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INTRODUCTORY NOTE 

The dissertation attempts to examine the nature of 

the United Nations relief assistance to the East Pakistan 

refugees in India during the period, 1971-72 .. 

Although, the refugees have been a matter of 

concern in international relations for many decades in the 

past, the problem today assumes global pr~oport ions, 

According to estimates, there are seventeen million refugees 

in most parts of the world. Many without the hope of 

back to their respective native countries. As in 

going 

global 

gener~al pLwpose or~ganization st"r~iving to find peaceful 

solutions 

nature, 

to pr~oblems o·f ,social, cultur~al and 

the United Nations concerns itself 

humanitarian 

with the 

alleviation of the refugee problem with its own limited 

r~esO\ .. wces. It spends nearly $600 million a year for 

providing relief to refugees. Indeed the expectations of 

r~lief assistance have been increasing rapidly year after 

year. 

In the history of the United Nations refugee 

relief assistance, the experience with reference to East 

Pakistan refugees in India during 1971-72 may be considered 

as one of the most gigantic efforts ever undertaken by the 

United Nations. An estimated unprecedented number (10 

1 



million) East Pakistanis crossed borders and sort refuge in 

India in a short span of five months. The relief assistance, 

the International Community channelled through the United 

Nations systems was not entirely adequate but substantial 

enough. Notably, the amount nearly equalled 1971 outlay of 

the regular budget of the United Nations. Another unique 

feature was the successful repatriation of the record number 

of the refugees in early 1972, once the conducive conditions 

A proper 

holistic 

established in the refugee's 

understanding of the subject matter 

approach. Some of the questions 

homeland. 

requires a 

that become 

pertinent, in t~is connections are : How does the community 

of nations undet'stand the teJ·'m 11 t'efugees 11 
·-;:· What makes 

one a refugee ? What are the factors that lead to refugee 

flows ? In what form has the international community 

responded ? And to what effect ? In other words, ~hat is 

the historical legacy of the United Nations in the field of 

refugee relief. How best was the United Nations geared to 

meet the challenge in 1971 ? What are the structural 

procedural innovations made ? What were the expectations and 

experiences of the relief activities in 1971-72 ? What 

lessons does the 1971-72 experience offer to the United 

Nations programme of refugee relief activities undertaken 

subsequently elsewhere ? 

It is these and associated questions that the 

present study seeks to explore. The discussion in the 

dissertation is organised in four chapters~ 

2 



The first chapter combines both conceptual and 

historical aspects of general nature. It examines the 

concept of refugees, causes of refuge~ flows and the 

evolution of international response to address/alleviate the 

problem right from the early twentieth century to the 

present times. Stress is given, obviously to the 

establishment of the function-specific body within the UN 

system,viz the office of United Nations High Commissioner 

for Refugees in 1951. 

In the Second chapter the origin and growth of the problem 

in Pakistan are discussed. Apart from the historical as well 

as immediate causes of influx of East Pakistanis in India 

and the international media attention, and the relief 

assistance organised by India before it turned to the 

multilateral agencies for relieving the heavy burden are 

some of the aspects addressed in the chapter. 

The Third Cha~ter traces the respon6e of the 

United Nations System. It discusses the organisational, 

functional, financial and logistical measures initiated and 

executed both at the apex and local levels. The chapter also 

pays attention to the term of developments in December 1971 

that faciliated a smooth repatriation process. The final 

chapter embodies concluding observations and puts the 

3 



experiences in the larger framework of the UN's humanitarian 

activities. The study's approach, as can be seen, is a 

combination of descriptive and analytical methods. For the 

purpose, a variety of primary sources <like official 

publications and UN Documents) as well as secondary sources 

<like books and ar·ticles in journals) have been consulted. 

4 



CHAPTER I 

EVOLUTION OF INTERNATIONAL CONCERN FOR REFUGEES 



I 

Every year, thousands of people are forced to leave 

their homeland. Some flee from persecGtion, others move as a 

result of war, violence, environmental disaster or harsh 

economic conditions.Millions have fled their homes and 

sought safety in foreign lands, where they are isolated and 

often impoverished. Determining who should qualify for 

refugee status and thereby enjoy international protection is 

a complicated and controversial issue. However an analysis 

of the refugee problem calls for a definition of who 

constitute a refug~e. Refugees are the persons who have fled 

or been driven from their native countries and cannot return 
1 

for fear of persecution, war, or oppression. 

DEFINITIONS 

As far as development of the concept is concerned, 

in treaties and arrangements concluded under the auspices 

of the League of Nations, a group or category approach to 

the definition of refugees was adopted . That someone was 

a) outside the country of origin and b) without the 

·protection of the govt. of that state, were sufficient and 

necessary conditions. A Russian refugee for example, was 

defined in 1926 as any person of Russian origin who did 

1 Refugee magazine, (Geneva) No 50, Feb 1988, P.5. 



not enjoy the protection of the govt. of the Union of Soviet 

Socialist Republics and who has not acquired another· 

nationality. 

A similar approach was adopted in 1936 arrangements 

in respect of those fleeing Germany, 
2 

Article<1> of 1938 Convention 

which developed by 

<a> possessing or having possessed German 

nationality and not possessing any other nationality who are 

not to enjoy, in law or fact, protection of the govt. 

(b) Stateless persons not covered by previous Conventions or 

art''angements who left German territory at ter~ being 

established therein and who are proved nat to enjoy, in law 

or infact, the protection of the German govt. Article 1 <2> 

excluded from the definition persons who left Germany for 

reasons of purely personal convenience. 

