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THE BODO MOVEMENT IN ASSAM
Unrest to Accord

Sudhir Jacob George

In northeastern India, tribal populations predominate in

the states of Arunachal Pradesh, Meghalaya, Mizoram, and Nagaland, and are

also sizable in Assam, Manipur, and Tripura. Most of these ethnic groups
have been agitating to preserve their identity and protect their rights. Once

the largest state of the northeast (227,281 kmi2), Assam has been reduced by
nearly two-thirds since 1947 (to 78,543 kmi2) by reorganizations of the composite state.' In recent years, it was confronted with another threat to its
status when the Bodo plains tribals who inhabit the north bank of the
Brahamputra River in Kokrajhar and Darrang districts of Assam launched a

movement spearheaded by a student organization, the All Bodo Students
Union (ABSU). From March 1987 to February 1993, the ABSU led the agitation for a separate homeland for the Bodos within the Indian Union that
posed a major threat to the Asom Gana Parishad (AGP) government of Assam (1986-1991). The AGP leaders, who had launched a mass movement in
the state to protect its Assamese identity in the late 1970s and early 1980s,

were beset with a similar movement by the Bodos for the protection of their
ethno-cultural identity.

The Bodos belong to the Tibeto-Burman speaking Indo-Mongoloid ethnic
group and are the most numerous of the plains tribes of Assam.2 They exer-

Sudhir Jacob George is Reader in the Department of Political Science,

University of Hyderabad, Hyderabad, India.
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1. Nagaland and Meghalaya were carved out of Assam in 1963 and 1971-72; Mizoram be-

came a Union Territory in 1971 and a state in 1986; the other states of the Northeast are
Arunachal Pradesh (the former North East Frontier Agency), and the erstwhile princely states of
Manipur and Tripura.

2. The term Bodo is also used to denote a large number of tribes-the Garos of Meghalaya,
Tippera of Tripura, and Boro Kachari, Koch, Rabha, Lalung, Dimasa, Hajong, Chutia, Deuri, and

Moran of Assam and other parts of the Northeast. (M. N. Brahma, "The Bodo Kacharis of
Assam-A Brief Introduction," Bulletin of the Tribal Research Institute [Gauhati], 1:1 [1983], p.
52.)
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cised sovereignty and ruled over Assam until around 1825 A.D., and today are
settled in the northern areas of the Brahmaputra Valley, mainly in Kokrajhar,
Darrang, Goalpara, and Kamrup districts. They also inhabit Bangladesh,
lower regions of Nepal, and the other Indian states of northern West Bengal,

Bihar, Meghalaya, and Tripura. A democratic people, the Bodos do not have

class or status divisions. They are patriarchal and follow Bathauism, a form

of animism,3 although over time some have accepted Christianity and others
have embraced Hinduism. The Bodos are farmers and land is their major

economic resource. Earlier, humming (shifting cultivation) was the norm
today they practice settled cultivation, with both men and women working in

the fields. There is not much industrial activity, but a profitable cottage industry among the Bodo-Kachari people is silkworm (eri) culture and the

weaving of eri cloth, which is in great demand and commands a good price.
The Bodos basically lead a simple life and are a peace loving and cheerful
people.

Background of the Bodo Movement
The movement for a separate Bodo state had its origins in the economic and

sociocultural aspirations of the Bodo people, who first raised the demand for
a separate homeland while still under British rule. However, it was only in

the 1930s that they began to organize themselves. The process of the reorganization of the state of Assam in the postindependence era began in 1963
when the Naga Hills District and the Tuensang area of the North East Fron-

tier Agency (NEFA) became the state of Nagaland. Then in 1969, Prime
Minister Indira Gandhi decided to further restructure Assam on a federal ba-

sis. After Nagaland became a state and anticipating further changes in the

political landscape of Assam, the Bodo leadership in 1967 formed a political
party called the Plains Tribals Council of Assam (PTCA). Since its formation, the PTCA has categorically demanded a union territory for the Bodos
and other Plains tribals of the region called Udayachal.

