and cuts across the mountains before flowing into the plains of
Assam. The total length of this region is 720 km. The Namcha Barwa
is the highest peak in this region.

The region has many hills named after the tribes, which occupy
these hills. In the North-east the Mishmi Hills are occupied by
Mishimis; further to the East on the frontiers of Arunachal is the
Khamati Hills occupied by Khamatis, who are of Shan origin;
Singpho Hills lying South-east of Lakhimpur district of Assam are
Occupied by Singphos; the Aka Hills, which lie North of Darang
district of Assam between Dhansiri and Dikali rivers are named
after the Akas; the Dafla Hills North of Darang and Lakhimpur
districts of Assam between Ranganadi in the North-west and
Bhareli River in the West are occupied by Daffla tribes; the Abor
Hills between the Sion River on the West and Dibang on the North-
West are occupied by Abors; the Miri Hills which lie North of
Lakhimpur district of Assam and North-west of Ranganadi are
inhabited by Miri tribes. A large number of Miris have settled down
in the plains of Assam as well. Many of these hills have high

altitudes,

The Southern hill ranges (South of Brahmaputra) include the
. Patkai, the Naga, the Barail Hills, the highlands of Manipur and
Lushai (Mizo) Hills. With the exception of Manipur basin, the entire
Tegion is undulating. The general elevation of the ranges is 3145 m
above seq Jevel. Narrow, steep sided valleys separate the ranges
from each other. The location and importance of these hills are

described below.
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* Patkai Range: It lies to the North-east of Assam. This is the
range, which has influenced the history of Assam the most.
More about the importance of this range is discussed
subsequently.

* The Naga Hills: The Naga Hills is a continuation of the Patkai
Range towards the South and divides India from Myanmar.
The highest peak in the Naga Hills is Saramati (3826 m). To
the North-west of Naga Range is Kohima Hills, the highest
peak of which is Javpo (2995 m). Tizu is the only river that
cuts through the Naga Range and flows North-west to join
the Chindwin in Myanmar. These hills are home to various
tribes. Naga Hills was constituted into a new state of N agaland
in 1963.

* The Mizo Hills: This is also known as Lushai Hills. These
now constitute the area of Mizoram. The important features
of these hills are six parallel ranges running North to South
with five deep river valleys between the ranges. Several tribes
that are together called by the generic term Mizo inhabit Mizo
Hills.

* The Barail Hills: It lies in the North Cachar district of Assam
running east to west and connects the Naga and Jaintia Hills.
The hills are densely forested and several peaks rise to 6000
feet.

* The Manipur Hills: The North-western boundary of Manipur
Hills runs along the frontier between India and Myanmar
and the Western boundary abuts against the Cachar plains
and hills. The central part is a large basin 50 km long and
30 km broad surrounded on all sides by high mountains.
This appears to be the bed of an old lake, a remnant of which
occupies the South-east corner of the basin and is known as
the Loktak Lake, 12 km long and 8 km broad, having
centripetal drainage. The Barak is the largest river in the
Manipur Hills. It rises from the Javpo peak and flows South.-
west for 180 km.

° The Tripura Hills: Tripura Hills comprise long ranges
alternating with valleys. This range and valley type of
topography has rendered communication very difficult and
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the transport problem has been accentuated since the
creation of Pakistan (now Bangladesh), which almost
encircles it. Tripura Hills can be divided physiographically
into four valleys, named after the towns of Dharamnagar,
Kailashahar, Kamalpur and Khowai, and one upland named
after Agartala.

The Meghalaya Plateau

The Meghalaya plateau includes Garo, Khasi and Jaintia Hills.
The length of the plateau from the River Dhansiri in the North-
west and Singaimari in the West is approximately 420 km and
the width is 40 km. It lies between the valleys of Brahmaputra
and Barak. The range of these hills combined together now
constitute the territory of Meghalaya.