Commenting on definitions, one scholar observed 

in 1938 that all had certain inherent deficiencies. He 

stressed the importance of keeping in view the 'essential 

quality ' of the refugee as one who has sought refuge in a 

territory other tha~ that in whi~h he was formerly resident 

as a result of political events which rendered his 

continued residence in his former territory impossible or 

2 GuyS. Goodwin Gill, The Refugee ill Inter~national Law 
(London,1983) P.12. 
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~ ·-· 
intolet~able. While the notiQ:"\ of the impossibility or 

intolet~ab i 1 i ty of continued residence illustrates the 

problem of the refugees in broad strokes, after the Second 

World War stress was laid on more precise criteria. This 

was evident first in the constitution of the Statute of the 

office of the UNHCR, and finally in the provisions of the 

1951 Convention relating to the status of Refugees. 

Thus the definition, adopted by the 1950 Statute 

of the United Nations High Commissionet·~ for Refugees <UNHCR> 

and the related 1951 Convention and the 1967 protocol 

relating to the status of refugees, is contained in 

according to Article 1 (a) (2) of the Convention : a refugee 

is a person who II owing to well-founded fear of 

persecution for reasons of race, religion, nationality, 

membership of a particular social group or political 

opinion, is outside the country of his nationality and is 

unable or, owing to such fear is unwilling to avail himself 
4 

of the protection of that countt~y." 

Besides this definition, according to Article l(b) o 

the Convention the term refugee shall apply to any person 

who has been considered a refugee under the arrangements of 

12 May 1926 and 30 June 1928 or under the Conventions of 28 

4 
ibid., p.4. 
Convention and 
Refugee (Geneva, 

protocol r~lating to 
1 983) ' p. 12. 

8 
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October 1933 and 10 February 1938, the protocol of 14 

September 1939 or the Constitution of the International 
5 

Refugee Organization. 

Section(c) of Article(!) of the Convention declines to grant 

refugee status if -

a) He has voluntarily re-availed himself of the protection 

of the country of his nationality; or 

b) Having lost his nationality, he has voluntarily re-

acquired it, or. 

c) He has acquired a new nationality, and enjoys the 

pt~otection of the country of his new nationality; 

or 

d) He has voluntarily re-established himself in the country 

which he left or outside which he remained owing to fear 

of persecution; or 

e) He can no longer, because the circumstances in connection 

with which he has been recognized as a refugee have 

ceased to exist able to return to the country of his 

former habitual residente. 

Similarly, the provisions of the Convention do not 

apply to persons who are at present receiving from organs or 

agencies of the United Nations 
6 

other than the UNHCR 

protection or assistance. Again, this Convention shall not 

apply to a 

5 ibid. 
6 ibid. 



person who is recognized by the competent authorities of the 

country in which he has taken residence as having the rights 

and obligations which are attached to the possession of the 
7 

nationality of that country. 

Moreover a refugee in the strict sense of the 

Convention must meet the persecution test, but persecution 
8 

is not defined. Article 33, which refers to a threat to 

life for the reasons stated, comes close but other serious 

human rights violation would also constitute persecution. 

Persecution may stem from action by state authorities, or 

from the sections of the population. In the latter case, 

persecution would come within the Convention only if it 

were knowingly tolerated by the authorities, at~ if the 

authorities refused, were unable to offer effective 

protection. 

In different regions of the world it is now argued 

that many of today's asylum seekers do not qualify as 

refugees under these criteria. Asylum seekers may indeed 

face dangers or threat to their life, safety or freedom but 

it is claimed that these donot 
9 

t'easons." 

7 ibid. ,p.13. 

8 Refugee Mag?zine, n.l. 

9 ibid. 

10 

at~ise fot' "Convent ion 



Othet' dangers or threat for e:·:ample, from 

sustained generalised violence, foreign aggression and 

internal conflicts or massive violation of human rights 

donot amount persecution in the sense of the Convention and 

thus cannot form basis for the claim to refugee status. At 

the same time, some t'eceiving states claim that many asylum 

seekers leave their countries of origin not because of 

danger or threat to their lives or freedom, but for economic 

reasons or other reasons of personal convenience. However, 

UNHCR has the responsibility to provide in tet·na t i onal 

protection not only to the refugees as defined by its 

statute and the 1951 Convention, but also to others brought 

under the mandate of the office by the United Nations 

Genet·al Assembly ovet· the last 47 yeat·s. UNHCR's 

responsibility now extend to a wider refugee concept and 

includes those compelled to flee their country, or unable to 

return to it, for justifiable fear of danger to life, ~afety 

ot' f t•eedom. Such individuals and groups, e>:ternally 

displaced in refugee like situations · must also be without 

effective national pt·otection, eithet· dejLwe Q..t::. de facto and 

in need of international protection. The protection of UNHCR 

and the international community to identify such 'refugees' 

by t•efet·ence, in particular, to coerced or involuntarily 

transfrontier movements and/or the inability to return 

because of 
10 

f t•eedom. 

10 ibid. 

justifiable fear of danger to life safety or 
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Howevet~, another definiton of refugee, adopted in 

1969 by the organisation of African Unity (QAU> and its 

Convention Governing the Specific Aspect of Refugee Problem 

in Aft~ica had gone further than the scope of 1951 

Convention to cover any person who reasonably fearing 

persecution on account of his race, religion, nationality, 

his membership of a social group or his political opinion is 

outside the country of which he has the nationality but 

cannot or will not because of fear, c l;:dm its 

' protection. It also applies to any pP~son who possessing no 

nationality and being outside the country in which because 

of sucb events, cannot or will not (because of fear of 

per~sPcu t ion) , return there. The term refugee is applied to 

any person who following an aggression, the occupation or 

exploitation by a foreign power or other events which 

seriously disturbs public order in a part or whole of his 

native country or the country of which he possesses the. 

nationality, is obliged to leave his usual dwelling to seek 

refuge in another place outside the country of which he is a 
11 

citizen. 

Besides: this, the UN General Assembly in its 

resolution since 1975 has extended the mandate of the High 

Commissioner to groups of persons who did not necessarily 

11 CIMADE, INODEP, MINK<Translated by Michael John>, 
Aft~ica's Refugee Ct~isis; What's to be done 
<London, 1986), pp 112 -13. 

12 



satisfy the statutary definition within his competence, but 

• who were deemed by the Genet~al Assembly to be persons who 

were his concern and who were entitled to benefit from 

certain protection activities as well as assistance, thus 

explicitly linking (refugees) with the displaced persons in 
12 

the refugee like situation. 

The report of the working group on the current 

problems in the international protection of refugees and 

displaced persons in Asia, 1981 noted that the defintion of 

'refugee' in article 1 of the 1969 OAU Convention, 

along with the e~tended responsibility of the UNHCR after 

the 1975, had the effe~t of including wit~in the ambit of 

its pt~otection pt~~vision vit~tually all victims of a man-

made disaster including displaced persons, and approved it 

in relation to the definition of the term 't~efugee in 

1"":!' ·-· 
Asia'. 

