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MIGRANTS IN FLIGHT: CONFLICT-INDUCED INTERNAL
DISPLACEMENT OF NEPALIS IN NORTHEAST INDIA
LOPITA NATH
ABSTRACT
Ethnic violence, which has become endemic to the states of postcolonial Northeast India, has often targetted
populations of migrant origin as foreigners or illegal immigrants to be sent back to their lands of origin. The
Nepalis from the neighbouring kingdom of Nepal, who have been migrating to Northeast India since the colonial
times have long integrated into the multi-ethnic and multi-cultural society of the region. Settled in almost all the
states of the region they have, in recent times, been frequently identified as foreigners as their growing numbers
have caused worry in a backward region of India, as well as the seemingly deliberate attempts of the ethnic
movements to loosely define the term 'foreigner'. They have suffered large-scale evictions and internal
displacement. This paper looks at the conflict-induced displacement of the Nepalis in Northeast India. It argues
that the internal displacement of the Nepalis in Northeast India has not received much attention or concern, partly
because their inherent mobility and proclivity to migrate tends to draw attention away from this new phenomenon
and partly because they have social networks, which allow them to resettle with ease in the new areas to which
they migrated. The paper also looks at the government attitude towards rehabilitating and providing relief to these
victims of internal displacement.

INTRODUCTION
The closing years of the twentieth century and the opening years of the twenty-first
century witnessed large-scale evictions and expulsions of migrants from various
regions in South Asia in the wake of identity assertions and growing ethnic conflict.
The exodus of the Lhotshampas from Bhutan and the eviction of Nepalis settled for
approximately two hundred years in various parts of Northeast India following antiforeigner agitations beginning in late nineteen seventies, are recent examples of such
evictions. This paper looks at conflict-induced internal displacement of the Nepalis
settled in the seven states of Northeast India.
Social scientists have long attributed the Nepalis settled in Northeast
India since 1820s with a migratory nature, either in search of economic opportunities
or grazing lands for cattle crucial for their primary business of milk production, which
finds them constantly moving; not only across the open India-Nepal border but also
across the seven states that constitute Northeast India. In the postcolonial years, the
extent of such internal migration has increased. Although it may be for the reasons
mentioned above, the escalation in the incidence of ethnic conflict in the various
states of Northeast India in which Nepalis have often been victimised as the ethnic
‘other’ has been the most convincing. During the last years of the twentieth century
almost every state in Northeast India has experienced discrimination and persecution
against the Nepalis, often forcing them to flee their place of settlement, thus leading to
massive internal displacement of Nepali settlers. Anti-foreigner movements almost all
over Northeast India, triggered by the son of the soil agitation in Assam, the Assam
Movement (I979-85), which sought out Nepali and Bangladeshi migrants to be
deported to their respective countries of origin, have made these migrants vulnerable
to growing instances of nativist backlash.
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This is ironical since the Nepali colonial settlers in Northeast India are
distinguished by a high level of integration with the local indigenous communities
amongst whom they have lived for centuries.1 Again, the word `Nepali’ immediately
associates Indian Nepalis with the sovereign country, Nepal, in the mind of the larger
Indian population2 and somehow creates a perception, however false, that they are a
population who have the option to return to their land of origin. The continuous
recharge of the Indian/Northeastern labour market by the out-migrating people of
Nepal, courtesy the 1950 Indo-Nepal Treaty, which ensures equal rights and
privileges for nationals of India and Nepal in both countries and the open border
between the two countries, reinforces the belief among Indians that Indian Nepalis are
also citizens of Nepal. This myth of a ‘double homeland’ makes them soft targets of
ethnic group assertions fighting over available scarce resources often leading to loss
of home, hearth and livelihood. Like other internally displaced populations (IDP) such
as the Reangs moving from Mizoram to Tripura and the Kukis and Nagas into
Manipur and Nagaland respectively, the case of the Nepalis has a ‘spillover’ impact of
IDPs that has practically linked every state of the Northeast to one another in a chain
movement. Yet, the issue of the Nepali IDPs has failed to draw much attention first,
due to their small numbers and second, due to the apparently mobile nature of the
community that makes it easy to ignore the many complexities that affect this
community in recent times in Northeast India.
INTERNAL DISPLACEMENT: THEORETICAL CONSIDERATIONS
