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The Chittagong Hill Tracts (CHT) Accord popularly known as CHT Peace Accord was signed between the Government of Bangladesh and the Parbatya Chattagram Jana Samhati Samiti (PCJSS). The Accord recognizes the CHT as a tribal-inhabited region, and provides for establishment of a special administrative system for this region with a Regional Council and three Hill District Councils, resolution of land disputes in accordance with the Jumma peoples’ traditional land rights, withdrawal of all temporary camps of armed forces (excluding BDR camps and 6 permanent cantonments) in order to promote democratization, rehabilitation of returnee Jumma refugees and internally displaced Jumma people, allocation of additional financial resources for the development of the region, and establishment of a CHT Affairs Ministry.  It provides for transfer of powers regarding general administration, law and order, police (local), land and land administration, primary and secondary education, agriculture, industries, health, animal husbandry, culture, youth development, environment, development and conservation of forest excluding protected forest reserved by the national government, tribal customs and laws, preservation of statistics of birth, death and the like, disaster management and relief programs as well as NGO activities, and so on, to the Regional Council and the three Hill District Councils (HDCs).
It is mentionable that the CHT is a region inhabited by the indigenous Jumma peoples.  During pre-colonial period, this region maintained its sovereignty under its own feudal kings. After inclusion of this region under the British Empire in 1860, the British government enacted the CHT Regulation of 1900 to preserve a separate administrative status for the Jumma peoples of this region.  Later, the Pakistan government recognized the CHT Regulation of 1900 to be in effect under its 1956 constitution, preserving the status of the CHT as a region with a separate administrative system. The second Pakistani constitution of 1962 also used the term “tribal region” to recognize the CHT as a special region.
After independence, Manabendra Narayan Larma, the then member of constituent assembly and parliament at the time, raised a demand for regional autonomy in order to counteract the various forms of continuing discrimination and deprivation of the Jumma peoples and to preserve the historical existence and distinct characteristics of the CHT. However, those in power at the time, blinded by fervent nationalism to establish a nation state, completely disregarded this demand of the Jumma peoples.  Under the leadership of the PCJSS, the democratic movement in the CHT to attain the just demands of the Jumma peoples became stronger and stronger. Under these circumstances, the government resorted to extreme measures of suppression and repression. After the drastic political upheaval of 1975, all means to pursue a democratic movement were blocked; the movement of the Jumma peoples to regain their rights assumed the form of an armed struggle.  

Though the armed struggle continued for about two and a half decades, the PCJSS always kept open the path for a political solution to the CHT issue by peaceful means.  Consequently, formal negotiations started in 1985 with the government of General Ershad. Though the negotiation process with the government of General Ershad and the subsequent BNP government led by Khaleda Zia ended without positive results, the historical CHT Peace Accord was signed with the Awami League government led by Sheikh Hasina on December 2nd, 1997.  

Some of the provisions of the CHT Peace Accord were implemented by the Sheikh Hasina government at that time. These included passage of the CHT Regional Council Act and the three Hill District Council Acts, formation of the CHT Affairs Ministry, repatriation of Jumma refugees from India, and other provisions. However, unfortunately, the government at that time did not proceed to implement the main provisions of the Accord, such as protection of the uniqueness of the CHT as a tribal inhabited region, establishment of land rights through resolution of land disputes, and introduction of a special administrative system through enforcement of the Regional Council Act and the three Hill District Council Acts.  Narrow-minded and undemocratic political perspectives and attitudes of extreme communalism and extreme Bengali nationalism acted as major obstacles in this regard. There were certain powerful and persistent elements within the government and the Awami League that created obstacles to implementation of the Accord every step of the way.  