The Cartagena Declaration on Refugees of November 

1984 proposed an extension of the concept of the 

as applied to Central America, stipulating that a 'massive 

violation of human rights' should be considered a legal 

basis for ext~nded definition of refugee. It laid down that 

12 J.N. Sa:·:ena, "F't~oblem of Refugees in .the developing 
countries and the need for International Burden 
sharing'' (Paper presented at World Congress on 
Human Rights), New Delhi, 1990), P. 3. 

13 ibid. 
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the definition of refugee could not only incorporate the 

elements contained in 1951 Convention and the 1967 protocol 

<or the 1969 OAU Convention and General Assembly 

Convention ) , but also could cover persons who have fled 

their country because their life, their safety or their 

liberty were threatened 
14 

by massive violation of human 

rights. 

By the introduction of 'defacto dejure' 

refugees, the concept of refugee has become more and more 

comple:·:. According to one scholar defacto stateless are 

pet~sons who, having left the country of which they are 

nationals, no longer enjoying the protection and assistance 

of their~ national authorities, either because these 

authorities refuse to grant them assistance and pr~otection 

or because they themselves renounce the assistance and 

protection of which they are na~ionals, and dejure are 

persons who are not nationals of any state, either because 

at birth or subsequently they were not given any 

nationality, or because during their lifetime they lost 
15 

their~ own nationality and did not acquir~e a new one". 

14 B.S Chimni, "Rights of Refugees, including the right to 
return The Language of Protection and the reality of 
r~ejection : ':?nd of cold war~ and cr~isis in Refugee Law", 
<Paper presented at World Congress on Human 
Rights, New· Delhi, 1990), P. 7. 

15 Study of Statelessness, UN Doc. 
E/1112, 1 Feb 1949, pp 9-10. 

14 



However, this t~rminology has been described as 'inexact' by 

some scholars, since statelessness is a purely legal 

concept, connoting lack of nationality. 

Category of Refugees 

The first, is inter··nal There are. 

millions of people who have been displaced in theit~ own 

country as a r~esul t of ei thet' national d i sa stet' Ot' advswse 

political, social Ot' economic conditions or at~med 

16 
conf 1 i ct. In 'tlany vJays these t'efLlgees suffet~ ft"Offi serious 

violation of human rights or social or economic deprivation 

as their external counterparts; btJt for a variety of reasons 

have not been able to seek refugee outside their countries. 

The second, category consists of people who have 

not been specifically persecuted, but have as a result of 

generalised violence or economic deprivation within their 

own societies and succeeded 
17 

count t~y. 

in fleeing to another 

The th i t~d and last category is those who have 

generally come from 'well off' urban backgrounds and simply 

16 Amin Saikel, " RefLtgees in Global Politics" in Amin 
Saikal ed, Refugees. in the Moder~n Wot~ld 

Canbet't~a, 1989) ,p.5. 

17 ibid. 
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have not felt it to register with the United Nations 

Agencies as refugees. 

THE CAUSES OF REFUGEE MOVEMENTS 

There are so many causes of refugee movement, 

however the more immediate causes of refugee movements are 

diverse and unpredictable. However, all types of causes are 

present in all parts of the world, but some may be more 

prevalent in some areas than others. In African coLtn t r~ i es 

strife pertaining to the end of colonial rule has been a 

frequent source of refugees. Refugee movements often arise 

from political~ religious, ethnic, racial and tribal 

conflicts related to this situation. 

Armed conflict between the military forces 

of one state with another has always caused human beings to 

flee their homss in order to avoid 

Sometimes this departure has resulted 

immediate danger. 

in long absences, 

sometimes in only shorter displacements. An outpouring of 

people ft~om the bor~det~ at~eas occur~r~ed in Eut~ope at the 

beginning of Second World War, once the strong, largely 

SL\CCessfLil, German attacks were actually under way, the 

volume of shel~er seekers from the surrounding 

inc r~eased. 

ar~eas 



Political Warfar@ 

During the fighting phase of a war and frequently 

before it, radio, television, and loud speaker$ may be used 

to encourage people of the enemy state to flee. This type 

of propaganda was used frequently by both sides in the 

Iran/Iraq War and during various phases of fighting that 
18 

took place between Israel and surrounding countriers. Some 

times the cessation of hostilities between military forces 

may give rise to a movement of population. For example, a 

large scale population movements took place in Korea after 

the defeat of Japan and the subsequent occupation of the 

North by Soviet troops. 

Revolution 

A Government that resists a revolutionary movement 

may fight on for a lengthy period before eventually being 

brought down. Even if it is not brought down, the fighting 

will oppress the population, in much the same way that 

international hostilities do. The revolution in Russia in 

1917 and in Nicaragua in 1979, regardless of the differences 

between their circumstances, were both the cause of a great 

deal of movement of human beings in proportion to the 

population as a whole at the time fighting was taking 
19 

place. In both these cases, the sympathies of foreign 

18 Leon Got~denket~, Refugees in Intet~national Politics 
<London, 1987>, p.66. 

19 ibid,P.70. 
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powers ensured that some transnational attention was given 

to those affected. 

Coup' d'etat 

Many times, coup d'etat creates refugee problem 

but unlike other factors it involves only a relatively small 

part of the society and involves the exchange of one elite 

for another, any resulting exodus is likely to include 

senior political figur~s and military officers who formed 

part of the replaced regime. For example, a group of 

military officers took over the government of Surinam in 
\ 

1982 and many displaced politicians simply found ways to go 

abroad. 

Inmurrectionary Social Structures 

In some societies, inherent elements cause 

conflicts of an insurrectionary nature. These result in a 

persistent outflow of people who have strong formal claims 

to refugee status and believe themselves to be forced into 

migration. South Africa is a clear example where extreme 

social stratification is enforced on the basis of racial 

separation. The black majority face a life of assured 
20 

of equal political economic and social opportunity. 

lack 

Enforcement of rules to maintain such a society ensures 

20 CIMADE, n.ll, pp.24-25. 
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violent responses. The leaders of such sporadic outbursts 

who survive repression form a continous stream of refugees. 

