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Introduction

The small picturesque country of Bhutan situated in the bosom of the Himalayas holds out to the world beauty, mystery and treasures to behold. This small Himalayan state is strategically located and is encircled on the North by Tibet, on the West by the Indian state of Sikkim, on the East by Assam and on the South by West Bengal. Its next-door neighbour is the other Himalayan state of Nepal, which like Bhutan, is also a land-locked country. There is no common border between them and the link between the two is the narrow strip of Indian territory of North Bengal and Sikkim.

Physiographically Bhutan is divided into three basic sectors comprising [a] The Great Himalayan Zone of the north and north-west [b] The inner Himalayan Mountain and the Valley Zone of the Central part of the country, and [c] The Sub-Himalayan Foothills Zone of the South known as the Lower Himalayas.

This physiographic divisions of the country subsequently have given rise to three distinct cultural zones—the northern, central and southern--each with distinct agricultural practices and products, biodiversity, language and demographic composition. The small Himalayan state of Bhutan has come to comprise three main ethnic groups amongst a varied combination of poly-ethnic population. Ethnic group, as the concept is defined, is a social group having a common national or cultural tradition by virtue of birth or descent rather than nationality. If one goes by this definition, then one can broadly classify the three main ethnic groups of Bhutan as: the Ngalops-- the ruling elites, the Sharchops, and the Lhotshampas--the southern Bhutanese of Nepalese origin. 

Each of these ethnic groups have their distinct identity based on culture, language and religion but in course of time, the Ngalops became the dominant group and seized the ruling authority of the country. They subdued the Sharchops by integration either through conversion to Buddhism or through inter-marriages. The Lhotshampas had by far been confined to the south and have been deprived of a fair share in the social and political main life of the country by the Ngalongs or the Drukpas—the ruling elite of Bhutan. Gradually over time the Lhotshampas came to occupy a large segment of the Bhutanese society and threatened the existence of the ruling aristocracy by demanding political participation and introduction of democratic reforms including ushering in of a constitutional monarchy. Initially though the demands were not much virulent but from 1980s onwards the protests and agitations by the Lhotshampas took a massive form. From this time onwards the Bhutanese ruling elite made every effort to control, forcefully integrate and denationalize a large portion of the Lhotshampa population through various repressive Acts, Census operations and imposition of One Nation One People Policy. 

Despite such repressive measures and all out suppression by the Drukpas, protests and demand for democratic reforms and political representation of the Lhotshampas continued unabated. From the 1990s, the Bhutanese ruling elite felt that these agitations for democratic reforms by the Lhotshampas were creating unrest and challenging the unity and integrity of Bhutan as a ‘modern nation state’. Therefore, they started to crack down on the Lhotshampas by using all possible state apparatus including the Royal Bhutan Army (RBA) ultimately leading to their mass exodus from Bhutan into India and Nepal (Parmanand 1992:5-6). Since then for 18 years they are residing in the seven refugee camps in eastern Nepal.  As the governments of Bhutan and Nepal could not agree on any terms for repatriation, the crisis is persisting for 18 long years. Moreover, Bhutan, while walking on the paths of democracy has been successful in sealing off the fate of the Lhotshampas still residing in Bhutan and closing her doors permanently for those living in the refugee camps for 18 years.

Undoubtedly, there have been some novel attempts on the part of Bhutan to build herself up as a democratic nation with a constitution in place (adopted formally in 2008) and the country’s first election being held in 2008. But there is still an allegation against the ruling elite for practicing the politics of ‘invisibility’. Criticisms arose for making the Lhotshampas ‘invisible’ as the Lhotshampa community not only went unrepresented in the drafting committee but the elements of the draft constitution confirmed the fears about the nationality status of those Lhotshampas still living in Bhutan.
This paper, therefore, tries to address the root of the Lhotshampa crisis and their eviction along with the subsequent developments till date as Bhutan continues her quest for democracy sans the Lhotshampas. Part of the paper is based on fieldwork conducted in the Bhutanese refugee camps in eastern Nepal and data collected from several international agencies engaged in the care and maintenance programme of the Bhutanese refugees in Nepal.

