Commentary
Karbhi-Kuki Clashesin Assam

Praveen Kumar

Militant groupsclashing among themsalvesfor control over the publicresources
even at thecost of therightsof thelocd tribal or ethnic community they clamtobe
defending, isanimportant factor behind persastent inter-ethnic conflictstinIndias
Northeast. In the state of Assam such groups push the ordinary membersof the
community tothemargins.

A study of the clashes between @ciober2003:anddMarech2004 between
militant Karbi and Kuki tribal groupsin Karbi Anglong? district, including the
Singhason hill area, supportsthispoint. It isestimated that militants of the Kuki
Revolutionary Army (KRA) and the anti-talks faction of the United Peoples
Democratic Solidarity® (UPDS) together killed 85persans, mostly men,*inthis
period. Thecasualty includesat | east 23ikukisandib4d<arbis.

I ncidentsin Mareh2004 haveled to higher Karbi casuaty. KRA, primarily a
Manipur-based militant Kuki outfit, killed 3Siaii tribal s— 34 in thevillages of
Udentisu, Tarak Teron and Jari Teron on March 24 in separate incidents® and
5moreinvariousvillageson March 27.° TheKRA hasalegedly retdiated tothe
killing of six Kukisby the UPDS-K on March 19, 2004.

TheMarch 24 incident isan instance of thehighest civilian casuaty in Assam
inaterroristincidentinasingleday. Also, itisthelargest civilian casualty inthe
digrict ancethepro-taksUPDSfaction under Horen Singh Bey signed the ceasefire
agreement with the Union Government on May 23, 2002. H.E. Kathar, theUPDS
‘Genera Secretary’ who was opposed to talkswith the Government, leadsthe
anti-talksfaction.
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Theerstwhile UPDSwas created following the merger of thetwo militant
Karbi groups— Karbi Nationa Volunteers(KNV) and the Karbi People’ sFront
(KPF) inMarch 1999 with the proclaimed objective of purging Karbi Anglong of
the non-Karbi population (including Marwaris, Biharis, Nepalis, Kukis and
Bengdlis).

KRA wasformed in December 1999, alegedly with the help of the | sak-
Muivahfaction of theNationa Sociaist Council of Nagaland (NSCN-IM). NSCN-
IM isanother militant triba outfitin India sNortheast that demandsunification of
areaspopulated by the Nagatribe. KRA' sself-styled | eadersinclude the Chairman,
Thangkeng Hangshing, Publicity Secretary, Zet Kuki and Information Secretary,
D.T. Haokip. Theouifit'sdeclared objectiveisthe creation of the‘ Kuki National
Council” — anautonomousadministrative council for theKukisin Karbi Anglong.

According to Thangkeng Hangshing, the outfit’s present strength is450 and
180 of themarein Karbi Anglong. Theoutfitisbasedinthe Saikul areaof Senapati
districtinManipur. Thegroupisaso believed to be using NSCN-IM’scampsin
Nagaand.
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However, the KRA denieshaving taken active help of theNSCN-IM inits
formation. Meanwhile, the outfit aso claimsto havelinkageswith thefollowing

groups.

*  United Kuki Liberation Front (UKLF) and the Military Council faction of
theKuki National Front (KNF-MC), and Mani pur-based militant Kuki
outfitsdemanding aK uki ‘homeand’;

* NSCN-IM anditsriva faction NSCN-K haplang, Naga and-based militant
groups, demanding ‘unified’ Naga‘homeland’;

* Nationa Democratic Front of Bodoland (NDFB) and the DimaHalim
Daogah (DHD), militant tribal groupsin Assam. WhileNDFB demands
‘sovereign’ territory for the Bodo tribein Assam, the DHD demands
includeaseparate statewithin Indiafor the Dimasatribe.

Most of these groupshaveahistory of disruptiveactivitiesintheNortheast in
support of their demandswhich rangefrom autonomy to secession. Of thesegroups,
thefactionsof the NSCN and DHD have signed separate ceasefire agreements
with the Union Government.

Ethno-political dynamics, and rivalry between the KRA and UPDSto gain
control of the underground economy providethe context for astudy of theincidents
occurring since October 2003. Karbisarethelargest tribein Karbi Anglong, but
theKukisareinmgjority inthe Singhason hill area. Kukisroamin pursuit of Jnum
(shifting) cultivation. Their largest concentrationisin Manipur (15 per cent).’

Karbi groups, includingthe UPDS, dispute KRA s projection of the' indigenous
Kuki population at morethan 35,000 in the Singhason hills;® according to them, it
isabout 2,000. They dlegethat thisisKRA's tactic’ to‘justify’ theKukis demand
for an autonomous council. The political goalsof the Karbi and Kuki groupsthus
clashasUPDSisfor aKarbi state carved out of the present North Cachar Hills
areaand Karbi Anglong districts of Assam. Further, violent movements have
occurredinthehistory of the Statedueto *indigenous' population being numerically
subordinated by immigrant communities. The* anti-foreigners agitation between
1979and 1985 led by All Assam Students Union (AASU) iscited and it continues
to shapethe grammar of political violence. UPDSa so allegesthat Karbiswould
beoutnumbered®in Karbi Anglong duetoaKuki ‘influx’ snceNaga-K uki clashes!®
occurred in adjoining Nagaland and Manipur in 1992.