Pivided Nations 

Cutting national groups apart by allotting their 

territory to different states often stimulates irredentism. 

If a government responds by trying to re-unite the pieces, 

this can lead to tension with that country's neighbours and 

ultimately to violence. Refugees sooA appear as is almost 

inevitably the case with the military activity. Such causes 

operated in Palestine in the late 1940's, in Somalia 

following the creation of the state, and in India and 

Pakistan at various iimes but with particularly dramatic 

effect during the Bangladesh conflict of 1970-71. 

Minorities 

The persecution of minorities ranging from the 

minor harassment to genocide, is a time honoured way of 

promoting or cementing the solidarity of national groups. It 

functions to distinguish the dominant nationality from the 

subordinate. Even without the efficiency of modern 

administrative techniques, it was a prominent producer of 

refugees. The persecution of national minorities can be 

either overt or covert. Overt persecution includes 

restricting the rights of minorities by a deliberate 

decision on the part of the government or dominant group. 

The expulsion of the Asian residents of the Uganda during 

19 



the early seventees was an obvious example of persecution of 

a minority in order to stir up national feelings. Direct 

persecution initiated by government policies or the 

decisions of the dominant groups, can encourage indirect 

persecution and unofficial actions against the subordinate 

nation. Such was the case in Rwanda and Burundi during the 

late 1960's when a great deal of strife affected both the 

dominant WaTutsi minority and the subordinate Bahutu 

majority. 

Brutal Government 

The use of a wholesale denial of human rights 

simply as a means of keeping a group of governors in power 

or in the belief of their part that gentler handling of the 

population would lead to national disorder or chaos forms an 

all-too-familiar aspect of human history. However, this led 

to forced migration. For example, the refugee exoduses took 

place during tt;~ 1970's and the 1980's from the Argentina 

and Chile when right wing governments were in power. Another 

example in Gautemala and El Salvador during the early 1980's 

when the hunt for anti-government guerillas took 

over a decent reserve on the part of 

governments. 

If the government is incapable of 

precedence 

the said 

making or 

implementing 

administration 

decisions or of controlling its 

and threatening and thus refugee problem 

20 



takes place. In many respect the situation in Lebanon in 

1983 after the withdrawal of Israeli forces that pur~sLted 

Palestine Liberation Organization units to beirut may be 

characterised as a governmental incompetence. The flow ~f 

r~efugees to the sw·r~ounding countt·ies pt·ovide ample evir:!cnce 
21. 

of the effects of such a situation. 

Deliberately Undertaken Change of Social Structures 

Deliberate attempts on the part of governments to 

alter existing societies to planned new forms or to 

Ltnder~take substantial changes in fundamental social 

arrangements have also induced substantial flows of 

migt~ants. The be~t example of this sort was - the Russian 

revolution of 1917 and the refugee exoduses. 

Economic Causes 

Just as members of the allied or of defined 

sections of a population can be treated as dispensable under 

new social plans, so can broader layers of the masses not 

identified as opposing a government by political means. 

Sometimes the insistence by a ruling elite on maintaining 

pattet~ns of production that support its membet~s but 

impoverish the masses would affect the population just as 

seriously as forced nationalisation affects economic 

In the case of Haiti, for· ·f"'..!.::lln\n1~ 

21 Gcrdenker, n.18, PP• 
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failure to produce any substantial economic development has 

given those faced with inevitable hunger a strong impetus 
22 

to leave the country. 

Ideological Opposition 

Sharply opposed ideological stances adopted by the 

governments do encourage dissidents to leave their 

homelands. Dissidents who escaped through restricted 

borders usually claim formally refugee status. They are 

likely to be treated as such in their country of asylum 

should they make their way to a territory where the 

ideological or pol~tical persuasion opposed to that in their 

own country hold sway. Clear examples of this are the Poles 

who slipped into Austria during the Polish unrest of 1981-

82. Those decisions who leave under arranged decisions and 

have promises of asylum do not fit the definition of 1951 UN 

Convention on refugees but are usually received in the land 

of asylum as refugees. There is another development in 

refugee situations in recent past, giving rise to refugees 

who leave their country not due to any fear of persecution 

or events seriously disturbing public order,but for economic 

reasons or other reasons of personal convenience. Today an 

explosion of poverty refugees fleeing the distribution of 

their homelands, far exceeds the traditional refugees 

fleeing persecution and war • However, according to UNHCR, 

it is not possible to accurately ~stablish the number of 

22 ibid., p.81. 
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poverty-refugees but it is considerably greater than 29 

million. 

Prior to 1921, efforts to cope with refugees needs 

were undertaken mainly by private organtsations or voluntary 

agencies and were predominantly in the form of relief. 

During 1920s, various European countries undertook bilateral 

negotiations aimed at transferring refugees from their own 
24 

territories to those of other states. 

The governments concerned usually took little 

notice. They considered the refugees sometimes as an 

embarr~assment, seldom as a major problem let alone a cause 

for~ action. At best ce~tain charitable or religious groups 

looked after as best as·they could. It is only within the 

last century and particularly the last 50 years that the 

conscience of the nations has been aroused sufficiently for 

international interest to be expressed and action eventually 

taken at the international level on behalf of refugees. 