Efforts of Nation-Building and the Subsequent Repressions of the Lhothshampas

Bhutan, (before the introduction of constitutional monarchy vide the new constitution of 2008) was a poly-ethnic backward autocratic monarchical country, which from mid 1980s started to suffer from a serious problem that had an ethnic dimension. The source of this problem lay very much in the demographic composition of Bhutan. As discussed above, scholars have broadly categorized the Bhutanese population under three heads—the Nagalopas, the Sharchops and the Lhotshampas. The Sharchops are the early inhabitants of Bhutan who primarily came from Burma and north-east India and belong to the Indo-Mogoloid family. The Ngalopas are migrants from Tibet and it is with them that Buddhism entered Bhutan. The Lhotshampas or the southern Bhutanese are of Nepalese origin belonging to Hindu religion. They came as labourers to Bhutan during the late 19th and early twentieth century when the British had annexed the Duars under the Treaty of Sinchula of 1865. The Ngalopas are mainly concentrated in the West and they constitute 28% of the population. They comprise the ruling elite of Bhutan. The second group—the Sharchops live in the north and eastern part of the country and comprise of about 44% of the population. The third category and the most conspicuous of all and the cause of all concern are the Lhotshampas or Bhutanese of Nepalese origin and they live in the southern part of Bhutan. They constitute 25% to 28% of the population if one considers the claims of ethnic Nepalese themselves. But official estimates put the figure as low as 15% to 20% (Parmanand 1992:116-117). 

The 1988 Census revealed quite startling figures. It showed a sharp rise of the ethnic Nepalese population to about 40% with the Sharchops comprising of about 31% and the ruling Nagalopas of west Bhutan at about 16% (Lee 1998: 120-123). However, the official estimates showed a clear disparity and in most cases undated figures were provided which mainly showed the number of speakers of various languages without any reference to ethnicity. The official figures showed the Nagalongs at about 20%, Sharchops at 37% and Nepali speakers at about 30%. The obvious question that arises at this point is that what makes Thimpu worried and why does it underplay the actual figures of ethnic composition. The matter of concern obviously is the rising number of the Lhotshampas.

The migration of these Nepalese people to southern Bhutan began with the conclusion of the Treaty of Sinchula of 1865. This Treaty between British India and Bhutan bringing an end to the Duars Wars (Upreti 1996: 80) enabled the British to retain the possession of the entire strip of the Assam and Bengal Duars (Rahul 1998: 86). This opened the floodgates for Nepalese migration to the southern part of Bhutan with the rise in demand for cheap labour by the British. It is presumed that the British had a clear objective of creating a pool of hardy but cheap labour all along the border that could act as a bulwark against Sino-Tibetan designs. Therefore, the demographic changes, which took place in the east of Mechi River, can be said to be a result of the intentional British imperialist policy (Basu 1993: 10-11).

However, Nepalese immigration to sparsely populated southern Bhutan continued even later in pursuit of economic opportunities. The 1958 Nationality Act of Bhutan was an added incentive, for it conferred citizenship rights to the Nepalese resident at the time of enactment of the Act.  Further, the implementation of the first 5-Year Plan in 1961 needed a steady labour supply to fill in the labour shortage. This forced Bhutan to recruit foreign skilled workers from India and Nepal (Lee 1998: 120-123). The earlier 1949 Treaty between India and Bhutan conferring the rights of job to the nationals of both the countries also lured the people from north-east India to enter Bhutan. It was in the 1970s that the Government became concerned about the increasing number of non-nationals in the south and embarked on a policy of distinguishing between nationals and non-nationals in the south. 

