
Assam

No farewell to arms

chances of a fair and free elec

tion in the valley were virtually 

ruled out.

Another, cause for serious 

concert! during the election 

campaign would have been the 

growing ] antagonism between 

ULF A and the United Reserva

tion Minorities . Council - Of 

Assam (URMCA).' The orga

nisation, representing the. 

minorities and a section of trib

als in the state, had openly 

taken up cudgels against ULFA 

and had even threatened , to 

physically confront them. Mem

bers of the two organisations 

had clashed on some occasions 

in the recent- past and there 

were fears of wide-spread 

clashes among them during the 

elections. A senior leader of 

URMCA, Amrit Rabha, was 

recently shot by ULFA extrem- 

. isQ ^t Nalban. UBMCAhad 

womiHSut 

up candidates for the Assembly 

elections. The organisation, 

which became active during the 

past.-one .year,- has its stron

gholds in; the I akhimpur and 

Jorhat districts which overlap 

with the “ULFA areas”.

The AH Bodo Students Union 

(ABSU), which had spear

headed an agitation to demand 

a separate state, had also de

clared its intention to oppose 

elections till its demand was 

accepted. Violence was on the 

cards in the Bodo-dominated

Though ULFA had been 

claiming that it had no interest 

in any “Indian” political party 

and had declared that it would 

not support any party in the 

elections, it was obvious that its 

sympathies lay with the AGP, 

and consequently, against the 

Congress(I). A majority of poli

tical workers killed by ULFA 

extremists during the last three 

years belong to the Congress (I) 

while hone belonged to the 

AGP. Among its recent victims 

was Rohiteswar Saikia, a 

brother of the former chief 

minister and president of the 

Assam Pradesh Congress(I) 

Committee, Hiteswar Saikia. 

He had unsuccessfully contested 

a by-election against an AGP 

candidate and nis killing had 

greatly demoralised the Con

gress^) leaders and workers in 

the state.

In view of the kid gloves 

treatment meted out to ULFA 

by the AGP government, and 

the fact that the AGP wks the 

only viable regional party, it was 

clear that the chauvinist under

ground organisation would have 

preferred it to return to power 

rather than any other party in 

the state. There were even re

ports that ULFA was pressuris

ing the AGP leaders to let some 

of its cadres contest on AGP 

tickets; However, it was felt by 

some political observers that the 

influence of ULFA extended to 

no more than 40 assembly seg

ments in the Brahmaputra, val

ley. Since the state has 126 

assembly constituencies - and 

given the fact that the AGP 

v/ould have found it very diffi

cult to get support from outside 

tnose which are ULFA’s ''the Brahmaputra valley - it 

areas of influence.’. would not have been a «•“- 

..jrtH the same, there is serious walk for the party. Yet the 

S'nosm over the fall-out of chances of a fair and free elec-

£?dePt’s Rule and the induc- 

I1L5?a -rJ*1*1 “my to tackle 

fair'?1'There is nO denying the 
^dhat ULFA had gathered 

iJZ?Ead>y and support from a 

rS?ble number of people in the 

SXa®aputra valley. These in- 

sariii People who did not neces- 

tiesU„JuPP°Xt some of the activi- 

bm _ banned organisation 

& th*^ a irking sympathy 

{J^hensiorisp bVe^ ’tte iong- 

unpact of the army action 

shed a^°ut Possible blood- 

J*“efe are also many who 

■uhrL* backlash from’ the trained 

“as once the security forces 

tUrn to their barracks.

caS® Centre was obviously 

the a* between the devil and 

lino. p sea- Assam was hurt- 

wJ • a sta8e where, bloodhsed 

nro, .‘Peyttable. The long rope 

mr.2?ded by. tbe AGP govern- 

tnilhl t0 ULFA, the growing 

“tutancy of the organisation 

le»a . declared stance of its 

a$rs had left little doubt over 

imminent showdown be-, 

In el ™e security forces and 

sn7f P16 possibility of wide- 

v*°lence was inherent in 

hanrf a? acti°n. On the other 

Juki, the scheduled elections to 

lian,atate Assembly and par- 

al«Jentary constituencies were 

expected to unleash vio- 

ce m large parts of the state.

1 ( rri^is ba- 
w ■ sore palo kt,

■ lathi, goli,
K CRP" (what

. M , have we got 

'? 40 years - sticks, bullets and 

J*e Central Reserve Police 

lorce). "Tej dileyof tel nadiyun’’ 

shall give blood but not oil). 