The ABSU was formed in February 1967 with the raising of a demand for
a separate state for the Bodos. Initially the students and the party worked in
tandem, but as the PTCA could not fulfill the aspiration of the Bodos for a
separate state during the reorganization process, the ABSU withdrew its sup-

port in 1979. The PTCA itself split in 1984, with one of its militant leaders,
Binai Khunger Basumatary, forming a new party named the United Tribal
Nationalists' Liberation Front, Assam (UTNLF). "The UTNLF has been
3. The Bathau religion of the Bodos is based on belief in the existence and worship of one
supreme God, Bathau, and the recognition and worship of several other elemental deities. (See
R. N. Moshari, "Traditional Religion of the Bodos of Assam," in Proceedings of the North-east
India History Association (NEIHA), eighth session (Kohima: NEIHA, 1987), pp. 510-11.
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working in tandem with the ABSU and both the organizations have blamed
the PTCA for sacrificing the interests of the tribals."4
The 1980s witnessed a mass movement in Assam led by the All Assam

Students Union (AASU) and the AGP for the detection and eviction of foreign nationals from the state and the granting of greater autonomy. This
movement was supported by a majority of the Bodo youth who worked along

with the AASU. The movement ended after the signing of the Assam Accord
in 1985, and the subsequent elections that enabled the erstwhile AASU leaders to form the new AGP government in Assam in 1986 raised the hopes of

the Bodos for fulfillment of their longstanding demands.5 However, as the
post-Accord enthusiasm waned, the tribals began to perceive the new government's stance toward them as not much different from that of earlier ones.
As disenchantment spread among the youth, the ABSU took over the lead-

ership of the Bodos6; it launched a movement for greater autonomy on March
2, 1987, with the demand for creation of a full fledged state of Bodoland
outside of Assam. The two strategically located Bodo-inhabited districtsKokrajhar and Darrang-became the nerve centers of the militant struggle.

When the ABSU launched its movement, it released a list of 92 demands,7
but over time these essentially centered around three major political issues:
(1) formation of a separate state named Bodoland on the north bank of the
Brahmaputra; (2) establishment of autonomous district councils in the tribal

dominant areas on the south bank of the Brahmaputra; and (3) incorporation

of the Bodo Kacharis of Karbi Anglong in the Sixth Schedule of the Indian

Constitution.8
The Demand for Bodoland: Principal Causes
Economic. The Bodos constituted 49% of Assam's population in 1947; by

the 1971 census they had dropped to 29% due to internal and external migra4. Telegraph (Calcutta), 19 February 1989.

5. Details in the Assam Accord are in "Problems of Foreigners in Assam," Memorandum of
Settlement, A.G.P. CMS-1054/85 (Gauhati), 16 August 1985, pp. 1-5.

6. Though the Plains Tribal Council of Assam (PTCA) promised to attain Udayachal state, the
ABSU with its dynamic leadership gravitated toward militancy, and with its grass-root popularity became the spearhead of the Bodo struggle.

7. See Why Separate State (Kokrajhar: ABSU Publication, 1987), pp. 24-29.
8. The Sixth Schedule (Articles 224 [2] and 275 [1]) provides the hill tribes of northeastern

India with a simple, inexpensive administrative setup of their own district councils to safeguard
tribal customs and ways of life and secure to the tribes the maximum autonomy in management

of their characteristically tribal affairs. The district councils are also responsible for the local
administration of such important areas as agriculture, education, forests, health, land, and reve-

nue. For analysis, see D. D. Basu, Constitutional Law of India (New Delhi: Prentice Hall of

India, Pvt. Ltd., 1978), pp. 479-92.; also N. Hazarika, "The Working of Autonomous District
Councils," in North-East India: A Sociological Study, S. M. Dubey, ed. (Delhi: Concept Publications, 1978), pp. 283-84.
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tion, and the various state restructurings. In addition, the regular entry of

migrants from neighboring Bangladesh adversely affected the Bodo popula-

tion structure in Assam. The base of the Bodo economy is land, and while
90% of the Bodos and other tribals depend upon agriculture for their livelihood, almost 70% of them are landless today due to indebtedness, poverty,

and above all the entry of outsiders into essentially tribal areas.9 In 1950 the
Congress government in Assam established several tribal blocks and belts

(about forty) exclusively for Scheduled Tribes (ST) and Scheduled Castes
(SC), but despite this action, the various settlement policies implemented by

successive Assam governments increased the number of non-tribals in these
areas. Bodo leaders also note that the state government appropriated 600,000

acres for government projects.10
During the Assam movement both the AASU and ABSU demanded the

eviction of all nontribals from essentially tribal belts. Consequently, Clause
10 of the Assam Accord stipulated that "it will be ensured that relevant laws
for prevention of encroachment of government lands and lands in tribal belts
and blocks are strictly enforced and unauthorized encroachers evicted as laid

down under such laws."11 Increasing trends of modernization in the state
compelled the poor tribals to shift into the forests. However, since the AGP
government had promulgated a law to evict unauthorized occupants of forest
reserves and lands, the tribals were, ironically, the most affected.
Unemployment, thus, is a major problem confronting the tribal peoples;
only 10% of jobs are reserved for plains tribals, including the Bodos. More-

over, the statutory requirement of knowledge of the Assamese language to
obtain a government job in the state is a further barrier to employment opportunities for Bodo youth.