The Brahmaputra River and Valley

The Brahmaputra River is the chief geophysical feature of the
region. The river flows out of Mansarovar, under its Tibetan
name Tsang Po, and then flows North-west passing through the
highlands of Tibet. At the extreme corner of North-east India,
it pierces through the Himalayas and makes a right about turn
to the West and passes through Assam and Bangladesh, where
it meets the River Ganga. It is 2,880 km in length, of which
approximately 1,600 km is in Tibet, 870 km in India and 410
km in Bangladesh. After crossing the Himalayas, the river takes
the name Dihang. Downstream it is met by another river Dibang,
It then enters Brahma Kunda, which is a sacred religious spot
for Hindus. Emerging out of this lake it takes the name of
Brahmaputra.'? In Assam the river flows through length of 720
km, creating the Brahmaputra Valley around which the history
of Assam has been built.

The valley is approximately 600 km long and 75 km wide. It
extends from Sadiya in the North-east to Dhubri in the West
where the river takes a turn towards the South, round the spurs
of Garo Hills. The valley is heavily populated and may be divided
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into two parts — upper and lower Assam — each about 75 km
wide. The Brahmaputra flows through the centre of this valley.
The fertility of the soil attracted hordes of Muslims from the
overcrowded districts of Bangladesh, even during the period
when East Bengal was part of India.

Surma or Barak Valley

The other valley in Assam, which is not so well known, is the
Surma or Barak Valley named after Barak River. The valley
covers the district of Cachar in Assam and extends to the district
of Sylhet in Bangladesh. The valley is about 185 km long and

200 km wide."!
The Imphal Valley

The valley is approximately 50 km long and 30 km wide, with
hills on all sides. It lies about 790 m above sea level. The Meitei
population of Manipur is concentrated in the valley.

Communications

The North-east was well linked to markets at home and
abroad by river and rail links through Calcutta and Chittagong.
But the partition of the country disrupted the existing
communication tinks to such an extent that the region was
‘practically cut off from the rest of the country. The only railroad
connection with the heartland was the tenuous metre gauge rail
link and the National Highway (NH) 31 through the Siliguri
corridor. The Brahmaputra was bridged only in 1962 at
Saraighat near Guwahati but the low-lying North bank remains
vulnerable to floods during monsoons The Saraighat Bridge is
a road cum rail bridge, 1.43 km in length.

The NH 31 is the lifeline to North-east. The neglect in building
frontier roads was highlighted at the time of the Chinese
invasion in 1962. It is only after that tragic event that frontier
roads were developed in the North-east, particularly in
Arunachal. The main artery of communication, the inland water
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transport, was severed by partition and continued fitfully until
altogether suspended after 1965 war with Pakistan.'?

During the World War II supplies were moved to China via
Stilwell Road from Margherita to Kunming or by air across the
Hump to Chunking.'® The availability of a large number of
airstrips all over North-east facilitated air communication. After
Independence, non-scheduled airlines flew passenger and cargo
1o NEFA and elsewhere, a task since taken over by the Indian
Air Force (IAF), which operates possibly the largest air
maintenance operation anywhere in the world to far flung
inaccessible areas.

After 1962 war with China, communications in the North-east
have been improved. The Kalia Bhomara road bridge over the
Brahmaputra near Tezpur (3.01km) followed in 1987 and a
third railroad bridge, the Narnarayan Setu at Jogighopa
(2.21km) near Goalpara was commissioned in 1996. The
Jogighopa bridge will provide flood proof routing along the
South bank. The conversion of rail line to broad gauge up to
Guwahati was completed in 1984. The entire South bank line
from Guwahati to Tinsukia and Dibrugarh was also converted
to broad gauge by 1997. Another road cum rail bridge is under
construction at Bogibeel, 17 km downstream of Dibrugarh,
Which may take eight years to complete. The construction has
been inordinately delayed due to non-avajlabihty of funds. The
Project was initially to be funded by the World Bank but due to
large investments required and non-availability of funds they
backed out. The gauge conversion of Rangia-Murkong-Selek
Section was also linked to the Bogibeel bridge. Both projects
are important for linking remote areas of Assam and Arunachal
and would also help in flood control (The Indian Express, New

Delhi, August 15, 2005 p6)
185 km long Lumding-Badarpur line, which traverses Mikir

and North Cachar Hills, is still metre gauge. This rail link
connects the Brahmaputra and the Barak valleys. The gauge
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conversion has not yet taken place mainly because of extensive
tunnelling involved, which is very costly and time consuming.
The Central Government in 2005 agreed to fund projects that
were not financially viable but required for socio-economic
development of the region. These include Jiribam-Imphal Road,
Kumarghat-Agartala rail link and Lumding-Silchar-Jiribam
gauge conversion. The Ministry of Defence has agreed to fund
Senchoa-Silghat gauge conversion on strategic considerations.