THE ORIGINS OF THE INTERNATIONAL ACTION 

The need for organised international assistance to 

refugees seems really first to have become apparent during 

world war I when it is certain that more governments formed 

23 The Hindustan Times(New Delhi) 29 Oct. 1990. 

24 Louise W. Holbor~n, Refugee.!._ fr pr~oblem of l2.!::!..r.. Time : 
The ~~od~ of the United Nations High Commissioner 
for~ Refug~ - --1951-.1272; Vol. I, <New Jersey, 
N.J., Press, 1975) P.5. 
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themselves faced with arrival of thousands of refugees than 

ever before. In both Europe and Asia minor especially, very 

large number of people fled their homeland and passed on 

from the countries in which they had first found themselves, 

for the fear of persecution due to race, religion, 
25 

nationality or political opinions. Moreover, it was not 

only the plight of refugees that caused concern, many of the 

countries to which they had fled were themselves also 

r~avaged by war, their economies disrupted and their~ 

political situation unstable and tense. However, on the 

initiative taken by the International Committee of the Red 

CrossCICRCJ that international interest in the fate of 

refugees began. The organised international concern for 

refugees dates from the appointment in 1921 of the first 

League of Nations High Commissioner for Refugees, Fridtjof 
26 

Nansen (a Norwegian national). His appointment marked an 

epoch in the international acceptance of responsibility for 

the displaced civilians, victims of wars and revolutions who 

-
had hitherto been at the mercy of the countries to which 

they had fled. It was fitting that the League's action 

should have sprung from a conference convened in Geneva, 

25 UNHCR, 
yeat~s 

1971' 

26 ibid. 

fr mandate to Pt~otect and assist Refugees .:._ 20 
of service in the cause of r~efugees - 1951-

<Geneva, n.d.>, p.20. 
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earlier in 1921 by the International Committee of Red Cross, 

the pioneer international humanitarian organisation. 

Ecgm the Nansen Era to ~ Second World War 

The immediate emergency with which Dr Nansen had 

to deal was the existence of about 1.5 million refugees from 

Russian Revolution and subsequent fighting which spread 

throughout the former Russian empire from the Baltic to the 

Behring sea. Many of these refugees were already widely 

spread over Europe, others were living in camps in Turkey 

and Asia Minor, o~hers again had fled to China. Initially, 

it was stated that the primary function of the High 

Commissioner should be in the legal and political fields 

those fields that are now summarised as international 
27 

'pt"otection. 

Meanwhile another great exodus had started with the 

flow of thousands of refugees from Germany and the role of 

the League in this regard remained very restricted, 

after the 

ot·ganisation. 

Nazi government had 
28 

wi thdt~awn ft·om 

evern 

the 

Once again a major world figure which was inter-

governmental committee for refugees [!GCRJ had come into 

being as a result of an initiative taken by President 

Roosevelt.Functioning throughout the Second World War and 

27 UNHCR, Fot~tv Yeat·s of Intet•national Assistance to 
Refugees(Geneva, 1962), p.6. 
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until 1947, this organisation was especially effective in 

providing support for the many Jewish benevolent societies 

opet·at ing dLwing that period and in assisting the 

resettlement of r·efugees escaping from various Nazi 

dominated tet't' i tot• i es. The outbreak of war in 1939 

virtually eliminated the League as an effective supervisor 

of legal protection for refugees. However, as the second 

world war drew to a close it became apparent that an 

enormous refugee problem of size and complexity 

exceeding anything with which international administrations 

had yet been fated was already arising. Nonetheless, 

orgnisations concerned with their problems, UN Relief and 

Rehabilitation AdministrationCUNRRAJ fills an impot·tant 

chapter in the story of international assistance to 

refugees. It came into existence evern earlier than th~ UN 

Organisation itself. It was in fact the first new 

orgnisation to incorporate the words ·'United Nations' in its 
29 

title. 

UNRRA's ~urpose was essentially practical since it 

was established to ·'plan, coordinate, administer or arrange 

for the administration of measures for the relief of victims 

in war in any area under the control of any of the UN 

through the provision of food, fuel, clothing and shelter 

and other basic necessities, medical and other essential 
30 

services.·· 

28 Gordenker, n.18, P.20. 
29 UNHCR, n.25, p.25. 
30 ibid, P.26. 

26 



It was soon realised that some sort of new organisation 

would be needed to cater for the needs of refugees as 

contrasted with UNRA ·'displaced persons' 'and indeed to take 

over the functions of the various existing bodies-

principally the office of League of Nations High Comissioner 

for Refugees ;the IGCR; and insofar as it had not completed 

its work for refugees, UNRRA itself. 

RESPONSIBILITY OF THE UNITED NATIONS FOR REFUGEES 

From the very outset, the UN recognised that the 

task of caring for refugees was a matter of international 

concern and that in keeping with the charter, the community 

of states should assume collective responsibility for those 

fleeing persecution. Accordingly, the General Assembly of 

the UN at its first session held at the beginning of . 1946, 

adopted a resolutiuon that laid the foundation for UN 
31 

activities in support of refugees. 

In this resolution, the General Assembly stressed 

that no refugee or displaced person who had expressed valid 

objections to returning to his country of origin should be 

compelled to do so. The Chairman of the Special Committee 

second on Refugees and Displaced persons which was 

established by Economic and Social Council under the terms 

of the resolution adopted on 16 Feb 1946, confirmed that 

objections of a political nature would be considered valid. 

However, the General Assembly stated that displaced 

31 Resolution A/45 adopted on 12 Feb 1946. 



persons who had ~xpressed the wish to return home were to be 

give every assistance to do so. 

International Refugee Ooganisation 

In accordance with the recommendations o~ Special Committee, 

the General Assembly, at its 1946(second) session, 

established the International Refugee Organisation CIRO> to 

succeed the existing international organisations, that is, 

UNRRA, IGCR, and the office of League of Nations for 
32 

Refugees. 

It engaged in assisting and repatriating refugees, 

displaced persons,and prisoners of war of whom there were, 

initially some 21 million scattered throughout Europe. The 

tasks of the IRO were mainly the protection and resettlement 
33 

of 1.6 million persons who were reluctant to return to 

their homelands either because they had lost all ties there 

or because of a well founded fear of persecution. 

The IRO was intended as a temporary specialised 

agency of UN whose primary objective was to seek solutions 

to the problems of refugees and displaced persons still 

living in camps, mostly in Austria, Germany and Italy. Like 

the UNRRA, it was essentially a field agency conducting its 

own assistance activities with the help and support of the 

' 32 Louise W. Holbot'n, The Intet'national Refugee 
Organization : ~ sgecialised Agency of the United 
Nations ,;_ Its History and Wot'k, 1946-1952) <London 
,1956), pp.32-33. 