Therearedifferencesbetween theKuki Nationa Assembly (KNA), theapex
Kuki politica organisationin Karbi Anglong, and the Autonomous State Demand
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Committee (ASDC), adistrict-level political party supporting thedemand for a
Karbi state. KNA had first demanded an autonomousregional council for the
Kukisin 1992 through amemorandum to the state government. Two rounds of
talkswerea so subsequently held in 1997 and 1998.

TheASDC splitinJuly 2000 dueto differenceswithin thelocal leadership that
allowed Congressto control the Karbi Anglong Autonomous District Council.
L ater, afaction called ASDC-United (ASDC-U) endorsed KNA'sdemand of a
Kuki council, ostensibly to widen its support base against therival faction of
ASDC-Progressive(ASDC-P), anally of the Communist Party of IndiaMarxist
Leninist (CPI-ML) that represented theareain the 13" Lok Sabha. ASDC-U is
now against KNA’'sdemand. Reportsare not clear about theroleof other political
groupsintheviolence. However, contesting palitical claims, combined withthe
changing dynamicsof power™ & thelocal level, seemto have affected activities of
themilitant Karbi and Kuki groups.

Inadditionto the complex ethno-political dynamicsmentioned above, militant
groups often clash to control the underground economy. Inthe present case, the
UPDS and the KRA both have intimidated the local tribal population in the
Singhason hill areawhich produces about 2,000 metrictons(MT) of high qudlity
ginger every year. While, both the outfitsresort to extortion, the UPDS considers
theareaits‘turf’. Thisisacause of rivalry between KRA and UPDS.

A similar incident had occurred in Assam’s Cachar district on Mareh3iy
2003. A militant Hmar triba outfit, Hmar People’'s Convention-Democracy (HPC-
D), had killed approximately 23 Dimasatribal safter abducting them.? Beforethis
incident, the HPC-D and the DHD both had targeted the ordinary tribalsin a
manner comparableto theactivities of the KRA and UPDS. Hmarsare spread
over the Cachar and North Cachar Hillsdistrictsof Assam and in the adjoining
areasof Manipur and Mizoram.

Themilitant outfitsinvolvedinthelast incident with the highest casudties, the
HPC-D and the KRA, are not primarily based in Assam, where the terrorist
incidentsoccurred. Also, whileboththe HPC-D andtheKRA targeted theordinary
tribals, there were no reported instances of direct clashesbetweentherivals.

Thefactorsmentioned above, indicatethat theinvolvement of militant groups
ininter-ethnic conflict leadsto high civilian casudties. Therearemorethan 30 such
groupsactivein Assam® and most of them proclaimtribal or ethnic loyalty. A
study of smilar contemporary conflictsinvolving someof themisbeyond the scope
of thisbrief commentary. However, if seenintheoverdl context of militant violence,
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it would be safeto concludethat the activities of ragtag groupssuch asthe KRA
and the UPDSwouldlead to high civilian casualtieseven as separate effortsare
madeto contain more dangerousgroupslikethe United Liberation Front of Asom
(ULFA), NDFB and the Kamtapur Liberation Organisation (KLO). Clashes
involving militant Kuki and Karbi groups haveintensified even after the Royal
Bhutan Army (RBA) destroyed 30 camps of some of these groups.'4

A suggestion on the ways of containing such groups can be attempted
elsawhere. Redressing the socio-political and economic grievancesof thelocal
popul ation needsto betaken up along with tackling specific groupsmilitarily.
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The RBA initiated action against United Liberation Front of Asom (ULFA),
Kamatapur Liberation Organisation (KLO) and National Democratic Front of
Bodoland (NDFB) on December 15, 2003. The three organizations had together
gathered approximately 3,000 cadresin the camps from Samdrup Jongkhar in the
east to Samste in the West along Bhutan’s southern border with India. These
groups were using these camps to attack on civilian population, security force
personnel and other public installations, including oil facilities in Assam. ULFA
and NDFB together are also responsible for the majority of civilian casualty in
Assam. Of the30 camps 13 belonged to ULFA, 12to NDFB and fiveto the KL O. See,
“RBA Makes Good Progressin Flushing Out Operations’. The Kuensel at http://
www.kuenselonline.com/article php?si d=3599& PHPSESS | D=478e0a296hfe6940386
€861972473c11. Cadre strength of ULFA in Bhutan was estimated to be 1,560, and
that of KLO and NDFB 430 and 540 respectively. See, “ Government to Make L ast
Attempt at Peaceful Negotiations” at http://www.kuensel online.com/assembly03/
03ulfajul 18.php.
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