IDPs are the largest `at risk’ population in the world. Yet, the international
community has not been able to establish a formal, legal and precise definition of the
term. There continues to be debates over who are IDPs and how can they be defined
as such. Efforts made to fill this conceptual gap have tended to be either too broad or
too narrow to be of proper analytical or operational purpose and be evenly applicable
to all situations within its paradigm. The early working definition of ‘Internally
Displaced Persons’ presented in a 1992 report of the Secretary General of the United
Nations3 excludes from its paradigm many serious cases, which are not in very large
numbers and/or are marginal communities and those, who did not flee but were
expelled4. The framing of the UN Guiding Principles on Internal Displacement led to
a broader and a more operational definition of IDPs. In this paper, I shall use the
modified version according to which, `internally displaced persons are persons or
groups of persons, who have been forced or obliged to flee or to leave their homes or
places of habitual residence, in particular as a result of or in order to avoid the effects
of armed conflict, situations of generalized violence, violations of human rights or
natural or human-made disasters, and who have not crossed an internationally
recognized state border’5.
The primary cause in many postcolonial instances of internal
displacement has been ascribed to conflict. Analysts attribute conflict to the following
reasons:
1. Differences of identity based on ethnic or religious grounds.
2. Consequences of those differences, when it comes to sharing power and
distributing the nation’s resources and opportunities.
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3. The manipulation of these differences by government authorities for political
or military purposes6.
The U.S. Committee for Refugees considers `conflict between a government and a
minority’ to be one of the principal causes of internal displacement. In a recent
publication, Ranabir Samaddar calls it a `democratic deficit’; which also produces a
humanitarian deficit7. Victimised by the agencies of power, minorities and
government often seek to reverse power imbalances and foment civil war/ethnic
conflict accompanied by violence and terror and at times ethnic cleansing as a part of
the strategy to justify their ends8.
Often it is noticed that the impact of displacement is long term and
disrupts lives of not only the individuals and families but also of whole communities
and societies extending well beyond the numbers counted as being displaced. Major
ethical dilemmas have also emerged in treating displacement:
a. The norm of responsibility.
b. The administration of quick and proper care.
c. Prioritization of issues.
State governments and authorities are often found to ignore these issues while dealing
with displacement compounding the effects on the displaced people and their families.
Often, the ground for determination of the status of the internally
displaced is the `well founded fear’, also mentioned in the Convention9. This
translation of fear into knowledge and reason by the legal machinery to be measured
as adequate to be deserving of care, as well as assume responsibility, has often
resulted in the victim receiving no care at all. Where the victims of ethnic violence,
justification for fear and the reasons for it have been more or less based on an indirect
effect of the violence, this has often resulted in a disproportionate treatment10 and non
recognition thereof.
Since neither a `well found fear’ nor its translation by the agencies of
power have been able to solve the ethical dilemmas of the kind of care, kindness and
hospitability and the norm and degree of responsibility to be adopted, the international
community has sought to identify the internally displaced as a special category. The
purpose of identifying the internally displaced is not to confer on them a privileged
status but to ensure that in a given situation, their unique needs are addressed along
with those of others11. The United Nations Development Programme12 and the Oslo
Declaration and Plan of Action, which synthesized the proposals of hundreds of
NGOs and UNHCR, recognized the value of identifying the internally displaced as a
specific group to aid in their return and re-integration. In socio-economically
backward areas like Northeast India where international concern does not reach well,
and for marginalized groups like the Nepalis, there is a need for a special focus. It is
important to recognize the victims as IDPs to extend them help. In Northeast India,
the internally displaced among the Nepalis have not received proper focus due to their
small numbers and easy mobility, which makes them for the most part inconspicuous.
The trauma of being internally displaced remains and so also the need for care,
hospitality and responsibility. The issue of victimisation of the Nepalis is not only
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endemic to Northeast India, but also in other areas of South Bhutan where it has
drawn some international attention.
SITUATING NORTHEAST INDIA: OVERVIEW
DISPLACED PERSONS (1947 TO THE PRESENT)