In fact, though the Regional Council Act and the three Hill District Council Acts were enacted, they were never properly enforced, so the special administrative system could never be made effective. The temporary camps of the armed forces were never withdrawn, but rather de facto military rule was imposed under the name of “Operation Uttoron.” Though the Land Commission was formed, it was unable to resolve any land disputes, and the Land Commission Act was passed with provisions that were contradictory to the Accord. The Jumma refugees who returned from India and the internally displaced Jumma people were not rehabilitated, but rather, Bengali settlers were counted as internally displaced people and efforts were made to rehabilitate them in the Chittagong Hill Tracts in violation of the peace accord.  The provision vesting the circle chiefs with exclusive powers to grant permanent resident certificates was not enforced, but rather the deputy commissioners were given the power to grant permanent resident certificates.  Land leases previously given to non-permanent residents were not rescinded, but rather outsiders were given new leases in violation of the accord.  Voter lists for the CHTs comprising only permanent residents were not prepared, but rather outsiders were included in the voter lists.  The provision to grant employment to permanent residents of the CHTs with priority for Jumma people in all forms of civil service in the CHTs also was not enforced.  The above are some of the unimplemented provisions that particularly deserve attention.  

Next, the four party alliance government led by the ultra right wing anti-peace accord political party BNP came to power.  There was no chance that this anti-accord party would take action to implement the accord after coming to power.  Naturally this government moved to trample upon the accord by various means.  Schemes to render ineffective the CHT accord intensified under this government.  All state powers including civil and military authorities played an anti-accord role.  There were increased moves to render ineffective the Regional Council and three Hill District Councils established under the special administrative system. “White-robed terrorism,” extreme communalism and extreme religious militancy cast a long shadow over the Chittagong Hill Tracts.  Half a dozen barbarous terrorist attacks occurred such as the communal attack upon the Jumma people of Mahalchari in 2003. The extreme communalist and ultra-nationalist organization known as the so-called “Sama Odhikar Andolan (Equal Rights Movement),” founded under the leadership of the BNP-affiliated then MP Wadud Bhuiyan, who is now in prison for corruption, and the anti-accord terrorist organization called “UPDF” received overt state patronage.  Undermining the status of the Chittagong Hill Tracts as a Jumma inhabited region, the process of granting settlement to outsiders and of Bengali settlers’ forceful grabbing of Jumma lands intensified.  In all fields, corruption, bad governance and depravity increased as people were drawn into party politics. The government forces’ arrogant behavior, arbitrary arrests, torture and repression turned the entire Chittagong Hill Tracts into a vast undeclared prison.  

On January 11th, 2007, the previous caretaker government came to power.   After coming to power, this government undertook many initiatives important for the common people, including a well-known anti-corruption operation in order to promote democracy and establish good governance.  However, it is extremely unfortunate that this government did not take any effective measures to implement the peace accord.  Quite to the contrary, the government arrested many indigenous leaders who were outspoken for the implementation of the peace accord and regaining of land rights, filed malicious cases against them, expanded settlements for Bengali settlers, intensified forceful land grabbing, and communalist activities increased with the assistance of the military and civil administration.  Furthermore, in violation of the CHT peace accord, the government gave the G.O.C. of the 24th Infantry Division the post of chairman of the CHT Development Board in October 2008, included non-local Bengali outsiders in the 2007 - 2008 voter lists for the Chittagong Hill Tracts like the previous politically elected governments, and otherwise took various steps that violated the CHT peace accord.  

It is a matter of great hope that the Awami League alliance came to power in the general election of last December 29th.  The Awami League had promised in its election manifesto that it would fully implement the CHT Accord. However, since coming to power, the present government has yet not taken effective steps to implement the CHT accord.  It is the hope of the hill people that the present government will move forward to implement the CHT Accord without delay, giving priority to the most fundamental yet unimplemented provisions of the CHT peace accord, as it promised during the election.  
Since assuming power by the Awami League-led present Grand Alliance Government of Bangladesh (GoB) on 06 January 2009, government has been reiterating its election commitment to fully implement the CHT Accord. The government, in the meantime, took few steps to have initiative about implementation of the CHT Accord. These were basically reconstitution of some committees and appointment of some posts.