The government too was alarmed after the merger of Sikkim as the 22nd Indian State in 1975 and the GNLF uprising demanding a separate Nepali State sounded a death toll for the Bhutanese ruling elite. The historical idea of Greater Nepal floated by Prithvi Narayan Shah went into an eclipse after the Treaty of Sangauli between the chastened Gorkhali state and the East India Company which was ratified in 1816 stripping Kathmandu of about 105,000 sq km of territory. But this dream of Greater Nepal saw its rejuvenation in the 20th Century in Nepal and also in Sikkim and thereafter in Bhutan where the Nepalis concentration in the lower hills was heavy. Therefore, under such circumstances there seemed to be another possibility of emergence of a Greater Nepal from one of three directions --- the Nepali state, the Sikkimese state, and the Lhotshampa Nepali-speakers of southern Bhutan (Dixit 1993: 15-16).  The fear of becoming another Sikkim or a part of Greater Nepal started lurking in the minds of the Bhutanese. The fear was corroborated by the high birth rate of the Lhotshampas. The rate of population growth of the southerners was 2.8% as against less than 2% of the rest (Parmanand 1992: 119).

The Nagalongs or the ruling Drukpa elites, apprehended a “demographic expansion” of the Bhutanese of Nepalese origin leading to their eventual “marginalisation within the kingdom” (Baral and Muni 1996: 14). This induced them to unleash repressive measures to control the settlement pattern and demographic character of the Lhotshampas. The ruling elite apprehended that an increasing Nepalese ethnic community would make the existence of their political social cultural life relative to their numerical strength and this fear culminated in the passage of different Nationality Acts, conducting of Census and imposition of Driglam Namzha. 

The Bhutanese ruling elite had always denied the Lhotshampas their share in the political and social life of the country. This disparity had over time created discontent in the minds of the Lhotshampas. Further, receiving inspiration and encouragement for democratic ideals from the winds of change fast blowing over the neighbouring states of India and Nepal enthused the Lhotshmaps to demand democratization of Bhutanese political system. The Indian Freedom movement resulting in the departure of the British and creation of two successor states of Indian Union and Pakistan enthused the democratic elements within Bhutan. The two Himalayan Kingdoms of Nepal and Sikkim too were fighting for installation of popular governments. The Anti-Rana movement and the subsequent formation of political parties in Nepal inspired D.B.Gurung to organize the country’s first political party, the Bhutan State Congress in 1952. However, this being a popular agitational programme fighting for civil and political rights, abolition of landed estates and responsible government, it was thwarted by a despotic monarchy. The failed political agitation became an eye-opener for the ruling elite of Bhutan. Thereafter, the monarchy banned all sorts of political agitation on the Bhutanese soil. Hence the Bhutan State Congress had to operate in exile till the royal pardon was granted to them in 1960s.

Persistent demands for democratic reforms in Bhutan have forced the Bhutanese ruling elite from time to time to give out a few concessions to the Lhotshampas or forcefully integrate them or denationalize them. Initially, King Jigme Dorji Wangchuk attempted to tackle the situation by accommodating the Lhotshamaps though in a very limited way in the political system of Bhutan. King Jigme Wangchuk introduced representation of the Bhutanese of Nepalese origin in the National Assembly and their appointment to the Royal Civil Service. Further, he conferred citizenship rights to the Nepalese resident in the country under the Nationality Act of 1958. The language of the Lhotshampas was given recognition and began to be taught in the primary schools. Permission was also granted to build their shrines and teach Sanskrit, the language of their scriptures. A conscious ethnic policy of incorporating and integrating the Lhotshampas into mainstream Bhutanese social life was embarked on by the Drukpas when they permitted inter-ethnic marriages by granting first Rupees Five thousand and then increasing it to Rupees Ten thousand as an incentive (Sinha 2003: 420).

Though the Nationality Act of 1958 Act for the first time attempted to define Bhutanese citizenship but the Act required the Bhuatnese Nepalese to submit a bond of agreement, which will affirm their allegiance to the king. This meant an emotional integration with the mainstream Drukpa community by adhering to their socio-cultural norms and accepting the Drukpas politico-economic superiority. Any aversion to this would be met by stringent punishments. 

