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Fenced Indians Pay
for ‘Security’

Fenced for Defence

Anoop Prakash, Shailaja Menon

Since 1986, India’s borders with
Bangladesh are being fenced
disrupting the lives of citizens
residing in those tracts. The
unnatural division of people has
created a human tragedy of which
the organs of the state refuse to
take cognisance of. Excluded by
mainstream discourses of
security, the lives and livelihoods
of these fenced Indians bear the
costs of fencing.
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particularly against those perceived to be
Bangladeshis. After attacks in northern
Tripura, for example, there are now thought
to be 50,000 to 1,00,000 internally displaced Bengali-speaking persons.7

A

ny strategic discourse should not
only address the safe-keeping of the
State and its interests but also the
needs of the most disadvantaged masses.
The notion of a just peace has to be arti
culated from the perspective of the
disempowered. In a conventional sense,
security is equated with national security
which is guaranteed by means of militaristic techniques.
The nation implies the State with welldemarcated geographical boundaries. In
the case of the Indian subcontinent, contiguous socio-cultural factors facilitate
the migration of people.
Some claim that two crore Bangladeshi
migrants are present in India.1 However,
the Bangladeshi government claims that
there is not a single Bangladeshi migrant
in India.2 Illegal Bangladeshis and local
Bengali-speakers are not easy to distinguish, especially since some Bangladeshis
have managed to secure ration and voter
identity cards in India.3
Interestingly, in response to a right to
information (RTI) enquiry, the Ministry of
Home Affairs of the Government of India
stated that since the entry of illegal Bangladeshi immigrants into the country is
clandestine, it is not posible to estimate
the total number of Bangladeshi immigrants in the country. 4 It further stated,
“[t]he only data with the Home Ministry,
Government of India is of those Bangladeshi immigrants who overstayed their
visa period”. In 2006, 13,692 people
who overstayed their visa period were
deported; in 2007, the figure was 12,135
and in 2008, 12,625 illegal Bangladeshis
were deported.5
While most migrants are “Malthusian” in
character, in the sense that they have come
to India for better living conditions, their
presence in the border region poses a
security problem.6 In many places, this has
led to outbreaks of xenophobic v iolence,
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From the late 1980s onwards, India has
attempted to fence the 4,095.7 kilometre
(km) long international border with Bangladesh (see Map, p 34). The states of West
Bengal (2,216.7 km), Assam (663 km),
Meghalaya (443 km), Tripura (856 km)
and Mizoram (318 km) share a common
border with Bangladesh.8 Fencing actually
commenced in 1986 and till date, out of a
total of 3,436.59 km, 2,677.81 km has been
completed.9 Besides the fencing, there are
border observation posts (BOPs) or watch
towers at intervals of three to four kilo
metres. In addition, some stretches are not
demarcated (6.1 km in three spots); others
exist as enclaves in the other country’s
territory (111 Indian enclaves inside Bangladesh and 51 Bangladeshi enclaves inside
India) and as adverse possession of land
by both countries.10 The artificial boundary
cleaves through densely populated areas
and through communities which have
shared a historical relationship and mutual interdependence. They are the primary
victims of intermittent firing between the
Border Security Force (BSF) of India and
the Bangladesh Rifles.
The fencing is supposed to be done 150
yards away from the international zero line,
the notional boundary line that separates
Indian territory from that of Bangladesh,
but this rule is not followed at many places.
As the fencing is at times done kilometres
away from the zero line, Indian territory has
been virtually abandoned by the Indian
state.11 The National Buildings Construction Corporation (NBCC), a central government agency in charge of fencing at the
Indo-Bangladesh border, has been constructing composite-type-fencing, without
regard to the distance from the zero line.