The air link to North-east has also been upgraded. Guwahati
is being developed as an international airport. The airports at
Dibrugarh, Agartala and Silchar are being upgraded. Two new
airports at Lengpui in Mizoram and Tura in Meghalaya have
been sanctioned.

The IAF flies civil ferry and air maintenance sorties in
Arunachal, Nagaland and Sikkim and other inaccessible hill
areas. In the early 1950s it was Dakotas, Caribous and Otters
aircraft and MI 4 helicopters, now it is AN 32 aircraft and MI
8/17 helicopters operating to and from 179 helipads, 14
advance landing grounds, 50 dropping zones for AN 32 and 180
dropping zones for helicopters at altitudes ranging from 3,200
feet to 1,6200 feet.'*

Mineral Resources

| Assam produces 5.25 million tonnes of oil annually, which is
60 percent of India’s production and 80 percent of on-shore-
domestic production. There are three refineries located in
Assam viz. Digboi having a capacity of 0.58 million tonnes,
Guwahati 0.77 million tonnes and Bongaigaon 0.46 million
tonnes per annum. A new refinery is being set up at Numligarh
with a capacity of 3 million tonnes of crude oil per annum,.
Assam has an estimated 1180 million tons of gas and oil
resources. It has 25 percent of hydrocarbon potential of the
country. (Source: Mineral Year Book: Task Force Report;
Ministry of Mines, 1997).
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Tea is the major agricultural product, which is exported from
Assam. Out of 4,32,876 kg tea produced in the entire North-
eastin 1997, 4,25,430 kg was produced in Assam. Assam itself
produces more than 50 percent of the total tea production in
India. Tea is a major foreign exchange earner for the country.
(Source: Tea Board, Kolkata). Regrettably, the production of
tea in the North-east has declined. Assam including Cachar
produced 34,1,586 kg in 2003 and 32,2,227 kg in 2004.
(Source: - J Thomas & Co).

The North-east has a vast forest resource, which has been
exploited, regrettably, to the extent of leading to ecological
imbalance in,many parts. Assam provides timber to many
factories in Kolkata. Assam also exports timber, bamboo, cane,
paper pulp and agar oil. '

Geo-political Significance of North-east India

It is not only natural resources, which make North-east an
area of strategic importance but also its geographical location.
India regards the McMahon Line as the border between India
and China (Tibet), though the Chinese claim this line to be
further South. India has 4,200 km long international border
with China of which 1,500 km lie in North-east India. In 1962
war, China had captured areas upto Bomdila in Kameng district
and Walong in Lohit district of Arunachal Pradesh. China claims
the entire Arunachal Pradesh to be part of China and does not
recognise the sanctity of McMahon Line. It has recognised
Sikkim as part of India only recently. The Chinese deleted
Sikkim from their list of independent countries in 2003.

The partition of the country in 1947 altered the geo-strategic
situation of the whole of the North-east India in a profound way.
All communication channels that once passed through that
region were disrupted and India’s North-east was cut-off from
the rest of the country; connected only by a narrow strip of land
near Siliguri, the famous ‘Chicken’s Neck’, which is a strategic
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passageway, just a few kilometres from Bhutan, Bangladesh,
Nepal as well as the Indian state of Sikkim. The defence of this
strategic corridor has been and will remain the major concern
of the Indian Army. Recent reports that Bhutan might make
territorial adjustments in the sensitive Chumbi Valley with
China to the detriment of India have rung alarm bells in the
security establishment of the country.’® In military terms, the
Chumbi salient is a dagger pointed at the Siliguri Corridor that
links India with the North-east and lies in the gap between
Nepal, Bhutan and Tibet to the North and Bangladesh to the
South. The Western shoulder of the valley lies along India's
Sikkim and the Eastern shoulder along Bhutan.