OF

INTERNALLY

Northeast India today consists of eight states: Arunachal Pradesh, Assam, Meghalaya,
Manipur, Mizoram, Nagaland, Tripura and Sikkim. The region is ethnically and
linguistically more diverse than the rest of India; of the 430 recognised tribes in India,
some 200 make their home in the Northeast and an estimated 25% of the Northeast’s
31 million inhabitants belong to tribal groups. The colonial British practice of settling
ethnic outsiders in the various industries as cheap labour or as farmers to sow the
enormous fallow fields of the Brahmaputra valley or as clerks in the lower echelons of
the bureaucracy, added the migrant-native dimension to ethnic indigenous in the
region. The colonial province soon evolved into a shared homeland of Asamiyas13,
tribals and migrants resulting in marked changes in the demographic composition of
the land.
In the postcolonial period, a new dimension was added to the already
growing complex scenario as the strategic location of India’s Northeastern region in
South Asia made it prone to undocumented immigration from across porous, land and
long river borders14. In the past century the region has received immigrants as
refugees, economic migrants and ecological victims from the neighbouring countries
of Nepal and Bangladesh (erstwhile East Pakistan) primarily and also Chins, Nagas
and Burmese from Myanmar. This has caused the Northeast’s population to swell
from around one million to more than 20 million. The increase in population led to a
competition for resources and jobs, as both land and opportunities ceased to be
abundant and soon such competition singled out migrant communities as people to be
sent back to their countries of origin. Almost all the states of Northeast India have, at
some time or the other, experienced political mobilization and organized violence
against migrants, anti-outsider movements leading to victimization and expulsion of
the communities of migrant origin and at times even ethnic cleansing of the nonindigenous groups. This ‘identity politics’, which became the defining theme of
postcolonial Northeast Indian political agenda, laid an exclusive claim to a land that
had emerged as a shared homeland since the earliest times. The anti-outsider politics
came sharply into focus by the ‘son of the soil’ agitation in Assam (the Assam
Movement, 1979-85), which became a point of reference for many of the subsequent
nativist movements in the rest of the Northeastern region. These tensions, overtly
organized against illegal immigrants, also spilled over to some Indian citizens because
the categories were never clearly defined and perhaps intentionally left hazy, and
these soon came to include tribals and descendants of migrants in the various states of
Northeast India. What began as ethnic strife between `indigenous’ and ‘foreign’
groups turned into ethnic clashes between populations that had essentially become
local to the area15. In most cases, the violence has often been directed against
civilians, as the rebels and secessionist groups attack villages, massacre residents and
burn houses to compel other ethnic groups to vacate disputed territory and move to illequipped and inadequately defended displacement camps16.
There have been at least seven major cases of conflict-induced internal
displacement in Northeast India in the fifty years of independence. These are: the
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displacement of the (a) Na-Asamiya or the New Assamese Muslims, Bengalis,
Santhals and Nepalis in Assam; (b) the Bengalis from Tripura, (c) the Reangs from
Mizoram; (d) the Nagas, Paite and Kukis from Manipur, (e) Chakmas from Arunachal
Pradesh and Mizoram. The following statistics gives an overview of internal
displacement in the states of Northeast India. The figures are approximate and
computed from various sources17, but verifiable, cross checkable and factual.
Table 1. Internal Displacement in Northeast India (1947-Present)
State

Year

Causes

Assam

1947
1961 –
67

Partition/Riots
Prevention of
Infiltration from
Pakistan (PIP) Scheme
Asamiya Language
Movement
AASU (Asamiya
Language Movement)
Assam Movement (Lok
Sabha Elections),
Nellie Massacre
Choulkhowa Chapori
(Darrang), Silapathar
(Lakhimpur), Gohpur
(Darrang)

1960
1972
1980

1984

1991 –
93
1994
(July)
1995
(Oct)

1996
(May –
June)
1998

Manipur

1992

No. of
Displaced
Persons
53,000
192,097

Ethic Groups

Unknown

Hindu Bengalis

Unknown

Hindu Bengalis

1200 – 3000

Na-Asamiya
Muslims

Unknown

Bengali
Hindus, Exrefugee/displac
ed East
Pakistan,
ethnic Nepalis
Bengalis

Bodoland Movement

60,000

Massacres at
Kokrajhar, Barpeta,
Bongaigaon
Massacre at relief camp
at Bansbari in Barpeta

1,000 persons
(60 villages)

Ethnic Cleansing
(Bodoland Movement)

2,50,000

Ethnic Cleansing
(Bodoland Movement)

82,000

Kuki/Naga ethnic
conflict

11,000
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70,000

Muslims
Muslims

Na-Asamiya
Muslim
peasants
Na-Asamiya
Muslims,
Hindu
Bengalis,
Santhals,
Nepalis
Ethnic
Santhals,
Bodos, Nepalis
Santhals,
Bengalis,
Bodos, Nepalis
Kukis & Nagas
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1993 –
1997