To illustrate, the existing border road and
fence between two consecutive pillars
was constructed at varying distances of
about 900 metres, 700 metres, 500 metres
and 300 metres from the international
boundary. Between two pillars after that the
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two bordering countries,
which is not used for
occupation or habitation”.13
Indo-China
However, using the term no
(3,488 km)
Indo-Bhutan
Indo-Pakistan
man’s land is a misnomer
(699 km)
Indo-Nepal
(3,323 km)
since the entire fenced
(1,751 km)
Indian land is privately
Indo-Myanmar owned by Indian citizens
(1,643 km)
who inhabit and cultivate
Indo-Bangladesh
this land. This insensitivity
Coastline
(4,096.7 km)
(7,516.6 km)
reflects the confused approach towards the entire
border issue by the state.
While interacting with
the affected population,
Ministry of Home Affairs (2010): Annual Report, 2009-2010, p 28. Also at: http://www.mha. the researchers learnt that
nic.in/pdfs/AR%28E%290910.pdf
the State is deliberately
fence was constructed at about 400 metres not declaring the fenced Indian area as a no
to 1,000 metres from the zero line.12
man’s land because then the State would
The majority of the work is done be bound to acquire the fenced private
through subcontracting and there is a lack land and compensate the landowners.14
of effective monitoring. Due to this reason, a It is learnt from NBCC officials that the
huge number of families have fallen out- Ministry of Home Affairs has awarded the
side the fence. A huge part of Indian land is phase III work by replacing the existing
“no man’s land”, according to the Merriem single-type fencing with composite-type
Webster dictionary, “an area of unowned, fencing on the existing alignment. There
unclaimed, or uninhabited land between is no provision for fresh land acquisition in
The International Borders of India
Indo-Afghanistan
(106 km)
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phase III work. However, due to this decision by the Ministry of Home Affairs, very
valuable land has fallen outside the fencing with width varying from 137 metres to
900 metres. This has caused widespread
resentment amongst the people of these
bordering areas and all the political
parties have raised an alarm against such
actions by the NBCC. If the distance of 137
metres from the zero line for the new
fencing is maintained by making provision for land acquisition, the valuable land
outside the fencing will be reduced and
also the sufferings of the border people
will be minimised.15
The current scenario has created prisonlike villages. About 90,000 people in 149
villages suffer a harrowing and imprisoned existence as India has abdicated all
sovereign responsibility towards its citizens. The barbed wires have divided their
homes, social lives, natural resources and
means of livelihood, excluding them and
forcing them into miserable subsistence.
The wilful disregard of the border realities under the Indian state has created
two categories of citizens, “mainland” and
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All eligible applicants will be scrutinised through
telephonic interviews. Shortlisted candidates
will then be required to appear for the MICA
Admission Test (MICAT-FPM). MICAT-FPM is
a two-tier process: Written Test (WT) and Oral
Presentation + Personal Interview (OP+PI)
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“fenced” Indians. As the entire issue is
subsumed under the larger interests of
national security, no civil society organisations, crusaders of rights or media have
taken cognisance of the plight of these ensnared citizens. They are simply invisible
in the national mindscape, surfacing only
when the bogey of terrorism is raised.
Till date, a total of Rs 5,205 crore have
been spent on fencing.16 Interestingly, the
Ministry of Home Affairs has no data on
the border population nor is there any
scheme for rehabilitating these fenced
Indians.17 Replying to an RTI query in
which an exact estimate of the Indian
population falling between the zero line
and the wired fence was sought, the
Ministry of Home Affairs replied that “the
Border Management is not maintaining
any such data for the population residing
in the border areas”.18