The Brahmaputra flows through the heart of India’'s North-
east. Its history is woven round this river. Its source is in Tibet,
where it is called Tsang Po River. The Chinese in fact control
the upper course of the river, thus having a bargajning chip
against India. Defence analysts suspect Chinese hand behind
flash floods in North-east.!'®

The other geographical area, which is of great significance, is
the Patkai Range. This forms the watershed between India and
Myanmar and has dramatically influenced the history of North-
east India. The passes through the Patkai Hills have proved to
be as significant as the Khyber Pass in the North-west of India.
It was 'through Patkai Hills that the Ahoms came into the then
Kamrup and laid the foundation of a kingdom, which lasted
600 years till the arrival of the British.

The Patkai Range was surveyed in 1896 for the construction
of a railway line connecting Ledo in Lakhimpur district of
Assam with the Taungni station in the Mu Valley of Burma via
Hukwang Valley. It was planned to blast through a 5,000 ft long
tunnel through the Patkai Range for the construction of the
railway line, which was never built.'” It was again through this
pass that during the World War II, the British built the famous
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Ledo Road, also called the Stilwell Road connecting North-east
India with Burma Road, which runs from Myanmar to China.
During the World War the Stilwell Road was a strategic highway
for the movement of troops and equipment.’®

Interplay of Ethnicity along India-Myanmar Border

The borderland between India and Myanmar is of great
military significance. During the British rule, the administration
of the Northern and Western borders of Myanmar with India
was minimal as was the case in the hills of Assam. Various
ethnic groups of Myanmar, namely the Kachins, Shans, Was,
Karens, Mons, Chins, and Rohingiyas rose in revolt (many are
still rebellious) against the Burmese rule soon after its
Independence from the British as did the Nagas, Mizos and
Manipuris in India.

There are many linkages between the insurgencies on both
sides of India- Myanmar border. The border between India and
Myanmar has been porous for most of history. There is no
major natural obstacle to movement except the hills, which do
not prevent free movement of tribals. The post-colonial era saw
the emergence of artificially formed nation states. For example,
a large Naga population exists in Myanmar with close ethnic
ties with Nagas in North-east India. The Naga ethnic group is
spread extensively beyond the existing boundary of the state of
Nagaland into the neighbouring states of Manipur, Assam,
Arunachal Pradesh and, especially, into Myanmar's territory -
Sagaing Division and the Kachin state.

Kachin state'® in the extreine North of Myanmar is inhabited
by Kachins who account for about three percent of the total
Myanmar's population. They were converted to Christianity in
the nineteenth century by missionaries and are ethnically closer
to their neighbours to the South - the Nagas. The Nagas, caught
between the Kachins in the North, the Chins to the South and
the Burmans to the North-west inhabit the Patkai regions,
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between the Brahmaputra plains and the bed of the Chindwin
River in Myanmar. They too were converted to Christianity in
the nineteenth century, as were the Chins forming a Christian
cordon along the Indo-Myanmar border.* The Chins living in
Myanmar have much in common with Mizos across the border
in India. They occupy the Chin Hills in Western Myanmar, along
the boundary with India’s Mizoram. They are of Mongoloid
origin and have much in common with Kuki, Lushai and Lakhar
tribes and speak related Tibeto-Burman language. Many Chins
were ruled by council of elders and others by hereditary chiefs,
as was the custom in the Mizo Hills. The first British expedition
into Chin Hills in 1889 was soon followed by annexation, which
brought to an end the raids by Chins on the Burmese plains.?!

To the extreme South, in the foothills of the Arakan range on
the Bay of Bengal, live the Rakhines or Arakanese, as the British
colonialists called them, a majority of whom have been
Buddhists. The Sultans of Bengal in the 15" century converted
a small minority of Arakanese to Islam - the Rohingiyas, many
of whom have fled to Bangladesh in recent times to escape
alleged persecution by the Myanmar regime, thus souring
relations between Myanmar and Bangladesh.

It was the Kachin Independence Army (KIA), which gave
shelter and support to Naga and Manipuri rebels in the
formative years of insurgency. Khaplang, a Burmese Naga,
formed the Eastern Naga Revolutionary Council (ENRC) in 1965
and cooperated with the Naga National Council (NNC) of
Nagaland. In 1963, KIA helped Kaito, then a self-styled General
in the underground Naga Army, in establishing a base in the
Somra tract in Myanmar.