However, certain events happening in the neighbouring state influenced the enactment of the next round of Bhutanese Citizenship Act of 1977 and introduction of other repressive measures. The merger of Sikkim as the twenty-second state of India in 1975 and the active role played by the ethnic Nepalese in putting an end to the Choghyal dynastic rule in Sikkim stirred the deep rooted fear in the minds of the Drukpa elites once again. Nepalese playing a significant role was a matter of sure concern for the “democracy free” Bhutanese monarchy to get panicky (Lama 1998: 3).  Therefore, more stringent measures were adopted in the 1977 Act. Tough conditions were laid down in the 1977 Act, which were required to be fulfilled if one was to acquire citizenship. In case of a government servant an applicant must be serving for a term of 15 years without any adverse record. If the applicant is not a government servant then he must be residing in Bhutan for a minimum period of 20 years. But the most notorious of them all is that the applicant should have some knowledge of Bhutanese language both spoken and written and the history of Bhutan. Only candidates who fulfill the above mentioned conditions should be applying to the Ministry of Home affairs for further action (Ref World UNHCR 1997).

This was again followed by the Bhutan Marriage Act of 1980 which contained several stringent regulations. By this Act the Drukpas tried restricting or controlling the personal, social and official lives of the non-Bhutanese. The Act upheld that a Bhutanese married to a non- Bhutanese would not enjoy the facilities of promotion in jobs, employment in the national defence department, education and training abroad. Further a non-Bhutanese would be deprived from enjoyment of facilities available to other citizens like distribution of land, cash loans, seeds for cultivation, livestock and income generating livestock schemes of department of Animal Husbandry, treatment abroad, grant of capital for factory, industry or trade.

Another bout of stringent measure for granting of citizenship rights came with the introduction of the 1985 Bhutan Citizenship Act. The act contained provisions for granting of citizenship rights on three grounds: by birth, by registration and by naturalization. Out of these three, the second one was the most conspicuous of all. It said that “a person permanently domiciled in Bhutan on or before 31st December, 1958, and, whose name is registered in the census register maintained by the Ministry Home Affairs shall be deemed to be a citizen of Bhutan by registration” (Khanal 1999:461). However, the most astonishing fact was that the Ministry itself did not come into existence before 1968 and records were generally maintained by the village headmen which were neither comprehensive nor accurate. A sudden retroactively cut-off year of 1958 and a gap of 27 years meant that a huge number of the Lhotshampas would be deprived of their citizenship rights. This clause therefore, delegitimised the immigration that took place between 1958 and 1985 (Lama 1998:4-5).
Added to this discrimination was the implementation of the Census by the Royal Government of Bhutan (RGB) “which used the new citizenship Act of 1985 to categorise Bhutanese citizens into seven types: form 1 to form 7 ” (AHURA 1993: 2-3)

F1- Genuine Bhutanese

F2- Returned migrants (those who left Bhutan but returned)  

F3- Drop-outs (those not available during time of census)

F4- a non-national woman married to a Bhutanese man

F5- A non-national man married to a Bhutanese

F6- Adoption case (children legally adopted) 

F7- Non-national (migrants and illegal settlers)

The Lhotshampas alleged that this was a deliberate attempt “to deprive the Lhotshampas of their citizenship rights” Along with these repressive measures came the One nation One People Policy of 1989—an effort towards nation building. This involved the imposition of cultural norms, Driglam Namzha (traditional etiquette), language (Dzongkha) and dress codes (Gho for men and Kira for women) of the “Western Bhutanese ruling elites.”  The Gho is tied around the waist by a woolen or cotton belt. The belt is called Kera. Women wear Kira, which is a long robe, but fixed near the shoulders with a pair of silver brooches or komas, and held together at the waist by a broad cloth belt, Kera. Tyogo a loose-sleeved shirt is worn over the Kira. It was made compulsory for every citizen of Bhutan to wear the Gho and Kira. Noncompliance to the Royal directive was met with penalties like fine and imprisonment. The Royal Government also declared the Dzongkha as the official language of the state and allegedly banned teaching Nepali in schools. Nepali textbooks and reading materials were forcibly destroyed. 