UNHCR, 11 Infot·mation Papet' 11 (Geneva , 1989), p.l. 
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local authorities and voluntary agencies. However, it 

quickly became clear that the refugee problem was not a 

temporary phenomenon and that some further organised 

international effort would have to be made. The member 

states of the IRO considered it appropriate that the 

responsibility for refugees should be taken over by UN 

itself. The main considerations were that the time had come 

for all member states of the UN to share the expenditure 

involved in aid to refugees, and that since conditions had 

improved in many receptio~ countries,the UN was in a better 

position to prov~de refugees with the necessary assistance. 

Establishment of the Office of the United Nations High 

Commissioner for Refugees 

In 1949, when the UN decided to assume more direct 

responsibility for international action in favour of 

refugees, upon the demise of IRO, two possibilities were 

open to the Assembly - either to entrust this task to a 

department of UN Secretariat , or to establish within the 

administrative and financial framework of UN, an ad hoc body 

capable of acting independently~ 

United Nations Secretary-General, 

On the proposal of 

the latter formula 

the 

was 

adopted. In doi~g so, the General Assembly felt that it was 

preferable for the future body to remain as far as 

outside the political considerations with which 

Secreteriat had to deal. It also felt that a 

possible 

the UN 

UN High 

Commissioner for Refugees ought to have the independent 

29 



authority and prestige required to enable him to intervene 

with the governments especially in the task of ensuring the 

international protection of refugees. However, the office 

of the UNHCR was set up on 1st January, 1951 for a period of 

3 years in accordance with the General Assembly resolutions 

319(iv> of 3rd December, 1949 and 428(v) of 14 Dec 1950. 

The office was established as a subsidiary organ of the 
34 

General Assembly under the Article 22 of the Charter. On 

a basis similar to that of other programmes of UN such as 

UNICEF and UNDP. It soon became clear that refugee problem 

required the continued attention of the the United Nations. 

Thus the Generai Assembly decided to prolong the UNHCR 

mandate renewable for·a period of five years, begining oh 

1st January, 1954. At its 42nd session, the Assembly adopted 

a resolution 42/108 by which the office was continued for a 

further five year period from 1st January, 1989 to 31st 

Decembet~, 1993. 

According to paragraph 13 of UNFCR statute, the 

High Commissioner is elected by General Assembly on the 

nomination of the Secretary General. Under the terms of 

Chapter 1 of the statute, the High Commissioner acts under 

the authority o~ General Assembly and follows policy 

directives given to him by the Assembly and Economic and 

34 Undet~ At~t i c 1 e 
Assembly 
as it deem.s 
its functions. 

22 of the UN Charter, the General 
may estabJi::;il such subsidiary organs 

nec2ssary for the performance of 

35 UNHCR, n.33, P.2. 

3<) 



Social Council<ECOSOC>. He presents a comprehensive annual 

report on his activities through ECOSOC to the General 

Assembly where it is first considered by the Third 

Committee. Sin~e 1970, ECOSOC considered UNHCR annual 

reports only if requested by th~ High Commissioner or one of 

its members to place it on the agenda. Otherwise, ECOSOC 

simply transmits the report to the General Assembly without 

debate. The administrative and financial aspects of UNHCR 

activities are considered by the Advisory Committee on 

Administrative and Budgetary Questions<ACABQ> and by the 
36 

Fifth Committee of the General Assembly. 

FUNCTIONS OF UNHCR 

The protection of refugees and the seeking of 

durable solutions to their problems are the two main 

functions of the United Nations High Commissioner for 

Refugees. In discharging the first function UNHCR seeks to 

promote the adoption of international standards for the 

treatment of refugees and the effective implementation of 

these standards in such fields as employment, education, 

residence, freedom of movement and safeguard against being 

returned to a country where a refugee may have reason to 

fear persecution. In discharging its second function, UNHCR 

seeks to facilitate the voluntary repatriation of refugees 

or where this is not feasible to assist governments of 

countries of asylum,to enable the refugees to become self-

36 ibid., p.13. 
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supporting as rapidly as possible. UNHCR has a major role 

in coordinating aid to refugees. E>:cept in special 

c i t'CLlms tances, its matet'ial assistance activities are 

conducted through national or local authorities of the 

country concerned, other organisations of the United Nations 

system, non-governmental organisations or private technical 

agencies. Material assistance activities of UNHCR include 

emergency relief, assistance in voluntary repatriation or 

local integration, resettlement through migration to other 

countt'ies, 

assistance. 

as well 
38 

as counselling, education and legal 

Eme~gency relief is provided mainly in the 

form of care and maintenance of new refugees or displaced 

persons when a variety of basic essentials such as food, 

shelter and medical aid are required on a large scale at 

short notice. With the increase and diversificati6n of 

UNHCR's activities, relations with member agencies of the 

United Nations system, as well as with inter-governmental 

and non-governmental organisations(NGOs) have continued to 

strengthen. 

Assistance in voluntary repatriation hinges on the 

protection and material assistance functions of UNHCR. The 

protection element consists of ensuring that repatriation is 

vo 1 un tat·y. The assistance element consists of helping 

37 ibid.' p.5. 

38 i b i d • ' p • 1 0. 
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refLlgees wherevet' possible to ovet·come practical 

difficulties concerning their voluntary repatriation. It 

also allows UNHCR to ensure that the refugees are given 

basic help upon arrival in their homeland. Assistance to 

pet•sons repatriated to their country of has 

frequently proved to be indispensable on account of their 

destitute conditions. 

The object of local integt·ation is to assist 

refugees and displaced persons to become self-supporting in 

their country of residence and/or of first asylum. In 

industrialised countries, this is done in a number of ways, 

such as 

establish 

through 

by providing refugees with loans 

themselves in a profession, by 

vocational training to learn a 

or grants to 

assisting them 

skill, or by 

establishing themselves in gainful occupations. 

From its inception, UNHCR has been actively 

engaged in the promotion of resettlement through migration, 

in close cooperation with interested governments, the Inter-

Governmental Committee for Migration(ICM> and voluntat'Y 

agencies concerned with the resettlement of refugees. 