The KIA, founded in 1961 with a strength of 8,000 to 10,000
men, have long controlled the extreme North of Myanmar as
well as the Myanmar's part of Naga country, particularly the
famous Stilwell Road, now densely covered by thick jungle,
which makes it ideal for clandestine flows that have kept the
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Kachin and Naga guerrillas well supplied, making them
financially and militarily autonomous??. Both the factions of
NSCN have received help from KIA, and in return Kachin rebels
often found refuge in the Naga areas of Arunachal, which are
difficult to reach. Further South, the Chins continue to support
the Indian Mizos and Kukis, upholding their kinship. The UNLF
of Manipur, on their part, has bases in the vicinity of Tamu and
Kalemyo.

A Brief Historical Perspective of Burmese Insurgencies

In order to fully understand the significance of the interplay
of factors that fuel insurgencies in India’s North-east and its
linkages with the rebellions and insurrections by the ethnic
Mminorities of Myanmar, an understanding of the colonial and
Post independence history of Myanmar will be instructive. The
British had annexed Burma in stages: the two maritime
Provinces of Arakan and Tenaserrin (East Burma) were
annexed in 1826 as a result of the First Anglo-Burman War and
SO was Assam after the Treaty of Yandeboo. The whole of lower
Burma fell into British hands after the Second Anglo-Burman
War of 1852 and finally the Burmese Kingdom came under
British rule in 1886 after the Third Anglo-Burman War. Burma
was made a province of British India in 1897, and remained
So till April 1, 1937 when it was separated from British India.
The continuous occupation of Burma by the British till its
independence in January 1948 was interrupted by the
Japanese occupation from 1942-45.%

The British had tried to confine Burma to the territory largely
inhabited by Burmans. All of lower Burma and most of upper
Burma came to be called Burma Proper, which was also referred
to as Parliamentary or Ministerial Burma. The region of indirect
rule came to be known by various names, such as, Frontier,
Excluded or Scheduled Areas. The areas occupied by Wa and
Nagas in the North-west were called “Backward Areas.” As in
the frontier region of North-east India, the British
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administration in the excluded or backward areas of Burma's
North, North-west and South-east was minimal. The similarity
of administration of frontier areas on both sides of Indo-Burma
border is, therefore, significant.

Ethnic minorities inhabit the excluded areas, measuring
around 113,000 sq miles, which is about 43 percent of
Myanmar's territory, one-third of its 48 million population. They
are principally Shans in central and Northern Myanmar, the
Kachins in the North-west, the Chins in the West, and the
Karens and a subgroup Kareni in the lower reaches of Shan
plateau along Salween River. Chins and Kachins held on against
British pacification as late as 1894-95.

After independence in 1948, the ethnic minorities were
organised into Shan, Kachin, Karen and Chin Special Division,
each having a degree of autonomy. Political violence erupted in
Burma in 1948 with the Communist Party of Burma (CPB)
revolting and taking up arms. Soon many ethnic minorities also
began armed struggle of their own but some adopted
communist ideology and fought on the side of the communists.
The CPB was at its most powerful in North-east Burma where
it was backed by China. The rebellion by the communists and
the ethnic minorities forced the Prime Minister U Nu to transfer
power to a caretaker government headed by General Ne Win in
1958. U Nu returned to power after the general elections in
1960, but in a reversal of fortune General Ne Win staged a
military coup and captured power. General Ne Win had
promised peace but ironically renewed insurgencies became the
major problem of his regime. Constantly changing alliances and
military expedients have characterised the politics of Burma
since then. By 1980s the insurgencies could be divided into two
main groupings - those allied with CPB and those in the
National Democratic Front (NDF)*, which sought the formation
of a federal Burma. In short, guns remained dominant in post
independence Burma. Over 20 armed opposition groups
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including the CPB, the Karen National Union (KNU) and the
NDF and its allies remained in control of vast regions of the
country, principally in the ethnic minority states.