1980
Mizoram

1967
1997
1997
1999
2001

Tripura

1980 –
1992
1997
19982001

Nagaland

Meghalaya

1980s

1980,
1987,
1991

Thadous,
Paites,
Meiteis, Pangal
Muslims
Naga Ceasefire
Extension
Anti-foreigner
Movement
Grouping of Villages18
Bru (Reang) National
Liberation Front
Ethnic Violence
Anti-foreigner19
Anti-foreigner

60 – 100
families
45,000
15,000 –
50,000
62,880
Unknown
1466

NLFT attacks

30,000

ATTF attack on nontribals
Conflict between
Tripura Tribals and
Bengali migrants20
Antiforeigner/extortion

2614

Border/clashes,
Merapani, Bokajan
Foreign National
Movement

15,000
7,500
1000

Thadous,
Paites, Meiteis,
Pangal
Muslims
Nagas

7000

Nepalis
Mizos
Reangs
Kukis/Paites
Nepalis
Burmese,
Nepalis
Non-tribals

25,000

2434 nontribals
Bengalis

Not known

Nepalis

”

Nepalis

7,000 –
10,000

Nepalis,
Bengalis

Sources: C. Joshua Thomas, ed., Dimensions of Displaced People in North-East India, New Delhi, 2002; USCR
(1999): Country Reports: India (www.refugees.com); Human Rights Features (2001): No Refuge: The Plight of the
Internally displaced persons in India, Embargoed for 16 March(www.hrdc.net); M. Hussain, State Identity
Movements and Internal Displacement in the Northeast, Economic and Political Weekly, December 16, 2000.

Table 2. Internally Displaced Muslims in Kokrajhar and Bongaigaon Districts
since 1993
Name of Relief Camps
Malvita
Jamunaguri
Ananda Bazar
Patabari
Jaipur
Bhowraguri
Amteka Bhowraguri
Amteka Sidabari
Amteka Bazar

No. of
Families
450
475
89
750
1244
550
141
47
21

No. of
Persons
1570
1972
389
3184
5696
2554
622
196
103
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No. of Deaths in the
Family
8
11
1
2
4
57
1
0
0
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Tasuldangi
No. 1 Koila Moila
No. 2 Koila Moila
Pachim Amguri
(Rajpara)
Pachim Amguri
(Simlaguri)
Narayanpur
Amguri (Bhoraguri)
Kachimari
Tapatari
Total [18]

141
15
81
58

776
73
427
382

2
0
0
0

52

265

1

76
20
596
276
5043

511
102
1230
1140
20812

3
0
3
93

Source: Memorandum to the Chief Minister, Assam submitted by the Kokrajhar and Bongaigaon Saranarthi
Committee, 1996. See Hussain, 2000.