/a* Ai Asom" (long live 

Assam). There were some of 

me slogans shouted with full- 

mroated fervour by thousands

2 people in Assam, when they 

■mallenged the security forces to 

.Pen fire on them during the 

Jmady days of the Assam move

ment. Their six-year-long agita- 

u°n was crowned with the suc-

Of the Asom Gana Parishad 

XAGP) in the Assembly elec- 

nons m December 1985.

Now, five years later, no such 

emotional upsurge or protest 

?Jjked the dismissal of the 

AGP government, the imposi

tion of President’s Rule and the 

“an on the United Liberation 

«ont of Asom (ULFA). In

deed, very few tears were shed 

bver the dismissal of the AGP 

government, and contrary to 

expectations in certain quarters, 

mere were even obvious signs of 

*ehef at the prospect of a re- 

Eyeve. from the “inaction” of 

me AGP regime, and the terror 

Unleashed by the militants be- 

muging to ULFA. The sense of 

[ehef was not limited to the 

“roan areas alone - reports 

“Om the rural areas indicated 

mat the recent spurt in extor- 

oons, whether by the ULFA 

amivists or those pretending to 

JPuect donations in theuiame of 

organisation,. had. led to 
mrror in many parts of the state 

g«pt.those which are ULFA’s 

areas, between the supporters 

of ABSU and the rival Plains 

Tribals Council of Assam 

(PTCA). The rivalry between 

the two organisations has 

already claimed scores . Of vic

tims.- The PTCA, which had 

three representatives in the 

Assembly, was .certain to con

test the elections. Incidentally 

there is resentment among the 

people that while ULFA has 

been banned, no such action has 

been taken against URMCA 

and ABSU as violence was anti

cipated from these two orga

nisations as well.

The postponement of elec

tions may have temporarily 

warded off violence but grave 

doubts exist over the ability of 

the army and para-military 

forces to crush ULFA. The 

army does not have an enviable 

record in dealing with similar 

situations in this part of the 

country. The army action in 

Nagaland since the sixties, for 

example, reduced violence, 

but -has alienated the people. 

The situation in Tripura, where 

the army . was inducted'on the 

eve of'Assembly elections, was 

fundamentally different from 

the one prevailing in Assam. 

The Tribal National Volunteers 

(TOV) did not enjoy the public 

support enjoyed by ULFA in 

the Brahmaputra valley of 

Assam. The TNV Was working 

to a gameplan devised by the 

Congress(I) as became evident 

from the letters exchanged be

tween the TNV supremo, Bijov 

Hranghawl and the Congress(I) 

leaders before the elections and 

the subsequent “surrender” 

arranged by the government.

This time, the army could not 

achieve any major success dur

ing the initial days of “Opera

tion Bajrang” in Assam and 

thus lost the advantages of a 

sudden and surprise action. 

ULFA leaders bad anticipated a 

crack-down and had ordered 

that the camps be vacated on 

November 19, which was a week 

prior to the actual army opera

tions. Since the top ULFA lead

ers had given a shp to the army 

and the security forces were not 

able to recover any sophisti

cated arms stockpiled by the 

banned organisation, there is no 

option for the army but to 

search villages. The risk of high

handedness, atrocities and ex

cesses are greater in such opera

tions. This may lead to further 

alienation and prove counter

productive. It would have, been 

ideal for the army to move out 

of the area after a brief action, 

but the progress in the initial 

days does not indicate such a 

possibility.' . ,'.... J ■

Allegations about alleged 

anny, atrocities, harassment, 

rapes and murders had, in fact, 

begun to pour in from the day 

the army action was initiated. 

Some of the reports were highly 

provocative and spoke of 

women being herded and taken 

to unknown destinations by 

annymen. Rumours also circu

lated-^ 'about- casualty- -rates 

among the* army (several local 

newspapers reported that 161 

army personnel were killed in 

an encounter, while the army 

aus: Express Magazine, 16.12.9o

authorities maintained that 

there was just one casualty). 

Investigations into some of the 

reported incidents revealed that 

the reports were either false or 

highly exaggerated, yet the pos

sibility of such incident^ cannot 

be ruled out if the army and 

para-mili.tary- forces -are'.forced 

to stay oh for a longer period.

U
LFA was formed in 

1979, the year the 

Assam movement 

was launched. The 

organisation re

mained inactive for a few years 

and indulged in sporadic acts of 

violence. Its ranks swelled after 

the AGP wrested power and a 

large number of youth, frus

trated by the performance of the 

government (joined the.yqder- 

groilnd organisation. A major

ity of leaders and workers of 

ULFA are, therefore, those 

who had actively participated in 

the Assam movement and were 

well known to the AGP leaders. 