These restrictive and discriminatory measure adopted by the ruling Drukpas was seen as an effort to build a ‘Bhutanese’ identity of their own. The Bhutan People’s Party (BPP) pressing for democratic reforms, i.e. “constitutional monarchy with multiparty democracy” and restoration of human rights, organized a mass rally in 1990. But their demand was rejected by the Royal Government which attempted to suppress the movement. This was followed by large-scale protests, demonstrations and demand for constitutional reforms, political and civil rights, which were brutally suppressed by the Royal Government of Bhutan. All these dissident activities were declared anti-national and the participants as terrorists (Lama 1998: 6). The RGB branding all the pro democracy supporters as “antinationals sent the Royal Bhutan Army (RBA) to crush the movement.” (AHURA 1999: 4) 

The Ultimate Eviction of the Lhotshampas from Bhutan and their Asylum in Nepal

The massive repressive measures created alienation, frustration, opposition, suppression and the ultimate eviction of Lhotshampas from Bhutan. Illegal arrests, torture, rape, intimidation, demolition of houses and confiscation of citizenship cards forced hundreds and thousands of Southern Bhutanese to flee their home and seek asylum outside Bhutan. 

After being driven out of Bhutan, the first country of asylum of the Lhotshmapas was India. A large number of them crossed over to Nepal through the Indian territory but a section of the displaced chose to stay in India. His Majesty’s Government (HMG) of Nepal accorded them the status of Bhutanese Asylum seekers. The United Nations High Commissioner for Refugees (UNHCR) accorded Lhotshampas refugee status and started providing assistance and emergency relief service to them on a regular basis from September 1991, when the HMG “formally requested the UNHCR” to do so (UNHCR Nepal 1995: 7).

The Bhutanese asylum-seekers began arriving in Nepal in late 1990. The influx peaked during the first half of 1992 when upto 1000 persons per day were pouring across the border. By 1996, the arrival of asylum seekers had almost ceased. An average 3 persons permonth has been recorded as new arrival. As of 31st December, 1996, a total of 91,801 refugee (15025) families were residing in seven different camps located in Jhapa and Morang districts (LWF BRP 1998).  The registered population in the seven camps by 1999 was 95915 (15016 families) (RCU, Nepal 1999). The rest of the nine families were then residing with their Nepalese brethren outside the camps though they had been accorded refugee status. They were first settled in Maidhar, on the banks of the river Mai. But later seven (previously eight) Camps were constructed for them on the land provided by the HMG, Nepal for temporary settlement in Timai, Sanischare, Goldhap, Beldangi and Khudunbari where they have been residing for the last 18 years.

The refugees and asylum seekers are being looked after for 18 long years by various national and international non-governmental organizations. The United Nations High Commissioner for Refugees (UNHCR) acts as a nodal coordinating agency with the chief responsibility for providing aid and assistance to the refugees. UNHCR along with few other national and international non- governmental organizations like Lutheran World Federation LWF), OXFAM(UK), Caritas (Nepal), Save the Children Fund (UK), Nepal Red Cross Society (NRCS) and Asia medical Doctors Association (AMDA)
are still providing assistance to the refugees and are trying to find a durable solution to the 18 year long refugee problem as Bhutan refuses to take back the refugees against the backdrop of failed bilateral negotiations between Nepal and Bhutan which have always been inconclusive and mostly ending in a deadlock.