NEPALIS IN NORTHEAST INDIA
The Nepali speaking people are settled in all the seven states of Northeast India. The
process of migration of the Nepalis into Northeast India, Darjeeling, and Southern
Bhutan and their subsequent settlement began about two centuries ago with the British
imperial penetration and the recruitment of Gorkha soldiers to the British Indian
Army after the treaty of Sugauli (1816). Recruitment centres were established in the
border towns of Gorakhpur and Ghoom located on the Indo-Nepal Border of the
present states of Bihar and Darjeeling and Nepali villagers eager to enlist began to
migrate towards India. Permanent migrations across the borders accelerated after the
1850s. The first major Nepali migration to India, as Leo Rose writes, was into the
virtually unpopulated areas in Darjeeling district in Bengal, and from there into the
southwest section of Sikkim in the late 19th century. The British who wanted a hardy
labour force for their tea plantations facilitated the Nepali migration to Darjeeling. In
Sikkim the Nepalis served as a wedge to contain the Bhutias of Sikkim and Bhutan.
The Nepalis fitted admirably and became critical actors in the tremendous expansion
of both Darjeeling and Sikkim economies from the mid nineteenth to the midtwentieth centuries. By 1900 the Nepalis formed more than 50% of the total
population in Sikkim and Darjeeling, strong enough in the past century to form a
government in one and demand a separate homeland in the other.
The second wave of Nepali migration was to Northeast India and the
foothills of Southern Bhutan accelerating in the late nineteenth and the early twentieth
century. Following the Indo-Bhutanese war of 1864, a section of the sturdy and
industrious Nepalis entered Bhutan, on the invitation of the Raja, with British
encouragement to clear the Duars or the foothills of Southern Bhutan, while others
came in search of cultivable land. In 1909 a British officer noted with some concern
that, `The remaining inhabitants are Paharias, the same as those in Sikkim, who are
creeping along the foothills and now form a considerable community extending the
whole length of Bhutan where the outer hills join the plains of India.’21 Mostly
farmers, the Lhotshampas, as they were called by the native Bhutanese, paid taxes to
the Bhutanese regime in cash and kind but in the absence of a formal immigration
policy, their status remained undefined. In the 1950s the Bhutanese government
inaugurated a policy that denied the existence of these Lhotshampas, followed by
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stringent citizenship laws. Faced with visible persecution and an uncertain future,
many fled Bhutan seeking refuge at the relief camps at Jhapa in Nepal, while others
reacted by politically mobilizing forces against the Royal Government of Bhutan.
In Northeast India, the Nepalis, in addition to recruits in the Gurkha
army, migrated for the purpose of labour, to open up forestlands, for lumbering,
settlements and tea plantations in the colonial period. In the last part of the nineteenth
and early twentieth centuries, even the `non-martial Jaisis, Brahmins and Chettris’22,
began to migrate to take up grazing, dairy farming and agriculture attracted by the
availability of grazing land and the growing business of milk supply. After their
retirement from the armed forces, the Gurkhas (as the Nepalis were also called) were
encouraged to settle down in the foothills, forest fringes and other strategic locations
on the frontier thus creating compact pockets of Nepali settlements at Sadiya in
Assam, Mantripokhari in Manipur, Aizawl in Mizoram and Mokokchung in
Nagaland, besides others at Arunachal Pradesh, Meghalaya23 and Tripura. This was
probably because the British wanted their own stock of Gurkhas rather than have to
rely on Nepal all the time. Many of the retired Gurkha soldiers after their retirement
also took up dairy farming and agriculture24, many even preferred cattle grazing to
cultivation. In Assam also, the eminent historian Amalendu Guha writes about the
vast majority of `professional cattle graziers of Nepali origin’25.
The Nepali migration in Northeast India, once it began followed a
dynamics of its own. The Census of 1941 records that Nepal provided 45%
immigrants to India. In the postcolonial period, the Indo-Nepal Friendship Treaty of
1950, revised in 1956, and the Tripartite Delhi Agreement of 1951 which gave them
rights to engage in business, acquire property, settle, seek employment and move
freely anywhere in India allowed them to escape Nepal’s underdevelopment and
economic pressures. Nepali migration to the Northeast increased overwhelmingly.
The following tables give the statistics on the Nepali population in Northeast India.
Table 3. Demography of the Nepalis in Northeast India (1951-1991)
States
Arunachal
Pradesh
Assam

1951
NA
101,338*

Manipur
Meghalaya

(2860)
NA

Mizoram

NA

Nagaland
Tripura

NA
NA

1961
10,610
(25,000)
215,213
132,925*
13,571
32,288
(6000)
2042
(2000)
10,400
1696

1971
30,912
(85,000)
349,116
353,673
*
26,381
44,445
(10,111)
NA
(4000)
17,536
2107

1976
NA

1981
45,508

1991
NA

NA

NA

432,519

(36,604)
NA

37,046
61,259

NA

5983

NA
NA

24,918
2190

Sources: Timsina, 1992. Figures in brackets from Dutt, 1981 and figures in asterisks from Sinha, 1982.

64

Lopita Nath, Migrants in Flight
Table 4
Year
1901
1911
1921
1931
1951
1961
1971
1991

Growth of Nepali Population in Assam (1901-1991)

Nepali Population in Assam
21,347
47,654
70,344
88,306
1,01,338
2,15,213
3,49,116
4,32,519

Percentage
0.35
.67
.94
1.02
1.26
1.98
2.38
1.93

Source: Census of India 1901-71; 1991; M. Hussain, 1993: 258.