Language and identity. Language is another major cause for the alienation
of the Bodos and other tribals in the state. A 1960 act made Assamese the

official language of the state, and the efforts by Assamese to impose the language on all the people, including the Bodos, has driven a wedge between the

two communities. Thus, the Bodo Sahitya Sabha and the ABSU have long

9. This situation has arisen because the so called protective measures of the Tribal Belts and
Blocks provided for in Chapter 10 of the Assam Land Revenue Regulation Act have not been
enforced. Chapter 10 of the Act authorized the state government to form tribal belts and blocks
in areas of the state to prevent nontribals from encroaching on tribal land. See Economic and
Political Weekly (Bombay), 24 June 1989, p. 1377.

10. J. N. Das, "Udayachal Movement in Assam," Indian Journal of Political Science (Madras) 50:3 (July-September 1989), pp. 335-36.

11. Assam Accord, Memorandum of Settlement, p. 3.
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been demanding that the government of India include the Bodo language in

the Eighth Schedule of the Constitution to protect Bodo interests.12
The urge to preserve the Bodo identity has been another major cause be-

hind the Bodo movement, and it runs counter to the effort of the Assamese to
Assamize Assam. The northeastern region is a mosaic with several ethnic
groups adhering to their distinct identities over the ages. The policy of complete assimilation rather than integration, which has been pursued by successive governments in Assam including the former AGP administration, made
the Bodos and other tribals feel that they had no chance to preserve their

heritage and culture in these circumstances in this state.13
Thus, the fear of losing their distinct identity was the major cause of the
Bodo unrest. Added to this, the progress attained by hill tribes in neighboring
Meghalaya, Mizoram, and Nagaland and the relative advances made by the
two hill districts of Assam-Karbi Anglong and North-Cachar Hills-with
their autonomous district councils made the Bodos and other plains tribes feel
that, despite their larger population, they have been ignored and given a raw
deal.

Political. The spread of education among the Bodo youth raised political
consciousness among the Bodos. The policies pursued by the Indian government during the 1960s and 1970s leading to the creation of separate tribal

states for populations smaller than the Bodos made the demand of the plains
tribals seem legitimate. India's parliamentary system, based on the majority
principle, makes it almost impossible for ST candidates to command a major-

ity of seats in the Assam Assembly even by securing 100% of their constitu-

ents' votes,14 as even in the reserved constituencies ST voters today account
12. The Bodo Sahitya Sabha, premier literary and cultural organization of the Bodo people

founded in 1952, aims at uniting the Bodos on the language issue and works toward developing
the language, demanding its introduction in schools in Bodo-dominant areas. At the primary
level, this demand was conceded after a prolonged agitation in the early 1960s. Another agitation was launched in the early 1970s to secure Roman script for the language, an issue raised
again at the Bodo Sahitya Sabha proceedings in February 1993. Though the Sabha welcomed

the just-signed Bodo Accord, it resolved to form a committee to study the issue of adopting
Roman script for the Bodo language, reviving a controversy that seemed to have been settled

after a bitter conflict two decades earlier. More recently, the Sabha meeting in its 33rd session at
Gorchuk (Guwahati) reiterated its resolve to adopt Roman script. M. S. Prabhakara, "Report on
the Chronology of Important Developments Related to the Bodoland Agitation and Forms of
Bodo Nationalistic Assertion Since the Signing of the Bodo Accord," Frontline (Madras) 11:17
(13-26 August 1994), pp. 34-35.

13. See statement on assertion of Bodo identity and demand for its protection in Why Separate State, pp. 49-51.

14. Scheduled Tribes (ST) are the inhabitants of areas defined in Article 244(1) of the Fifth
Schedule of the Constitution as an area declared by an order of the president of India to be a
tribal Scheduled Area.
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for only about 30% of the total because of the crafty drawing of constituency

boundaries, clubbing nontribal with tribal constituencies, and the ever increasing entry and settlement of people from other states and the infiltration
from Bangladesh.
The suppression and unrestrained use of force by law enforcement agen-

cies on Bodo agitators after 1987 further fueled the movement. Several thousand were detained under various "anti-terrorist acts," and more than 3,000

people supporting the movement led by the ABSU/Bodo People's Action

Committee (BPAC) were at one time or another lodged in jails.15
Thus, the lopsided policies of the center and the state governments in the
Northeast, and in particular Assam drove the Bodo movement. The accords

signed by the government of India with the one time secessionist Mizo National Front (MNF) of Mizoram (1986), the insurgent Tripura National Volunteers (TNV) (1988), and above all, the signing of the Darjeeling Gorkha
Hill Council Pact with the Gorkha National Liberation Front (GNLF) of West
Bengal (1988) increased the hopes and aspirations of the Bodos for a Bodoland state.