Of them, reconstitution of Task Force on Rehabilitation of Returnee Refugees and IDPs by appointing Mr. Jatindra Lal Tripura, ruling MP from Khagrachari as chairman of the Task Force on 23 March 2009; appointment of Mr. Bir Bahadur Ushoi Sing, ruling MP from Bandarban as Chairman of the CHT Development Board on 31 March 2009; appointment of retired justice Mr. Khademul Islam Chowdhury as Chairman of the CHT Land Dispute Resolution Committee on 19 July 2009; declaration of withdrawal of 35 temporary camps including a bridge; reconstitution of CHT Accord Implementation Monitoring Committee by appointing Ms. Syeda Sajeda Chowdhuary, Deputy Leader of Parliament as Convenor of the Committee on 19 August 2009 etc.

However, though 19 months have passed after assuming state power by present government, the effective measures are yet to be taken for implementation of the main provisions of the Accord except reconstitution of some committees and appointment of some posts mentioned-above. Hence, no basic changes have been achieved during the period of present government. Rather, there has been hardly any positive development on the overall situation in CHT. Expansion of settlements and forcible land grabbing by the Bengali settlers with the support of military and civil administration continue unabated in all the three districts of CHT.
For instance, on 19-20 February 2010 massive communal attack on Jumma villages was made by military forces and Bengali settlers at Baghaihat area of Sajek union under Baghaichari upazila in Rangamati district. It is reported that at least 2 Jumma villagers including a woman were killed and 2 Jumma villagers remained still missing, and 25 Jumma villagers wounded in this attack. It is learnt that more than 400 houses of Jumma villagers including two Buddhist temples and one church were completely burnt into ashes.
As a result, though more than 13 years have passed after signing of the Accord, most of the provisions, especially the main issues of the Accord, such as, preservation of tribal-inhabited characteristics of CHT region, effective enforcement of the three HDCs and CHT Regional Council Act, resolution of land disputes through Land Commission, rehabilitation of returnee Jumma refugees and internally Jumma displaced families, withdrawal of temporary camps of security forces and military administration, preparing voter list only with the permanent residents of CHT, rehabilitation of the Bengali settlers outside CHT and etc. have either left unimplemented or partially implemented.
Many powerful influences are standing in the way of implementation of the CHT Accord.  Of these, the most important is the government’s lack of sincerity and goodwill.  Since signing of the accord, the previous politically elected governments showed little sincerity or goodwill in implementing the accord.  Many obstacles and problems became apparent as the government proceeded to fulfill its various duties and responsibilities regarding the CHTs after signing of the accord.  The nation’s major political parties as well as bureaucratic, undemocratic, communalistic and discriminatory attitudes regarding the CHTs have worked as obstacles against the implementation of the accord.  

Another obstacle to the CHT Accord implementation process is the anti-accord role played by the military deployed in the CHTs as well as government employees at the level of the three hill districts as well as the sub-district level.  They in general do not wish for the CHT Peace Accord to be implemented.  A form of military administration under the name of “Operation Uttoron” continues to this day in the CHTs.  Though some of the military stationed in the CHTs do support the accord, other powerful quarters can still be seen to be active in opposing the accord.  United in its political outlook regarding communal conflict between the hill people and Bengalis in the CHTs, the ruling class has continued to play a role in opposing the accord, and thus has been seen to create obstacles to implementation of the CHT Accord in every possible way.  Organizations opposed to the accord have also served as a ‘fifth military force’ to create obstacles for implementation of the accord through terrorist activities.  

A third obstacle to implementation of the accord is the presence of fundamentalist and extreme communalist organizations.  These fundamentalist organizations have assisted the settlers to conduct various harmful activities motivated by communalist and extreme nationalistic attitudes to prevent implementation of the CHT Accord.  They have obstructed the accord implementation process with racist extremism ethnically targeting the Jumma people by instigating communal riots, creating divisions among the indigenous and Bengali permanent residents, causing harm to their livelihoods, and particularly by forcefully grabbing their lands.  

The role of the CHT Affairs Ministry also has not been positive with regard to implementation of the CHT Accord.  To the extent that the ministry has played a role, it has for the most part been in opposition to implementation of the accord.  

It will not be possible to implement the CHT Peace Accord fully and properly unless these obstacles to the accord are removed.  Implementation of the CHT Accord is the only way to achieve a lasting political solution to the CHT issue.  The longer the implementation of the CHT accord is delayed, the more complex the CHT issue is likely to become.  
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