The larger section of the people in Northeast India did not protest against the
migration of the Nepalis to the region and even welcomed them as they provided the
labour requirements that the locals would not since their early migration. This allowed
them an opportunity to assimilate with the locals adopting the language and the
customs of the region where they settled. There are enough official reports, which
testify that the Nepalis have lived in peace.26. The Deputy Commissioner of Darrang
observed in his official report in 1937, that `… the Nepalis freely mix with the
indigenous people, adopt their language and mother and create no trouble …’27. Even
in the other states of Northeast India, the Nepalis have lived and worked among the
locals. In Manipur, the Nepalis were also made a domiciled community in 1947, while
in Mizoram, the Nepali settlers were awarded power and privileges at par with the
Lushai Chiefs, which fostered a sense of belonging28
Anti-Nepali feeling in Northeast India was first observed during the
Assam Movement. In the post colonial years the slow pace of development and
neglect of the region led to a feeling of disappointment and alienation among the
indigenous people, who began to see the migrants or the non-indigenous groups as the
cause of their predicament and a threat to their identity and opportunity. The issue
was highlighted by the Chief Commissioner of India, S.L. Shakdar in 1978 and
reiterated by the AASU (All Assam Students’ Union) and AAGSP (All Assam Gana
Sangram Parishad) in 1980, who suggested that the infiltration of illegal foreigners
had created a `monstrous problem’. Although the targets were the illegal migrants
from Bangladesh, the Nepalis were also included in the anti-foreigner discourse. The
key to understanding the Asamiya psyche in labeling the communities of Nepali
origin as `foreigners’ in spite of their having been accepted unconditionally for
several decades as insiders within the greater Assamese society and culture was the
legal definition of the movement. In order to legitimise the demands of the Assam
movement, it was necessary to express it in precise legal terms and therefore the
Nepalis came within the definition of the `foreigner’ in Assam and be victimised by
the rhetoric of the movement29. `The Nepalis’, as Monirul Hussain writes,
`irrespective of their length of stay in Assam virtually became dangerous unwanted
foreigners, who were threatening the socio-cultural and political identity of the
Asamiyas in their traditional homeland’30.
This became a point of reference for the other regions of Northeast
India. To the ethno-sensitive tribals in the states of Manipur, Mizoram and
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Meghalaya, apart from the dimension of intensification of competition for resources,
the ‘unabated’ migration was seen as a threat to their identities that may arise in the
long run. The policies of the state governments to restrict immigration of the Nepalis
boosted this sentiment. This fear may have been further intensified by the Gorkhaland
movement in Darjeeling, the politics of Nar Bahadur Bhandari of Sikkim and by the
mobilization of the Lhotshampas in Bhutan, which began to assume some
international dimension31. This created the `myth’ of a greater Nepal. Probably,
allegations of Nepalis from Northeast India having crossed over to side with the
Lhotshampas and their leaders having fled over to Assam, India32, and this movement
having received stimulus from Darjeeling have made the Nepalis in Northeast India
soft spots for ethnic assertions and backlashes. Few scholars, Nepali as well as nonNepali, are in agreement with the idea of a greater Nepal; the feeling of Nepaliness in
the Nepali diaspora is ‘culturally charged but not politically so’. It is clear that they do
not pose a political threat and the idea of a greater Nepal is indeed remote. They were
largely caught in the crossfire (Assam Movement and anti-foreigner agitation) and
minority assertions for land and resources (Bodo Movement) in Assam and other parts
of the Northeast.
NEPALI IDPs IN NORTHEAST INDIA
The first organized expulsion of the Nepalis in Northeast India occurred in the
postcolonial period. However, there had been a few instances of displacement in the
colonial period from the Char33 (mid-stream sand bars) and the Chapari34 (grazing
reserve) areas, and again in 1920 from the Kaziranga Reserve Forests35 in Assam.
These were imperceptible, without use of violence, and the numbers smaller unlike in
postcolonial years. During the Assam Movement (1979-85) the unprecedented
violence in various areas, demonstrations, collective threats and sporadic assaults,
targeting mainly the illegal immigrants from Bangladesh forced the Nepalis living in
those areas to leave their homes. Following the violence in Nellie, Chowl Khowa
Chapari and other areas, about 500 families left various parts of Assam. Although no
official records are available, many moved back to Nepal or settled in the border areas
of Kankarbhita, Biratnagar, Dhulabari, Dharan, etc. Many of the Nepalis settled in
these places hailed from Tezpur, Sonitpur, etc. 36