The 126,000 persons from Bhutan who are living as refugees in the neighbouring countries at the end of 2002, including nearly 111,000 in the UNHCR administered camps in Nepal and more than 15,000 in India (USCR World Refugee Survey 2003) are testimony of the cultural domination and authoritative assertion of Highland Drukpas of Tibetan origin (Ngalongs). Recent figures are however, difficult to obtain primarily because according to the Report Of UNHCR / WFP Joint Assessment Mission Assistance To Bhutanese Refugees In Nepal, (29 May – 09 June 2006) while all refugees, irrespective of living inside or outside the camps, have the right to access international protection, the estimate of the exact number of beneficiaries present in the camps remains a concern. The approval of the census exercise has been long overdue. The mission estimated that a total number of 106,197 refugees were registered in the camps, though the food distribution figure in May 2006 was 104,252. The difference of 1,945 accounts for the absentees over a long period of time. Absenteeism from the camps is usually caused by the migration to third countries and education or work outside the camps. The Mission believed that 30% of the refugees are staying out of the camps either temporarily or permanently. This estimate is based on thorough and intensive interviews with refugees, implementing partners (IPs), the Refugee Coordination Unit (RCU) and visits to distribution sites and the huts (UNHCR 2006).

Bhutan’s Quest for Democracy sans the Lhotshampas

An interesting development alongside this 18 year long refugee crisis is the novel experiments with democracy being tried out by Bhutan to pose as a democratic nation to the world at large as well as to secure the future of the Buddhist state from any sort of threats from the Lhotshampas or any other ethnic groups. The Lhotshampa community was not only unrepresented in the drafting committee but the provisions of the draft constitution aggravated the uncertainty of the nationality status of Lhotshampas still living in Bhutan. Many Lhotshampas, under current arrangements, have already been denied rights outlined in the draft constitution such as the right to education, to freedom of movement and residence within Bhutan, to join the public service, to own property, to not be deprived of property, to practice any lawful trade, profession or vocation (Human Rights Watch 2008). A Bhutanese government census in 2005 also classified 13 percent of Bhutan’s current population as 'non-nationals', mostly the Lhotshmapas and as a logical corrollary they have been deprived of the right to vote, as well as other rights and freedoms given to other Bhutanese citizens under the 2008 constituion.
Therefore, ushering in of democracy in Bhutan has not introduced anything novel as far as the Lhotshampas are concerned. It was seen that in December 2006, King Jigme Singye Wangchuk abdicated in favour of his son Jigme Khesar Namgyel Wangchuk, whose coronation as fifth king of the Wangchuk dynasty took place in 2008. The first draft of a constitution for the Kingdom of Bhutan was published in 2005. The Constitution was adopted in 2008, when the first elections took place in accordance with its provisions. But the fact remains that though the drawing up of a constitution was widely welcomed in international fora as a step in Bhutan’s progress towards democracy but Bhutan has not budged from its stringent position. Bhutan still considers the Lhotshapmas as a potential threat to the security of Bhutan and invariably has adopted means to keep them aloof from the political mainstream.

The Crisis and Bhutan’s Neighbours

The problem has been persisting for a long time due to failed negotiations between the refugee-receiving (Nepal) and refugee-generating (Bhutan) countries. Nepal has been hosting the refugee population for more than 18 years and there is about 106,197 registered refugees (till 2006) in seven UNHCR administered camps. Whatever the figures might be, the truth is that, the Bhutanese refugees are a matter of concern for Nepal as well as India and the human costs of mass eviction of a large section of population from Bhutan cannot be ignored by refugee-generating country--Bhutan also.

The complications, which arise with the flickering of a refugee crisis, put the refugee- generating, refugee-receiving and third party States (onlookers) in strange dilemmas and here come into play the considerations of national interest, vested interest and subsequent politicking. In the case of Lhotshampa refugees from southern Bhutan, the refugee generating country has been Bhutan, refugee-receiving country is Nepal and third party states involve India and donor countries. A further insight would reveal the vital interests and succeeding politics.

As discussed above, the first country of asylum of the people forced out of Bhutan was India and while a large section of them crossed over to Nepal using the Indian territory, a section of the displaced chose to stay in India. Though His Majesty’s Government (HMG) of Nepal accorded them the status of Bhutanese Asylum Seekers, India has refused to accord them refugee status because of the then 1949 Treaty of Friendship between Bhutan and India (before the new Indo-Bhutan Friendship Treaty of 2007). This 1949 Treaty provided for equal right of residence to the citizens of both the countries. Therefore, the Lhotshampas have not been recognized as refugees by India.