Phases and Consequences of
the Movement
The ABSU/BPAC-led Bodo movement, which persisted for six years and

passed through many stages and phases, began on March 2, 1987, with the
declaration of a mass movement. Most phases were marked by prolonged
periods of bandhs (blockades, closures), disrupting the rail and road links of
Assam and the rest of the northeastern region. These vital arteries, which
link the northeast with the rest of the country, pass through the Bodo-dominant Kokrajhar District. Although its leaders termed the movement peaceful,
it resulted in considerable loss of life due to bomb explosions, police action,

and wanton acts of destruction. Property worth millions of rupees was destroyed-mostly government property-and normal life in these hitherto
peaceful areas was totally shattered.

The prolonged agitation also saw extortion and harassment of nontribals,
non-Bodo school teachers, clerks, foresters posted in tribal areas, and tea

plantation managers and employees. Such treatment also was extended to

tribals who did not tow the ABSU/BPAC line, the principal target being
members of the PTCA. A serious fallout from the movement was formation
of the rebel insurgent Bodo Security Force (Bd.SF), comprising a hard core
of the Bodo youth wedded to violent tactics to achieve the goal of Bodoland.
Several hide-outs and training camps of this militant force are said to be
15. See Proceedings of the Seminar, Regional Political Parties in North-east India (Shillong:
Indian Council for Social Science Research, December 1988), pp. 4-5.
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located on the Indo-Bhutan border, providing sanctuary for Bd.SF members
to shelter, train, and manufacture weapons.
The Bodo movement was modeled on the AASU-led mass movement a

few years earlier, which had centered on the eviction and restriction on entry
of foreign nationals into the state. The tactics lead to overreaction by the
state administration, especially the police, and the strategy of mobilizing public attention and support both within and outside the state clearly denoted that

the ABSU/BPAC leaders had done their homework well. The former AASU
leaders, the pioneers of these tactics in Assam, were now ironically on the
receiving end as they held positions of power in the AGP government.

Reactions to the movement were varied but almost all shades of opinion in
the country concurred with New Delhi's decision to uphold the existing status

of the state of Assam. On this score, there has been no difference in the
positions of governments led by Rajiv Gandhi, V. P. Singh, or P. V.
Narasimha Rao. However, there was a feeling in New Delhi that the genuine
grievances of the plains tribals of Assam merited attention and that granting
limited autonomy was warranted to fulfill their aspirations and protect their

identity and interests. To this end, the government held nine rounds of talks
with the parties concerned.

The prolonged movement seriously affected the economy of Assam and
the entire northeastern region. The chief ministers of the six northeastern

states that were affected by the frequent bandhs urged the movement leaders,
the Assam government, and the center to move quickly toward a settlement.

Political parties of all hues unequivocally condemned the violence perpetrated by some of the protestors and the consequent police reprisals. The
AGP government came down heavily on the agitators, ruling out any need to

form a separate Bodoland state to ameliorate the grievances of the plains
tribes. It also sought to drive a wedge between the Bodos and other tribes by

avowing the need to protect the interests of all tribals in the state, the Bodo-

dominant movement notwithstanding.16

Toward a Solution
In early July 1990, the AGP government of P. K. Mahanta proposed forming
a zilla parishad (district council) under the Panchayat Act, providing for limited self-government at district and village levels. The state also proposed an

autonomous three-tier panchayati raj (local government) system for the Bodo
areas with considerable devolution of administrative and financial powers.
16. The other major plains tribes in Assam are the Misings in the extreme corner of Assam,
the Rabhas in the west of the South bank of the Brahmaputra, and the Tiwas (Lalungs) in areas
of Central Assam. They also have long been agitating for greater autonomy, though at a low
key. (The Hindu [Hyderabad], 17 March 1993, p. 4.)
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ABSU/BPAC rejected the scheme outright at the seventh and eighth round of

tripartite talks held in New Delhi in August and September 1990 between the

movement leaders, the Assam government, and the government of India.