Although the government of India had clarified its position on the
Nepalis early in February 1984, and that those in possession of the RAP (Restricted
Area Permit) would not come within the definition of `illegal migrants’ and stood
protected37, their position was very soon threatened by the agitation for a separate
Bodoland. The Nepali population in the Bodo Autonomous Council (BAC) areas in
Western Assam, which the Bodos see constituting their own homeland was only 2.5%
on an average and in no way large enough to constitute a threat to the Bodos. But the
presence of the Nepalis along with the 63% non-Bodos (Bodos are 34%) constituted a
major threat. In the ethnic cleansing of these areas a considerable number of Nepalis
were displaced from the villages of Amteka (Betini), Patabari, Malivita, Koila etc.
Besides, these in an attack on the Amteka Betini village in the Kokrajhar district,
which had combined Nepali and Adivasi residents, along with the Adivasis, about 15
– 20 Nepali families also shifted to nearby villages. Similarly about 20 – 25 families
from the Mangalchara forest village and about 20 – 25 families from the Khalasi
forest villages were displaced in the ethnic clashes. In all these cases it was apparent
that the Nepalis were not directly hit but were caught in the crossfire.
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A report of the Regional Centre for Strategic Studies mentions that
about 20 to 30 thousand Lhotshampa refugees had fled to Northeast India and are
currently living in the Jalpaiguri Doars and Darjeeling Hill Council in West Bengal,
and in Kokrajhar and Darrang districts in Assam. This had coincided with the antiforeigner upsurge in Assam and parts of the Northeast. Again the United Liberation
Front of Assam (ULFA) and the Bodo militants from Assam were allegedly used by
the authorities in Bhutan to carry out intimidatory tactics regularly against the
Lhotshampas who had not fled Bhutan during the ethnic cleansing campaigns when
many had fled to Nepal and had taken refuge at the camps in Jhapa in Nepal. This has
perhaps created an anti-Nepali consensus in the region and is responsible for much of
the threats and backlashes on the Nepalis in the recent years. Although in Assam
except for one incident where the ULFA attacked the Nepalis, there were no further
instances of ULFA atrocities on the Nepalis. Presently, all Nepalis suspected as illegal
migrants are harassed and searched at the checkgates at Srirampur on the AssamBengal border as well as other points while traveling to and from Nepal.38
The anti-foreigner sentiment was evident in the other states of
Northeast India as well. In Manipur, the sentiment took the form of a movement,
manifesting itself in direct attacks on the Nepalis in 1980 compelling many of them
(who were made the domicile community in 1947) to shift houses and flee to safer
areas39. Meghalaya, another state in the Northeast, saw similar sectarian violence in
1987. Actually, in Meghalaya, tensions existed since 1931 between the Nepalis and
the Khasis because of the damage done by the former’s buffaloes and the
indiscriminate cutting down of forests by them to make room for their increasing
herds40. In 1987, the violence primarily targeted the Nepali minority living in
Shillong, Jowai and other parts of Meghalaya, which had over 150,000 Nepali
population. The Nepali labourers in the coalmines in Jowai were the first targets, from
where it spread to other parts of Meghalaya. A weekly magazine reported: `Dozens of
innocent children of Nepalese working in Jowai coal-mines died of hunger because
their parents did not return to their home even weeks after the incident.’41 Violence
involved killings, burning of Nepali villages and schools and finally their deportation
by the state government in complicity with the police42. Most of the Nepali people
fled and the worst affected were the dairy farmers who had to give up their occupation
and leave the state. Today, most of the displaced from Meghalaya and Manipur are
settled in Rupandehi, Jhapa, and Banke and other parts of Nepal’s terai, besides
Kathmandu and Pokhara.43 The anti-foreigner upsurge also spread to Mizoram and
Nagaland where the Nepalis who have been domiciled for years, suffered violence
and eviction.44
Like the Lhotshampas, Nepalis in Northeast India also mobilised
forces though not very strongly against their predicament. In 1986, the Nepalis of
Assam were unhappy at Rajiv Gandhi’s statement in Darjeeling that there was no
question of granting citizenship to those who immigrated after 1950.45There was a
resurgence of ethnic consciousness and they rallied under the banner of the existing
organizations like the All India Gorkha League, and the All Assam Gorkha League
which was formed way back in 1944. Recent organisations are the All Assam Nepali
Students Union (AANSU), Nepali Suraksha Parishad and the Tribal Peoples’ Front.
These organisations have made the welfare of the Nepalis their main agenda. In a
recent meeting the AANSU demanded safeguard for their rights.46 Proponents of the
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Greater Nepal idea suggest that the Nepalis in Northeast India have often tried to find