Contextualising the Study
The study is based on information gathered through the RTI Act 2005, field surveys, interactions with the affected people,
and interviews with people’s elected representatives both currently in office and
previous office-bearers. Interestingly, the
only current official to depose was the
president of the Zila Panchayat, Karimganj
district, Assam. All the villages studied
are in Karimganj. The researchers talked to
425 residents of Lafasail, 285 in Zarapatta,
335 in Govindpur and 265 in Niamura, a
total of 1,310 inhabitants. In the mainland,
two villages of Karimganj were visited.
The former member of legislative assembly (MLA) of Karimganj pointed out that
nearly 50% of the population are Muslims
and most of the remaining 50% are scheduled caste Hindus.

Broken Lives over Barbed Wires
The lives of the fenced Indians are at the
mercy of the gate timings which control
their ingress and egress. The life cycle of
the fenced villagers is dominated by the
gate timings, which are from 6:00-7:00 am,
and 9:00-10:00 am in the morning, and
from 1:00-2:00 pm and again 4:00-5:00 pm
in the afternoon. Their ingress into the
Indian mainland is limited to these four
hours in a day, and all entry and exit are
recorded in a register. Their livelihood,
social activities like marriages or recreation,
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and even health issues are decided by the
opening and closing of the gates. The
fenced areas have no schools and the
children are forced to attend mainland
schools. If the school starts at 8:30 or
9:00 am, the child has to leave by 7:00
am or be perpetually late.
Every family is also required to provide
a male child to the BSF to man the gate. If
the family does not have a male child, it
hires another child for Rs 20 per day.
These children are aged about 10 to 11 years.
There are 53 families in village Lafasail
and each family’s turn comes after one
month and five days.19
Children cannot play any ball games in
the enclosed areas as the balls cross the
border. What was very striking for the
researchers was that no teenage girls are
visible in these villages. The parents are
apprehensive that they will be forcibly
abducted for child labour or sex work.
Hence, when a girl child turns 10 years old,
she is sent to a family home elsewhere.
The women labour and survive under
extremely insecure conditions. In one
reported case, a woman suffering from
severe diarrhoea was prevented from
being taken to the hospital by a BSF soldier
manning the gate, who refused to open
the gate for them.
The people eke out a meagre subsistence
as a shadow economy dominated by the
middlemen and facilitated by the border
guards has emerged. Fishing and agriculture are the chief occupations.
In an oral testimony, an aged resident
of the fenced area, a former contractor of
the tea garden in the village Zarapata,
candidly discussed the various dimensions
of the issue:20
Earlier gate opening timings were morning
6:00 am to 6:00 pm, but now they are a few
hours. Fencing has created enormous problems. Nobody gives us loans. The government
does not give us grants; no roads, no Indira
Awaas, no electricity. Bangladeshi thieves
raid in nights and our BSF men do not help.
These thieves steal our cattle. No medical
person visits us. In case of emergency, BSF
men bring their vehicle. We have a drinking
water problem; government should give us
water by laying a pipeline; there is no other
way. Work opportunities have been reduced
after the fencing. If someone goes outside to
work then how can he return in time?
Rations, sugar, etc, are available in limited
amount except during marriages. They
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think that we will send such commodities
to Bangladesh.
The rich have gone but poor are left. We
cannot use our natural assets, we cannot
sell our bamboo. We do not want to live
here; we want to move to the other side. We
should be given compensation and rehabilitated. I have half a bigha of agricultural
land in the fenced area and four bigha
outside the fences on the India side. I cannot
construct a house there. Agricultural production is not sufficient to feed us even for
a year, so we work in fencing to purchase
the essentials.
We are Indian citizens and our name is in
the voters’ list. The BSF company commander
has issued identity cards to us. We showed
the identity card to cast our vote. A couple
of families from here have shifted and in
such events, the BSF helps. We also help the
BSF. This year we have given 100 bamboos
to the BSF free of cost; a single bamboo costs
Rs 70.

This testimony was corroborated by the
personal observations of the researchers.
As the gates are omnipresent, agricultural
yields do not reach the market. Hence,
utilisation of resources is not maximised.
To illustrate, the daily market begins at
6:00 pm. The fishermen have to dispose
of their catch by 4:00 pm as the gates
will shut by 5:00 pm. The direct bene
ficiary is the middleman to whom the
fishermen sell their yield at the cheapest
available rate. The Indian state is visible
in these villages only with a military
presence. They are excluded from the
ambit of any services like banks or other
credit, electricity, portable drinking water,21
Pradhan Mantri Gram Sadak Yojana,22
Indira Awaas Yojana,23 Mahatma Gandhi
National Rural Employment Guarantee
Act (NREGA)24 or any employment generation programme.
At the policy level, there is no stopping
of any welfare scheme by the government
but on the plea of insecurity, the BSF is
preventing the villagers from taking
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advantage of any such welfare schemes.25
A BSF inspector admitted that “we basically have two problems – water and
roads. We should be assured of safe and
regular drinking water supply and the
border roads should be made pukka.”26
The administrative orders of the civilian
authorities regarding the gate timings
are disobeyed by the BSF.27 The additional
district magistrate (ADM) of district Karim
ganj also noted that:28
No identity card is issued for the people
outside the fences. Voter identity cards are
not available throughout Assam. Getting a
domicile certificate is also a big problem for
the fenced people. There is no plan or project
for the rehabilitation of the fenced people.