These proposals of the Assam government did not find favor with the center
either but the latter once again ruled out the creation of a separate state for the
Bodos and other plains tribes of Assarn.

At the eighth round of talks, New Delhi proposed, and both Assam and the
movement leaders approved, the appointment of a three-man committee

under the chairmanship of Bhupinder Singh which, inter alia, was to (1)
clearly identify the areas of the Bodos and other plains tribes north of the
Brahmaputra; and (2) recommend legislative, financial, and administrative
powers that could be accorded to these areas. The committee was to submit
its report within 45 days. While the Assam government sought time to consult all shades of opinion in the state on the proposal, the Bodo movement

leaders welcomed it and as a gesture of goodwill suspended their agitation for
the 45-day period.

Deteriorating Conditions

New troubles arose almost immediately, bringing about significant political
developments at both the state and center levels. The law and order situation

deteriorated rapidly in Assam due to violence unleashed in the valley by the

United Liberation Front of Asom (ULFA). The central government clamped
President's Rule on the state on November 20, 1990, declaring it a disturbed

area. This ended the AGP government, well before the next scheduled Assembly election on January 8, 1991. The Assembly was not dissolved but
placed under suspension.

In 1991 Prime Minister Rajiv Gandhi was assassinated on the eve of the
June parliamentary elections. This brought Narasimha Rao to the fore as
leader of the Congress Party, and he subsequently formed the government at
the center with the emergence of the Congress (I) as the single largest party
in the Lok Sabha. The Congress (I) also returned to power in Assam after its

success in the 1991 State Assembly elections, and formed the government
under the leadership of Hiteshwar Saikia in July 1991.
After a prolonged period of inactivity at the negotiation table, tripartite
talks for settlement of the Bodo tangle recommenced with a ninth round in
New Delhi in January 1992. These discussions were supposed to focus on

the report of the Bhupinder Singh committee but the committee did not submit a report, allegedly due to the lack of census data. Thus, the ninth round
failed, and the ABSU president, S. K. Bwiswmutiary, threatened to resume
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the agitation. Reiterating the demands of the Bodos, he said that if the government had nothing concrete to offer further talks were futile.17

The latent unrest began to simmer again. In October 1992, two powerful

bombs exploded, killing 22 people and injuring 50, on a train running
through a section of the Bodo area where Bodo militants were reported to be

active. This period also saw the stepping-up of violent acts by the Bd.SF.18
As incidents erupted all over the area of the proposed Bodoland, the ABSU/

BPAC decided to resume the agitation.'9 It would be relaunched with an
eight-hour hunger strike at all district and subdivisional headquarters on October 16, 1992; rallies on national and state highways and public roads on
October 28, October 31, and November 1.

The several rounds of talks that the central and Assam governments had
held with the Bodo movement leaders had reached a decisive stage toward
the end of 1991, and by early 1992 a solution appeared to be around the
corner. Perhaps the absence of positive steps as the year went on led the
Bodo leaders to take recourse to agitation again. Another reason was that the

more violent acts perpetrated by the Bd.SF had gained it prominence in some
areas and threatened to marginalize the ABSU/BPAC's leadership role. But

an invitation for talks from the Union home minister went to the ABSU/

BPAC during the latter half of October 1992, showed that they were the

forces to contend with on the Bodoland issue. The invitation for talks appears to have been influenced by two factors: the clear demonstration of the

agitators' capacity to unleash violence, and the decision by the PTCA to wind

up its operations and become a part of the larger Bodo struggle. This

amounted to the ABSU/BPAC being accepted as the sole legitimate representatives of the Bodos.

The inconclusive nature of all the discussions led the movement leaders to

call a 12-hour bandh on October 17, and significantly, it was supported by
the Autonomous State Demand Committee (ASDC).20 This support was im-

portant as it enabled the Bodo movement leaders to forge alliances with orga17. Asian Recorder, 38:10 (4-10 March 1992), pp. 22185-22186.

18. Several incidents in October 1992 were attributed to the Bd.SF, militant offshoot of the
ABSU. Militants shot five Railway Protection Force (RPF) officers in two incidents on one day

and walked away with their weapons; a forest guard and agricultural worker were shot a few
days later; and Bd.SF militants looted arms from the Assam Protection Camp in Kokrajhar Dis-

trict (Hindu, 14 October 1992, p. 4).
19. The ABSU was demanding that nearly 25,500 km2 be carved out of Assam along the

north bank of the Brahmaputra for the proposed Bodoland; it was to include 32 tribal belts and
blocks, sections of tribal-inhabited areas, portions of some 200 tea plantations, and reserved and
unreserved forests. See Times of India (New Delhi), 21 August 1990.