Education is provided in order to facilitate the integration 

of refugees. Educational assistance at primary and 

secondat'Y levels is made available under UNHCR general 

p rag t'ammes. At higher level, assistance is given through 

UNHCR's Refugee Education Account. UNHCR cooperates closely 

with UNESCO and the United Nation Education and Training 

pt·ogramme for Southern Africa(UNETPSA}in this field. 
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Counselling which is provided under various UNHCR programmes 

to help refugees to opt for an appropriate solution to their 

programmes and to avail themselves of such facilities as may 

be open to them. The rehabilitation of di5abled refugees is 

mostly undertaken in close cooperation with voluntary 

agencies or operational partners, which implement special 

of assistance, treatment and local programmes 

rehabilitation. A further response to the needs of the 

disabled, medically-at-risk refugees and victims of torture 

or other forms of violence is UNHCR's promotion of special 

resettlement schemes or quotas. In this context refugees 

are offered long t~rm solutions in third countries, together 

with their familiers. Treatment and rehabilitation are 

provided in such instances until these refugees become self 

sufficient. Even, UNHCR provides legal assistance to help 

individual refugees with administrative formaliti~s in 

their country of residence. It is also provided to refugees 

who are involved in court cases which could adversely affect 

their refugae status. In planning and implementing 

.programmes UNHCR constantly seeks the help of a host of 

other bodies, whose tasks are complementary to its own 

efforts. UNHCR draws on the expertise of other organisations 

of UN system experience in matters such as food production 

<FAD>, health measures<WHO> education<UNESCO), child welfare 

<UNICEF> and vocational trainingCILO>. In areas where UNHCR 

is not represented, UNDP representatives frequently 

administer UNHCR - financed projects and act on UNHCR's 
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behalf in relat:on'with governments. In order to perform 

these gigantic funttions a heavy amount of aid is needed. 

However, UNHCR is financed by a very limited subsidy from 

the regular budget of the United Nations as well by the 

voluntary contributions the · Gover~nments, non-

governmental organisations and individuals. Besides it, the 

High Commissioner is authorised to make for funds needed to 

provide material assistance to refugees coming within his 

mandate and oth~rwise not taken into account under 

conditions set by executive committee of High Commissioner's 

Progr~amme. However~, accot~d i ng to latest infor~mat ion 

approximately 17 million refugees are in the world. 

Followin~ table provides about details of refugees 

in different part* of the world. 

1----:---------------------------------------:--------~---------: 
IS.nol Regions : Refugees 
1----:---------------------------------------:------------------: 

1. Asia and Oceania 1,063,000 

2. North America 1 ' 0 1 9' (l()() 

"':!" ...,. Latin America and the Car~ t~ i bean 438,330 

4. Eut~ope 3,092,482 

5. Africa 6,775,000 .. 
I 

6. South West Asia and 1"1iddle East 6,609,0(1(1 

:----:---------------------------------------:------------------: 
Total 17,000,000 

<Source UNHCR Publications) Pamphlet. 
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II 

CAUSES OF CONFLICT IN EAST PAKISTAN 

The roots of the political dev~lopments in East 

Pakistan in 1971 could be traced to the circumstances 

· associated with India's partition and the creation of a 

Muslim majority state of Pakistan before the British gave up 

the colonial reigns in the sub-continent in 1947. 

The idea of having a separate state for the 

Muslims of the subcontinent was first put forward in 1930 by 

Sir Mohammad Iqbal, a distinguished poet and philosopher. 

The idea was endorsed and underlined in a resolution 

by the All 
1 

Lahore. 

India Muslim League on 23rd March 

passed 

1940 at 

The resolution among other things envisaged that 

the areas in which the Muslims were numerically in a 

majority, as in the North Western and Eastern zones of 

India, should be grouped to constitute an independ~nt state 

in which the constituent units would be autonomous and 

sovereign. The Muslims League was then in the hands of 

leaders who belonged to Muslim majority areas of North

Western, and the Eastern India had little say. The leaders 

of the Muslim League of Bengal did try raise the question of 

protecting the interests of people, but their voice turned 

1. I<.P. t1ist~a, lhe Role of the United Nations in the Indo-

Pakistani Conflict, 1971 <Delhi~1973), p.:L3. 
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out to be too feeble in the hysterical enthusiasm generated 

for the creation of Pakistan in that period. The question of 

·autonomy and sovereignty· was raised again and again by the 
2 

Muslim Leaders of Bengal. 

Apart from the fact that the two parts of Pakistan 

apart from each other, in most respects the 

people of the two parts were different the economies of 

the two parts different and the nature and level of their 

economic development were by no means similar. Culturally 

there was a considerable chasm between them, their heritage 
I 

was vastly different, they spoke different languages, and 

they wrote different scripts. The climate of the two regions 

and even the colour of the skins of the people of the two 

regions were different. Of crucial significance is the fact 

that on account of these diversities the people of t~e two 

regions never showed a sense of common nationhood. 

However~, the only common point between the two 

wings of Pakistan was religion - Islam. But in the absence 

of other cementing factors, religion alone couldnot be an 

effective instrument of integration. 

Let us new consider how the Western wing 

established its dominance over the East Pakistan. The major 

2. ibid. 1 p. 14. 

3. Maul ana Abul Kalam Azad, India 

Autobiographical Narative <Bombay, 1959), p.227. 



instrument of this dominance was the armed forces. The 

headquarters of all the three services navy and 

airforce were in Western wing. Recruitment to the three 

ser~ices as confined largely to the Western wing and almost 

all ordnance factories were located in that area. Then there 

was the civil set'vice. Het~e again the people of the Eastern 
4 

wing were deprived of their legitimate share. 

(a) Political Cayses 

The story of the political dominance of the Eastern wing 

by West Pakistan was distinctly marked by a constant tussle 

between the two wings. 'Nevet' wet'e Bengal is allowed to occupy 

the real corridors of power. Although in a majority, they 

never had representation in the country on the basis of 

population. On the contrary for many years Bengalis were 

virtually reduced to the status of a minority in the first 
5 

two constituent Assemblie·s·. 

In the 1954 election, the Muslim League lost 

most of the seats and the United Front contesting on the 

basis of a 21-Point Programme and with the slogan "Bengal 

4. A. Rahman , "East West Pakistan: A Problem in Political 

Economy of Regional Planning", ( Hat'Vat'd Univet'sity 

Occasional Paper no. 20, 1968). 