a support base in the Gorkhaland movement in Darjeeling. But it is more ideological
than practical as they feel that allying with the larger Nepali movement would give
them a stronger base to seek redress for their grievances.
RELIEF AND REHABILITATION
The issue of population displacement in Northeast India, which was between 170,000
and 230,000 in 1998, has failed to raise any serious international response, except for
a visit by the U.S. Committee for Refugees to the region in 1998. It is true that India,
like many other countries, lacks any mechanism or formal structure to deal with
internal displacement and thereby take ad-hoc measures. In Manipur, for instance, the
state and central government limits its responsibilities to distribution of reliefblankets, essential commodities, ex-gratia payment and setting up camps, and has not
taken any steps to either assess the ground realities or rehabilitate the displaced. But
the Kukis managed to air their grievances to the government and have even filed a
public interest litigation in the Supreme Court of India, which drew some attention to
the case of the Kukis although no real action has been taken. In Tripura the
government provided relief to the displaced Reangs from Mizoram by setting up relief
camps and some effort came from the government in providing them with housing
and jobs. In Mizoram also the state government set up a camp for the Reangs in
Kanchan district and provided some relief. In Assam relief camps had been set up in
Kokrajhar and Gossaigaon districts to house the Bodos, Santhals and the Bengalis
displaced from Bodo-dominated areas. The Human Rights Features has reported poor
living, sanitary conditions as well as medical and malnutrition in the relief camps. A
recent report estimated that more than 1.61 lakh persons affected by the ethnic riots in
Kokrajhar district in 1996 and 1998 are still languishing in 49 relief camps spread all
over the district – 26 in Gossaigaon and 23 in Kokrajhar sub-divisions47.
The internally displaced Nepalis had also been settled in relief camps.
The Patgaon Relief Camp in Kokrajhar housed about 134 Nepali families and a total
population of 581 Nepalis as told to us by the Sub Divisional Officer, Kokrajhar.
(According to USCR, there were 158 Nepali families in the camp). Other camps at
Telipara near Gossaigaon and Saralpara near Sarfunguri also had considerable number
of Nepalis. Government aid at the Patgaon camp was insufficient and sporadic. The
group leader at Patgaon camp, K.B. Rana, told USCR `… we are receiving some
assistance like rice, lentils, oil, salt, etc. But the Deputy Commissioner said he can
assist only temporarily and that we should move on from here’ (USCR, Jan 2000).
The Lutheran World Service from Kolkata provided relief in the form of ration,
clothes, blankets, education, etc. but had to move on to other crisis areas. The State
Government also offered some gratuitous relief to the camp inmates at Telipara and
Saralpara but it was not much. Further, although there are provisions for rehabilitation
grants of Rs.10,000 (US$230) to help re-establish/resettle the victims from where they
came, most of the Nepalis of the Patgaon camp belonged to the forest villages and
encroached areas48 and could not return due to fear. Availing of the grant, they
resettled in places like Golaghat and Darrang, which were far away from their original
homes, leading to further displacement. Even in other areas of the Northeast, the onus
of rehabilitating and resettling lay on the victims themselves. The only advantage they
had was their tremendous fluidity of movement, which allowed them to resettle at any
given time with ease in their small-time occupations and within their own
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communities. Further, the small numbers of the displaced, scattered almost all over
Northeast India with conditions less serious compared to the Santhals and the Bodos
displaced in Assam, or the Kukis and Meiteis in other parts of the region, or even the
Lhotshampas in southern Bhutan, did not warrant much concern and hence
interference from national and international organizations
Yet it has been seen that the impact of displacement continues to
disrupt their lives. Internal displacement has often been regarded as one of the reasons
for their backwardness. As many camps have closed down, the Nepalis are deemed to
be rehabilitated. That the threats of further displacement still exist, and whether they
have been effectively rehabilitated are matters that have been studiously ignored.
Keeping in view the strategic location of Northeast India in South
Asia, sharing borders with Bangladesh, Myanmar, China and Nepal, the question of
IDPs will not always remain internal to the nation-states. There is always a chance
that due to lack of attention, there might be a spillover across the borders, affecting
peace in South Asia. As such, the internal displacement question in the Northeast,
taking the example of the Nepalis, is an issue of concern, not only of the Indian state
but also of the whole of South Asia.
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