At this juncture it can be also be stated that a vital aspect of this problem arises when the States, for example all the South Asian States, are non-signatories to the 1951 Convention Relating to the Status of Refugees or its 1967 Protocol. Even the South Asian Countries have failed to evolve either a regional instrument on the refugees or a Model National Law.  Then as in the case of India or Nepal the handling of refugees becomes a matter of policy of the Government concerned which obviously involves ad hocism that becomes intermingled with their national interests and security concerns. India for instance, recognizes Tibetans and Sri Lankan Tamils as refugees (Gorlick and Rizvi 1997:344-346) but due to the 1949 Indo-Bhutan Treaty and the new the Indo-Bhutan Friendship Treaty, 2007 along with a number of geo-political, economic and security interests India refuses to recognize the Lhotshampas or the southern Bhutanese as refugees.  India has vital economic interests in Bhutan like the Chukha Hydro Power Corporation (CHPC) and other electricity distribution systems and trading regime. Nearly 70% of CHPC’s generated power is supplied to India. India’s big and powerful neighbour, China also induces India to adopt a friendly posture towards Bhutan. Political and security considerations like the ULFA, Bodo and KLO militants is pain in its neck for which India has to cultivate Bhutan carefully. Last but not the least is its experience of the Gorkhaland problem demanding a separate Nepali State makes it cautious for there were apprehensions that influx of ethnic Nepalese from Bhutan might again fan the crisis. The resurfacing of the Gorkhaland problem in the recent times has also made India a bit jittery of not only granting refugee status to the Lhotshmpas but even entertain anything related to the Lhotshampas. 

Nepal, though not a party to the 1951 Convention has been magnanimous and has accorded the status of asylum-seekers to the Lhotshampas. It also started providing them with assistance, care and maintenance through UNHCR & other relief agencies which is still continuing. But Nepal itself has experienced upheavals in the political road map leading it from monarchy to democracy. Even then 15 rounds of bilateral negotiations were held between Nepal and Bhutan to resolve the crisis but without major success. This happened partly because of political instability and weakness present in Nepal as well as lack of political foresight of the leaders. Partly Bhutan’s stubborn attitude and apt diplomatic handling of the refugee crisis added to the failure to resolve the crisis.

In June 26, 2008, after Prime Minister Girija Prasad Koirala tendered his resignation to the Nepalese Constituent Assembly in August 2008, Maoist leader Prachanda was elected Prime Minister of Nepal. Even during the short tenure of Primeministership of Maoist leader Prachanda in 2008—09 or after his government was toppled in 2009 no serious effort has been undertaken by both the givernments of Nepal and Bhutan to end the crisis. During Prachanda’s tenure, Bhutan’s Prime Minister, Lyonchhen Jigmi Thinley, met with his Nepalese counterpart, him, in September 2008, and reportedly assured him that he would take initiatives towards finding a solution to the refugee problem.  In 2009 the Maoist-led government was toppled and another coalition government with all major political parties barring the Maoists was formed. Madhav Kumar Nepal of the Communist Party of Nepal (Unified Marxist-Leninist) was made the Prime Minister of the coalition government. During a meeting between Bhutanese finance minister Lympo Khandu Wangchuk and Prime Minister Madhav Kumar on 10 February 2010, Nepal again asked Bhutan to take back nearly 85,000 refugees. He said that third country settlement of refugees is not the best option. Wangchuk, was in Nepal to invite the Nepalese Prime Minister for the 16th SAARC summit in Thimpu in April and he assured that he would convey the message to his government. Unfortunately, till date no notable effort has been made by either the Nepalese Government or its Bhutanese counterpart to arrive at a durable solution to the 18 year long Lhotshampa refugee problem.
Hence regime changes in Nepal and ushering in of democratic endeavour in Bhutan have not brought about any marked change in the Bhutanese refugee crisis. Neither their big neighbour, India has divulged from her position as that of an onlooker and continues to refrain herself from either mediating in the crisis or making attempts to resolve it.
Bhutanese Refugees  – The Forgotten People