The pro-democracy protests that erupted in 1988 precipitated
three events in short succession that dramatically rearranged
Myanmar's political landscape. Firstly, the demise of Ne Win's
Burma Socialist's Programme Party (BSPP) in 1988 and
assumption of power by the supporters of Ne Win in the newly
formed State Law and Order Restoration Council (SLORC)
headed by General Saw Maung in September 1988; secondly,
the collapse of CPB in 1989 which was brought about by the
mutiny of its ethnic minority troops who entered into peace
talks with SLORC; and thirdly, general elections of 1998 in
which the National League of Democracy (NLD) led by Aung San
Swu Kyi won a landslide victory.?> Despite the victory of NLD,
the military rule continued.

The State Peace and Development Council (SPDC) superseded
the military government of SLORC in November 1997. Since
then three-cornered struggle has marked the political scene in
Myanmar - the SPDC government, the NLD led by Aung San
Swu Kyi and the ethnic minorities.

After decades of conflict the situation has begun to change. A
new cease-fire movement began in 1989 prompted by the
sudden collapse of CPB. Unlike the previous cease-fire the
present cease-fire is generally holding mainly because the
SLORC allowed the insurgent groups to keep the weapons and
exercise control over the territory but cooperate with the
government in regional development initiative.

Ironically, at a time when almost entire population had turned
against the regime, scores of former insurgents rallied behind
the Military Junta. The KIA, which was Burma's most powerful
ethnic army controlling most of Kachin State n the far North,
bordering North-east India, entered into an agreement with
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SLORC in 19983 and signed a formal cease-fire in 1994. The Chin
National Front and Arakan Rohingya Islamic Front that are active
in areas bordering Mizoram have not accepted the cease-fire.
Interestingly, NSCN, both Muivah and Khaplang factions, which
are active on both sides of India-Myanmar border, have not
declared cease-fire with the Burmese forces.? The linkages
between the insurgent groups operating in India’s North-east and
Myanmar's North and North-west have been discussed in some
detail in the chapter on external dimension of insurgency.

Chittagong Hill Tract (CHT)

CHT in Bangladesh having common borders with both India
and Myanmar is another tract of land, which is strategically
significant for its relevance and influence on insurgencies in the
North-east. It is situated in the extreme South-east of
Bangladesh, bounded in the North and North-east by the Indian
states of Mizoram and Tripura and in the South and South-
east by Myanmar. It comprises of the districts of Rangamati,
Bandarban and Khagrachhri and has a significant population
of minorities who belong to Mongoloid group and live in a
compact area. The minorities in CHT constitute 0.45 percent
of the total population of Bangladesh.

The area formed by the hill tracts east of Bangladesh poi’t city
of Chittagong and the Indian states of Tripura and Mizoram,
which Subir Bhaumik calls the ‘Triangle’, has vast stretches of
tribal population. The tribes in this region have a long history of
enjoying ethnic independence or effective autonomous existence.
But by the end of 19" century, the ‘Triangle’ had come under
British control except the kingdom of Tripura, which retained
its autonomous existence by accepting British suzerainty.

The partition of the subcontinent in 1947 has shaped events
in this troubled area. As CHT had a population, which was 97
percent non-Muslim, it was logically assumed that it would go
to India. But the Radcliffe Award dealt the Chakmas an unjust
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blow by giving the CHT to Pakistan. The Chakmas raised the
Indian tri colour at Rangamati on August 15, 1947 in
anticipation of the award going in favour of India. As a result,
on 21 August, Pakistani troops pulled the Indian flags down.
The raising of Indian flags by Chakmas has remained etched
in the Bengali psyche as an expression of Chakma betrayal.
They remained as suspect even after the birth of Bangladesh.*

. After independence, a large number of Muslims were
rehabilitated in the sparsely populated CHT. The Pakistanis
followed a policy of internal colonisation to facilitate with the
help of which the special status of CHT was abolished in 1964.
The problem was aggravated by the submergence of nearly 40
Percent of cultivable land within the Chakma homeland due to
the construction of Kaptai Dam on Karnfuli River in 1964. The
displacement occurred without any compensation or
rehabilitation. Thousands of Chakma refugees took shelter in
the neighbouring Indian states of Tripura and Mizoram.