20. The ASDC of Karbi Anglong and North Cachar Hills districts of Assam led a long and
essentially peaceful movement in the 1980s for an autonomous state within Assam (under Article

244(A) of the Indian Constitution) for the Karbis and Dimasas hill tribes inhabiting the two
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nizations from which they previously had distanced themselves, including the

AASU.21 Subsequent to the October 17 band, the movement leaders in a

surprise move called for a 1,001-hour statewide band, beginning on November 24, to pressure the Indian government to make an immediate decision to
form a separate state of Bodoland on the north bank of the Brahmaputra,
constitute two autonomous districts of Lalung and Nilachal on the south
bank, and include the Bodo Kacharis of Karbi Anglong in the Scheduled
Tribes (Hills) list. The call for the bandh was withdrawn after an assurance
from the home minister that the issue would be resolved honorably at an early

date. Simultaneous to withdrawal of the band, the Home Ministry on November 23 announced the imposition of a ban on the Bd.SF under provisions
of the Unlawful Activities (Prevention) Act, 1967.

Efforts to solve the Bodo issue continued into 1993, involving a great deal

of ground work and behind-the-scenes effort on the part of Home Affairs

Minister Rajesh Pilot, the Bodo Congress (I) legislator, Jaman Singh Brahma,
and an emissary of the prime minister. These efforts ultimately resulted in

the Bodo Accord, signed at Guwahati on February 20, formally ending the

six-year Bodoland agitation.22

The Bodo Accord
The Bodo Accord provides for a Bodoland Autonomous Council (BAC),

which falls well short of the demand for a full fledged Bodoland state. The

legislative power of the BAC is to be vested in a 40-member council (corresponding to a state assembly) of which 35 members are to be elected on the

basis of adult franchise and the remaining five are to be nominated by the
governor of Assam. Executive powers are to reside in a smaller Bodoland

Executive Council (BEC), similar to a state-level cabinet. Pending elections
to the new BAC, executive powers were placed by the state government in an
interim BEC, led initially by former ABSU President Bwiswmutiary (who
subsequently resigned from the council over differences with the state on the

demarcation of the BAC area) and 16 leading members of the Bodo move-

districts. See S. Jacob George, "The Demand for Autonomy/Statehood in N.C. Hills and Karbi
Anglong: An Overview," Bhuyan, no. 9, pp. 81-93.

21. These developments suggest that the agitation leaders realized the need to forge a broader
alliance of parties and groups, including with those that were not committed to a separate Bodo-

land but were opposed to the ruling Congress (I) regime in Assam. (The Hindu, 27 November
1992, p. 8.)

22. The Memorandum of Settlement was signed in the presence of Home Minister Pilot by K.
S. Rao, additional chief secretary, for the government of Assam; on behalf of the ABSU by
President S. K. Bwiswmutiary and Secretary Rabiram Brahma; and by a representative of the
BPAC. See Hindu, 21 February 1993, p. 1; and Memorandum of Settlement (Bodo Accord)
(Guwahati: Government of Assam Press, 1993), pp. 1-10.
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ment. The state handed over authority to the interim BEC on June 10, 1993,
and elections were scheduled for November 20.
The territory earmarked for the BAC encompasses the contiguous geographical areas between the Sankosh River and Mazbat Pasnoi River, which
roughly mark the western and eastern boundaries on the north bank. The

more complex southern border of the BAC, often impinging on nontribal areas, appears to have been left unspecified. Comprising 2,750 villages and

several small towns, the BAC includes 25 tea plantations.23 A benchmark for
the inclusion of areas in the BAC was that Bodos should constitute 50% or
more of a village's population. However, villages with lesser Bodo popula-

tions have also been included to ensure territorial contiguity.
Under terms of the Accord, the BAC is to be organized with 38 departments, mostly corresponding to the subjects earmarked for autonomous dis-

trict councils, such as education, forests, health, land, and revenue. But law
and order was retained by the state, along with the right to dismiss the elected

council under exceptional circumstances.24 The Accord also provided for the
leaders of the movement to ensure the surrender of all arms, explosives, and

ammunition by their followers, and bring those who had gone underground
back into the national mainstream. All the rights of nontribals living in the
BAC area were to be protected, and their language, culture, and land kept

intact.25

The Bodo Accord: An Assessment
The Bodo Accord differs in several important respects from the other three
accords signed with agitating or insurgent groups in the Northeast (Assam,