15 rounds of bilateral negotiations having failed, the future of the refugees seems bleak. But the non-resolution of the crisis is adding to the frustration of the refugees. What is alarming is that there are reports of number of cases of human rights abuses and in most cases the victims are women who have come out to be the most vulnerable group. 
The increasing tension between the local population and the refugees is an issue, which can never be ignored. There are allegations that the refugees contribute to economic, moral and environmental damage in the area. But the most complaining fact was the high standard of facilities and services meted out to the refugees by the aid agencies. These have been sore in the eyes of the poor local Nepalese.

The job market has been hard hit with the refugees competing with the locals for jobs. Under the Nepalese law official employment cannot be given to the refugees but it can be seen that some unskilled refugee labourers manage to get casual employment. They even engage themselves for low wages than the Nepalese workers and thus creating problems in the job market. The refugees are further accused of depleting the natural resources of the area. Initially the refugees were settled in and emergency basis in the forested area. At that time in the absence of regular aid the refugees depended on the forest for their fuel creating a disbalance in the ecosystem.

There has also arisen “social problems when the refugees have mixed with the local population”. Prostitution seems to be a major concern in the area where the refugees are housed.  Another refugee-related problem is that there are several cases of marriages between local Nepali boys and refugee girls which is causing demographic problem with an increase in local population. This might have a grave impact in the future days to come. Refugee women who are married to local Nepalese men and have children who are not registered as Nepalese citizens due to their husband’s refusal are placed in an uncertain territory and they once again become stateless along with their children. First refused by Bhutan and now under unfortunate circumstances by Nepal.

Human Rights Watch (HRW) released a 77-page report in September 2003, "Trapped by Inequality: Bhutanese Refugee Women in Nepal," (Human Rights Watch 2003) which critically looks at the perilous situation of women in the camps. The report brought to the fore the gender-based violence being rampant in the Bhutanese refugee camps, which once served as a “model” in 2002. Based on interviews with 112 refugees and other officials in camps in southeastern Nepal, the report narrates sad tales of unfortunate refugee women. The report also examines the uneven response of UNHCR and the government of Nepal to rape, domestic violence, sexual and physical assault, trafficking of girls and women from refugee camps. 

Nepal, which itself is an underdeveloped country has been suffering from problems of Maoist insurgencies and subsequent political instability. Hence, it is finding it difficult to secure the well being of its own citizens let alone looking after the refugees and securing their rights. Further, it is apprehended by many that there is a good hold of the Maoists in the refugee camps. It is also thought that the camp people have been influenced by the success of the Maoists and Jana Andolan in Nepal along with Prachanda’s short tenure as Prime minister of Nepal. Thus for quite sometime the refugees had weighed the option of armed struggle for their rights to return to Bhutan. This sounded alarming for Nepal, Bhutan and India too as she is herself facing Maoist assaults in different parts of the country and links between the Indian Maoists and those in Nepal cannot be ruled out.

As the Bhutanese refugee problem with all its fall out still persisted and no solution was in sight the US government offered in 2006 to resettle some 60,000 Bhutanese refugees. The resettlement process began in early 2008. By the end of September 2008, 5,300 refugees had been settled: the majority in the US, and smaller numbers in Australia, Canada, Denmark, the Netherlands, New Zealand and Norway. The process is being managed by the International Organisation for Migrations (IOM). Of the total Bhutanese refugee camp population, over 50,000 have expressed interest in resettlement. Others strongly oppose third country resettlement, seeing it as possibly eroding their right to return to their country. But this has also sparked off tensions in the camps.  Human Rights Watch said in a report released that refugees who insist on repatriation as the only acceptable solution have been threatening and intimidating those who voice support for resettlement in the US. Therefore, a crisis within a crisis has cropped up.

In a joint statement, Amnesty International and Human Rights Watch have truly pointed out that that the Bhutanese refugees “show the human cost of one of the world’s unresolved and forgotten refugee problems.”
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