CHT is inhabited by thirteen Buddhist, Christian and Hindu
tribes who lived in seclusion as the tract was designated
excluded area by the British, much as was the case with hill
areas of North-east India. The liberation of Bangladesh in 1971
did not change the situation. Zia-ur-Rehman continued the
policy of internal colonisation and in fact encouraged settlement
of Bengali families in the hilly tracts. Zia-ur-Rehman settled
nearly 30,000 Bengali Muslim families in 1980. The internal
colonisation over the years has changed the demography of the
area against the Chakmas, as the two tables below will show.

Table 1:Total Population in CHT 1951-912®

[_"195 11 1961 | 1871 1981 | 1991
' 69% | 73% 50% | 51%
To% { 31% | 27% 41% | 49%

—

| Tribals } 91%

i Non-Tribalsm
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Table 2: Religious Composition in CHT 1991 Census

Muslims 44.12%
Buddhists 43.65%
Hindus 9.01%
Christians 2.28%
Others 0.94%

The change in the demographic profile of CHT has caused
tension and introduced ethnic strife. An ethnic insurgency
broke out under Prabattya Chattagram Jansanghati (PCJSS)
and its armed wing, the Shanti Bahini. Social strife forced more
Chakmas to take shelter in neighbouring Tripura as refugees.
After much negotiation an agreement was finally reached in
1997 ending the insurgency. But the situation has still to
normalise.

Insurgent Linkages Across India-Bangladesh Border

The governments of erstwhile East Pakistan and later
Bangladesh have provided sanctuary in CHT to nearly all the
insurgent groups of North-east India at sometime or the other:
Inter Service Intelligence (ISI) of Pakistan in connivance with
Bangladesh intelligence has been very active in this region since
90s and has given covert aid to United Liberation Front of
Assam (ULFA).

After the assassination of Sheikh Mujib in 1975 and the
installation of an anti-India government, a decision was taken
by India to assist the Chakma rebels with arms, supplies and
training, As a way of getting even with India, Bangladesh tacitly
supported Bijoy Hrangkhawl's Tripura National Volunteer Force
(TNVF).2®

The linkages between ULFA, the main insurgent group of
Assam, with the ISI of Pakistan and the Director General of Field
Intelligence (DGFI) of Bangladesh have profound implications
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for the security of North-east. The ULFA-ISI nexus had, in fact,
begun way back in 1990 and since then has acquired a sinister
dimension; ULFA has already abdicated its original ideology
which was rooted in illegal immigration from Bangladesh, now
calls the same immigrants as Assamese of East Bengal origin.

Appraisal

The North-east has a long porous border with Myanmar and
Bangladesh. Many of the tribes of the North-east have ethnic
linkages with the tribes of Myanmar along India-Myanmar
border. The similarity of administration evolved by the British
in the hill areas, the rise of ethnic insurgencies on both sides
of the border, the flourishing illegal narcotic trade from Golden
Triangle through the North-east are factors that have combined
to give rise to a situation which is ideal for insurgencies to
flourish. Similarly, the CHT in Bangladesh has a population,
which is ethnically closer to the hill tribes in Mizoram, Assam
and Tripura. After the partition of the country in 1947, there
has been massive internal migration of Muslim population from
other parts of East Pakistan/ Bangladesh to CHT, which has
changed its demography in their favour vis-a-vis Buddhists. On
the other hand, the demography of Tripura has changed initially
due to large-scale influx of Bengalis, mainly Hindus, from
erstwhile East Pakistan to escape the communal riots, and later
after the creation of Bangladesh, the illegal immigrants have
been from both communities. Between 195% and 1991, the
number of Muslims in CHT has increased by 41.84 percent,
which was above the state’s average rate of increase of 34.30
percent. The concentration of a large illegal immigrant Muslim
population along the Indo-Bangladesh border is an ideal
condition for fomenting disaffection.

The CHT along with the hill areas of Mizoram and Tripura,
aptly called the ‘Triangle’, is of great importance for India to
fight insurgencies in the North-east. The rise of Muslim
militancy in Assam in the recent years is yet another dimension
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which flows directly from the changing demography and geo-
political milieu obtaining in this region.
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