Mizo, and Tripura). Unlike those three, which were tripartite involving the
Union, the respective state, and the agitating insurgent group, the Bodo Accord is a strictly bipartite affair between the government of Assam and the
leaders of the ABSU/BPAC combine. Further, the other agreements were

signed in New Delhi while the Bodo Accord was signed in Guwahati, the
state capital.
It is also the least political of all the accords signed thus far. Indeed, no-

where in the document does one find a mention of politics. The preamble

clearly states that what is envisaged is an administrative institution within the
state of Assam with the authority to provide maximum autonomy to the
23. Most of these 25 tea plantations are among the poorest in the state; eight of them are not
even included in the index of the Assam Tea Directory. ("Tea Workers Oppose Bodo Accord,"
Hindu, 7 March 1992, p. 4.)

24. See Legislative Branch, Assam Act No. 11, 1993 (The Bodoland Autonomous Council

Act, 1993) ch. 6, para. 52(1), in Assam Gazette Extraordinary, no. 60 (Guwahati: Directorate of
Printing, 15 May 1993), p. 408.

25. Ibid., para. 51. Memorandum of Settlement (Bodo Accord), n. 47.
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Bodos for their social, economic, educational, ethnic, and cultural advancement. Any talk of political rights and aspirations beyond those in the existing

administrative and political organization of the state of Assam is strictly
avoided. The general council of the BAC will not have the power to make
"laws" in respect to the 38 subjects assigned to it but only have powers to

make by-laws, rules, and orders for application within the BAC area. Even
on matters of concern only to the Bodos, the state government retains the
power to make laws, the only stipulation being that the general council is to
be consulted and its views given due credence before any law made on the

following subjects is implemented in the BAC area: (1) religious or social
practices of the Bodos; (2) Bodo customary law and procedures; and (3) own-

ership and transfer of land within the BAC area.26
One of the significant features of the Accord highlighted by the state government is that it is a bipartite agreement and is to be implemented by state
legislation. It in no way affects the territoriality of the state nor even its

existing administrative divisions. Unlike autonomous district councils in the

two hill districts, Karbi Anglong and North Cachar, whose authority is coterminous with the district boundaries, the proposed BAC was to cover seven
districts (Dhubri, Kokrajhar, Bongaigaon Barpeta, Nalbari, Kamrup, and Dar-

rang) but leaving intact the existing political and administrative structures.
On the face of it, the Bodo movement leaders have settled for a little more
than half of what they had been bargaining for, and far less than what they
had been maintaining in public was the irreducible minimum-that is,

25,478.1 km2 of territory. The BAC, which excludes a 10-km-wide belt in
the north touching the international border with Bhutan, will cover an area of

5,186 km2 with a population of over 2,100,000 of which about 38% are Plains
tribals. Instead of the 4,635 (later reduced to 4,443) villages claimed for the
Bodo area in the failed 1992 negotiations, the BAC now has 2,750 villages

spread over 29 Assembly constituencies of which about half will have a Bodo

majority.27
The preceding statements must be regarded as tentative, for the actual terri-

tory of the BAC is still to be defined. The accord speaks only of contiguous

geographical areas between the western and eastern boundaries on the north
bank; it states that in reserve forest areas, the BAC will include reserve for-

ests according to guidelines laid down by the Defence and Environment ministries of India; and significantly, it says nothing in detail about the southern
boundary of the BAC, which directly impinges on territories occupied mostly

26. Bodoland Autonomous Council Act, ch. 2, paras. 23-28, pp. 394-97, and ch. 6, para.
56(1-3), p. 410.

27. Prabhakara, "Report on the Chronology," Frontline, p. 35.
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by nontribals or mixed populations.28 In light of these weaknesses, one may
assume that the Bodo movement leaders opted to sign the accord because the
agitation was petering out and time was running against them. The pressure

to clinch a deal-any deal-perhaps became acute following increased government pressure on the leadership and the general hardship of the Bodo people. Notwithstanding these various pressures, an important consideration of

the movement leaders may also have been that the accord provides at least a
base upon which further demands may be pressed in future, if warranted.