In a submission made by the un-fenced
inhabitants of village Kurikhal, of deve
lopment block North Karimganj, similar
issues were highlighted.
Our village is not in the fenced area but our
agricultural land is fenced. The gate opening timings create big problems in cultivating the land. We will be satisfied if the government gives compensation for our land. If
the gate remains open for a considerable
period of time, some of our problems may
get resolved.29

Apart from socio-economic issues,
there are emotional implications. To illustrate, a section of the Indian sepoys rebelled against the British during the 1857
War of Independence at Malegarh and 28
soldiers were martyred. The British buried the bodies in Malegarh. The local people have deep sentiments regarding this
place, located some 35 metres from border
pillar 1363/8 (S) of the Indo-Bangladesh
border. They are apprehensive that this
area will fall under Bangladeshi side if the
current fencing norms are followed. At
present, the area is left unfenced due to
local resentment. A BSF officer noted that
the Assam government had proposed
making the Malegarh hillock a tourist destination but this was vehemently opposed
by Bangladesh Rifles.30

Wronged Property
The right to property finds a place in
Article 300 (A) of the Indian Constitution, which states, “No person shall be
deprived of his property save by authority
of law”.31
The fenced Indian land, though described
as no man’s land in official documents, is
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not officially declared as such. As the entire land on the Indo-Bangladesh border
is privately owned, such a declaration
would amount to compulsory acquisition
of the fenced land which the State can
attempt only after paying adequate compensation to the landowners. The fenced
land has lost its market value as it lacks a
potential purchaser. In order to escape
the barbed wires and lead a relatively
more free and normal existence, there is
a gradual pattern of relocation from
“fenced” India to “free” India. There is
every possibility that within a few years,
the entire area will practically become a
no man’s land, without burdening the State
with any legal and moral obligations
of compensation. Though the National
Rehabilitation and Resettlement Policy
exists since 2007 for families affected by
land acquisition in any government
project, these fenced lives do not have
any such policy.32
In the present case, the State has not
acquired the land property but deprived
the fenced Indians of their property nonetheless by acquiring only a strategic strip
of land parallel to the zero line for the
purposes of building barbed fences and
border roads. This deliberate action of the
State has adversely affected the fenced
Indians not only in terms of their tangible
property but also their human capital.
Such a strategic acquisition of land raises a
very crucial question of law: Does deprivation of property amount to acquisition of
property or not? This case is peculiar to
the Indo-Bangladesh border region as the
areas on the border are densely populated.
Although the Radcliffe line through the
Indo-Pakistan border also cleaved through
villages, there is no population residing in
the fenced area at present and it is used
only for agricultural activities.33