The singular failure of the AGP 

government to create jobs for 

lakhs of unemployed youth and 

to look after their interests bred 

frustration among those who 

had sacrificed so much during 

the six-year agitation.

Meanwhile the AGP leaders 

indulged in corruption, a luxu-. 

rious life-style, petty squabbles 

and autocratic behaviour. The 

government even failed to take 

effective steps for the detection 

arid deportation of illegal mig

rants, against whom the Assam 

movement was directed. Such 

ineptitude was least expected 

from leaders hoisted to power 

after a long and strenuous agita

tion. This led the disillusioned 

youth to believe that the future 

was bleak and that if even the 

AGP government was unable to 

look after their interests, there 

could be no hope from any 

other government.

Such a situation was ripe for 

the growth of underground mili- 

fancy. The ULFA leaders jiad, 

by that time, come into contact 

with some other .secessionist 

underground ■ organisations 

operating in the region. Its top 

leaders had obtained training in 

camps located in: the Kachin 

area of Burma (now Myanmar- 

)and had been influenced by 

their pro-left - ideology.’ Back 

home, they received support 

from '4 section of the: intel

ligentsia which too had actively 

supported the Assam movement 

but was disillusioned with the 

performance of the AGP gov

ernment. It was" around such a 

time that myths were woven 

around the activiti^and capabi- 

lities of ULFA. It acquired a 

“Robinhood image” and took 

over effective administration in 

rural areas where the govern

ment machinery was nonexis

tent or .ineffective. It adminis

tered summary justice, distri

buted essential items to the 

poor, helped villagers in har

vesting and imposed a ban on 

social vices.

The AGP leaders, .mean

while, preferred to look the 

other way and some of them 

actually supported their activi

ties. The AGP was partly shy of 

initiating any action against 

ULFA due to the fact that a 

majority of underground work

ers were intimately-’known to 

the AGP leaders. The rapid 

’ increase in the popularity of 

ULFA was another reason that 

had unnerved the AGP which 

itself lacked a firm base. The 

AGP leaders remained unde

cided on how to tackle the 

growing clout of ULFA, and 

this attitude sept signals to the 

district administrations to keep 

away, from ULFA’s activities. 

The underground organisation 

thus grew bolder in its actions.

However, ULFA-had begun 

to lose its sheen over the past 

one year, as it stepped up vio

lence and indulged in extortion 

of huge sums of money. The 

kidnapping and killing of sever

al persons, for no reason other 

than extortion of-money or poli

tical vendetta, ibegan.to.-disnlu- 

sion people who had earlier 

firmly believed that it could do 

no wrong. The brutal face of 

ULFA was later unmasked at 

Lakhipathar, the headquarters 

of the “commander-in-cnief ’ of 

the banned organisation, where 

mass graves, were found. Some 

of the bodies were fotind tied 

with rope and- dumped into 

graves. These included bodies 

of women.The kidnapping of 

the general manager of the 

Guwahati division of the Indian 

Oil Corporation, along with his 

son and driver in lune this year, 

further-dented the image of 

ULF A. Subsequently the orga

nisation demanded huge 

amounts from the managements 

of tea gardens which led_ to 

panic among the plantation 

workers. ULFA was also unable 

to check the activities of a large 

number of youth who mas

queraded as members of ULFA 

to extort money from the com

mon people. ■"

While incidents of extortions 

increased. ULFA studiously 

avoided incidents of physical 

violence over the past few 

months. Obviously it was not 

keen to invite the wrath of the 

Centre at this juncture. The 

AGP declared that the situa

tion in the state was more 

peaceful as compared to several 

other states and that incidents of 

violence in Assam were less 

than in Delhi. There is no doubt 

that the AGP leaders genuinely 

shared the concern expressed by 

well-wishers of Assam that army 

action may worsen the situation.

However, with impending 

elections the Centre had to act, 

and this temporary lull was just 

that - temporary. The crack

down is now a fail accompli. But 

the need for caution cannot be 

overemphasised. Any unneces

sary extension of central, rule 

Can lead to serious repercus

sions. A determined attempt 

has now to be made by the 

Centre to tackle the causes that 

led to the rise of such an orga

nisation — it must not be treated 

as a law and order problem 

alone. As for Assam, which has 

passed through a turbulent de

cade, the propsect of a peaceful 

future remains elusive. The can

cer of terrorism is now too 

deeply, rooted to be killed mere

ly by army action
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