Post-Accord Developments
Peace was expected in Assam after the signing of the Bodo Accord in 1993
but this has not been the case. Although the government of Assam formalized creation of the BAC by its notification of December 17, 1993, most

Bodo leaders rejected it, terming it antidemocratic and anti-Bodo. They
threatened to terminate the accord if 515 "contentious villages" were not in-

corporated into the BAC domain. Bwiswmutiary, chief executive of the interim BEC quit the council in protest, saying the state's notification was a
unilateral act that betrayed the Bodo cause. He claimed that the addition of
the 515 villages, though not stipulated in the accord, was promised to the
Bodos verbally by the state government. He accused the state leadership of

caste and linguistic chauvinism, and warned that a renewed Bodo agitation

could bring down the Assam government.29 The state contended that it could
not incorporate the 515 villages into the BAC, as it was responsible for the
interests of a large number of nontribals long resident in these villages.
Rejecting this contention, the Bodo militants, in a fit of anger, resorted to a

kind of ethnic cleansing in and around the 515 villages in Kokrajhar and
Bongaigaon districts during September and October 1993. These riots left

nineteen dead, most of them belonging to the minority settler community, and

over thirty thousand fled their homes and sought shelter in relief camps. A
second major outburst erupted in several villages around Kokrajhar District
headquarters in May 1994, leaving 22 dead and thousands homeless, and two

months later, violence broke out in seven districts on the north bank of the
Brahmaputra, claiming over 100 lives. The latest and most serious incident

occurred on July 24, 1994, at Bashbari in Barpeta District-close to the Ma-

nas Wild Life Sanctuary-in which, according to official estimates, 68 per-

sons lost their lives and hundreds of houses were destroyed by Bodo

militants. This time the people under attack retaliated, leading to the flight o
28. For an analysis of the problems emanating from the ambiguous demarcation of the BAC

territory, see Kalyan Chaudhuri, "Area of Darkness: Accord Unclear on Territory," Frontline,
11:17 (13-26 August 1994), pp. 30-32.
29. Times of India, 17 December 1993.
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some 3,500 Bodos from their homes. In all, about 70,000 people have been

displaced and are seeking refuge in crowded relief camps.30

To counter the violence mounted by the Bodo militants/Bd.SF, the army
has been deployed in strife-torn areas of lower Assam. Operation Kranti was

launched in Barpeta District in an effort to rid the 2,837 km2 Manas Wild
Sanctuary of the Bd.SF militants who have held this area since 1986. Army

operations also have been conducted in Anand Bazar, Nagaon, Fatemabad,
and Goardhana Mouza, as well as across the international boundary into Bhutan where Bodo factions reportedly took refuge.
At the political level, the post-Accord scenario in the Bodo areas appears

equally unstable. With growing disillusionment over the present arrangements, the entire Bodo leadership divided on this score. The Bd.SF, which is
opposed to the accord and committed to an armed struggle for a separate

Bodoland, has sought opportunities to strike. The ABSU, one of the signatories to the accord, has split vertically. The Bodoland Legislature Party

(BLP), a majority of which supports the present Congress (I) government in
Assam, has also split, and two of its dissidents have formed a group called
the New Bodoland Legislature Party. The Bodoland Peoples Party (BPP)

also appears to have split, with one group led by the present chief executive
of the interim BEC, Premsing Brahma, and the other by his predecessor,
Bwiswmutiary.

Conclusion
The Bodo Accord that paved the way for the establishment of the BAC is no

doubt a positive development. However, the recent outbreak of violence in
the BAC area does not augur well for the fledgling Bodoland Autonomous
Council, and Brahma and his deputy, P. K. Daimary, have an onerous task

ahead of them. Addressing a minority meeting at Bongaigaon in August
1994, Brahma called upon all Bodos to live in peace and uphold the age-old

harmony, and committed himself to this effort. However, to establish a stable
peace in the region, the various Bodo groups must overcome their differences
and unite; they must try to bring the hard core among them into the main-

stream and ensure that the militant rebels surrender with their arsenal of

weapons. The symbolic surrender of a few militants since the signing of the
accord is no reflection of the actual strength of the rebel groups operating in

the region. The state government, for its part, needs to initiate measures lead-

ing to peace and quickly conduct the overdue elections to the BAC. Starting
the democratic process moving in the BAC area is imperative so that people

30. Kalyan Chaudhuri, "Outrage in Assam: Bodos on the rampage," Frontline, 11:17 (13-26
August 1994), pp. 28-30.
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can elect representatives to the council who may be able to provide political
stability and promote peace and prosperity.

While the views expressed by Bwiswmutiary that the success of the BAC

depended on the attitude of the union and state governments and, above all,
the people of Assam is no doubt a true perception, it behooves the Bodo
leadership to unite, rise to the occasion, and face the challenges. Along with

development, progress, and uplifting of the Bodos, the leadership must deal
equitably with the other tribals of the BAC as well as other citizens who live

among them. The success of the BAC will no doubt be a litmus test for the
Bodo leadership in the days ahead.
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