Institutional Responses
and Failures
Since 1986, when fencing commenced on
the Indo-Bangladesh border, the fenced
citizens have protested their marginalisation. The initial government policy, both
at the state and central level revolved
around acquisition of patta land and rehabilitating the fencing-affected people in
any other suitable place.34 Three different
petitions were filed in the Guwahati High
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Court by affected citizens. As recorded
by the high court, the petitioners alleged
that:35
• Petitioners in the other side of fencing
are treated as enemy/aliens by the security
forces and humiliated and tortured.
• Petitioners face problems even going to
their agricultural lands situated to the
east of the boundary fencing within
Indian mainland.
• They are reduced to the status of stateless
persons and forbidden to have connections
with the mainland which seriously prejudices their rights as Indian citizens.
• In case of a breakout of hostilities bet
ween the two countries, their condition
would be at risk as they would be unable
to flee into Indian territory due to the
erection of barbed wire fencing.
• Further, they would be the first casualty
of any such eventuality.
• Finally, the petitioners alleged that the
respondents (Union of India and the Government of Assam) despite being aware
of the situation faced by them have failed
to expedite their own schemes to assess
costs for the acquisition of patta land for
rehabilitation.
These above petitions were disposed of
by a common order dated 26 July 1994
wherein the Guwahati High Court directed
the respondents
to expedite the scheme and take necessary
and immediate action to alleviate the hardship of petitioners who are genuine Indian
citizens ...and to provide necessary relief to
the petitioners within four months from the
date of receipt of this order.36

Till date, neither the central nor the
state government has implemented the
order of the Guwahati High Court.
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However, the protests have intensified
over the past two years as the BSF limited
hours of access to the mainland up to just
four. In July 2008, the people of Karimganj
submitted a representation to the deputy
commissioner of Karimganj to request the
BSF to allow free passage up to 8:00 pm.37
In response to this request, the deputy
commissioner of Karimganj wrote that the
concerned BSF officials knew of a relaxation up to 9:30 PM.38 However, this order
was ignored.
Subsequently, the beleaguered villagers
submitted a petition to the president of
India with copies to the prime minister,
the National Human Rights Commission
(NHRC), the home minister, the chief minister
of Assam and the deputy commissioner,
Karimganj. They also enclosed the judgment of the Guwahati High Court. The
villagers prayed that they be granted rights
at par with fellow mainland citizens.
Unfortunately, there was no response
to the above petition. When one of the
authors filed a complaint in the NHRC
regarding the violation of human rights of
Indian citizens on the Indo-Bangladesh
border,39 the NHRC refused to take cognisance of the complaint on the grounds
that the matter was not subject to the
jurisdiction of the commission.40

Breaking the Blockade
The conventional notion of security depends on barbed wires and other military
paraphernalia to secure the lives of
citizens. Security cannot be ensured
through the barrel of a gun, but by infusing a sense of belonging which should
eliminate any notion of alienation among
citizens. An enlightened State strives to
ensure that all the citizens are protected
by its welfare mechanisms. The contemporary debate on the fate of fenced
Indians as well as illegal Bangladeshi migrants requires a fresh look.
A senior BSF official posted at the IndoBangladesh border observed that fencing
has reduced infiltration. Further, he noted
that reverse migration was taking place,
and Bihari Muslims who had migrated to
Bangladesh prior to 1947 in the hope of a
better future were returning. The BSF border posts had transport available to help
the fenced people during an emergency.
The BSF had demanded relocation of the
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population. Due to manpower constraints,
the BSF could not keep the gates open for
24 hours.41
Political will is required to address the
constraints faced by the BSF, local authorities
and the fenced people. However, certain
practical solutions may ameliorate the
situation for these internally displaced
people. Since 2000, West Bengal, Assam,
Meghalaya, Tripura and Mizoram have been
allocated Rs 4,393.67 crore for fencing.42
Despite this, the flow of immigrants has
not slowed. Hence, fencing is a sheer wastage of the taxpayers’ precious money,
which could have been better utilised in
improving the social infrastructure of the
Indo-Bangladesh border region.
Despite the favourable 1994 judgment
of the Guwahati High Court and continuous
representation to the highest authorities,
the tragedy unfolding at the Indo-Bangladesh border has failed to shake the conscience of the Indian state. These more
than 90,000 fenced Indians, a majority of
them Muslims and dalits, inhabiting five
states across 4,000 kilometres, are politically too insignificant to influence the
electoral fortunes of any individual constituency. Their scattered existence renders
the power of collective bargaining so fragile
as to make it inconsequential. Condemned
to a bleak future, the Indian identity of the
fenced Indians is jeopardised.
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