5. Government of the People's Republic of Bangladesh, 

Bangladesh: Contempot'at'Y Events and DocLtmen ts <Muj ib 

Nagar,1971), pp.2-3. 
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for Bengalis" won the maxitnLtm seats. Out of the 309 seats in 

the East Pakistan Assembly, the Muslim League won ten seats 
6 

only. 

The popular verdict was disreg~rded and a state of 

emergency was dec 1 at~ed. Four year~s 1 a tet~ a mi 1 i tar~y coup L 

etat did away with the civil administt~ation in 1958. General 

Mohammad Ayub f<:1an 's regime which t'uled Pakistan for the 

next eleven years (1958-69) was no different. Ayub Khan was 

unable to understand the political aspirations of the 
7 

Bengali speaking population. 

Awami Muslim League was founded on 1949 in Dacca 

by Abdul Bashani who subsequently broke away to form 

another party, the Awami League. In 1952 Sheikh Mujibur 

Rahman took over as General Secretary of the Awami League 
8 

and later on he became President of the party. 

In the light of its experience of West Pakistan 

dominance during the preceding two decades, the Awami League. 

led by Mujibur Rahman expressed its political programme in 

1968. 

However', the political climate in the whole of 

6. Misra, n. 1, pp. 14-15. 

7. Subrata Roy Chawdhury, of Bangladesh 

<Bombay, 1972>, p.182. 

8. Geot'ge E. Delut'y, ed., Wot'ld Encyclopedia of Political 

System, Vol. I, <New Yodr., 1983), p. 75. 
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Pakistan had deteriorated sharply. So much so th~t in March 

1969, Ayub Khan inspite of his having conceded direct 

elections on the baci~ of adult franchise felt obliged to 

transfer powPr to the chief of the military Yahya Khan. 

Yahya Khan promised to hold a general election for a 

constituent Assembly and handover power to the elected 
9 

representatives. 

In East Pakistan the Awami League took part in 

Dec. 1970 elections on the basis of its Six-Point Formula 

which in essence advocated autonomy within Pakistan. The 

results of the ~lection clearly showed the overwhelming 

support to the Awami League. 

Six Points were 

1) The constitution should provide for a federation of 

Pakistan in the true sense on the basis of the Lahore· 

resolution and for parliamentary form of 

Government based on the supremacy of a duly elected 

legislature on the basis of universal adult 

franchise. 

2) The Federal Government shall deal with only 

two subjects - defence and foreign affairs - with 

all residuary subjects vested in the federating 

states. 

3) There should be either two separate freely 

9. Choudhury, ~.7, pp. 182-183. 
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convertible currencies for the two wings or one 

currency with two separate Reserve Banks to prevent 

inter-wing flight of capital. 

4) The power of taxation and revenue collection shall 

be vested in the federating units. The Federal 

Govet~nment wi 11 a shat~e to meet 

its financial obligations. 

5> Economic disparities between the two wings shall 

disappear~ tht'OLtgh a ser~ies of economic fiscal 

and legal reforms. 

6) A militia or para-military force must be created 

in East-Pakistan which 
10 

defence of its own. 

at pt'esent has no 

In the constituent (National) Assembly which had a 

total of 313 seats the Awami League won as many as 167 seats 

and thus secured an absolute majority. In other words it 

captured all but two East Pakistan seats of the National 

Assembly. In the Provincial Assembly of East Bengal also, it 
1 1 

won 288 seats out of 300 seats. 

" The e 1 ec tot' a 1 mandate of the peep 1 e of Pakistan 

and the near-unanimous verdict of the people of the Eastern 

wing were not respected. The ruling elite of West Pakistan 

led by Yahya Khan and his advisors, once again decided to 

10. India, Ministry of External Affait'S Bangladesh 

Documents, Vo 1. I , < Ne\.'J Del h i , 1971 ) , p . 130. 

11. ibid., p.13. 
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frustrate the democratic process in order to continue 

their political dominance. Declaring in March 1971 that the 

leaders of the Awami League were enemies_of Pakistan, Yahya 

Khan outlawed'the party, arrested many of its leaders and 
12 

intensified milit.:t.t~y t~ule". 

In a broadcast on 26 March Yahya Khan justified 

the ct~ackdown thus : " In East Pakistan a non-cooperation 

and disobedience movement was launched by the Awami League 

and matters took a very serious turn. Events were moving 

vet~y fast and it became absolutely imperative that the 

situation was brought under control as soon as possible. 

What Mujib wanted was ~ithdrawl of Martial law and transf~r 

of power to the representative of the people. The political 

leaders were also very much perturbed over Mujib's idea of 

dividing the National Assembly into two parts right from the 

start. Such a move would be totally against the interest of 

Pakistan's integrity. His movement was an act of treason. He 

CMujib) and his partymen have defied the lawful authority 

for over three weeks. They have insulted Pakistan's flag and 

defied the photograph of the Father of the Nation. They 

have tried to run a parallel government. They have created 
13 

turmoil, terror and insecurity. 

Yahya Khan made an allegation that Sheikh Mujibar 

Rahman and his party were enemies of Pakistan and they 

12. The Dawn (Kat~achi>, 27 Mat~ch 1.971. 

13. Ibid. 
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wanted East Pakistan to break away completely from the 

country. Therefore the duty of Pakistan Armed Forces was to 

ensure the integrity, solidarity and security of Pakistan 

and accordingly they were ordered to perform their duty and 
14 

fully restore the authority of the Government of Pakistan. 

<b>Ecpnomic and Social Causes 

In the economic sphere too an 'intolerable 

structure of injustice' was established. Wealth became 

unduly concentrated in a few hands. About a score of 

families possessed over 60 percent of the COLtntt•y 's 

industrial assets, 80 percent of its banking assets, and 75 
. 15 

per~cen t of its insurance assets. 

·The discrimination practised against the Eastern 

wing is bt·ought into bolder relief when we look at the 

foreign exchange earnings of the two wings. During 1958-68 

the Western wing earned just 41 percent of the total foreign 

exchange but used as much as 70 percent. As table 3.1 shows 

during the same period the Eastern wing earned 59 percent of 

the total and was allowed to use only 30 percent. Mor·e 

signficant is the fact that whereas foreign e:·:change 

14. Mehr~Lmnisa Ali, "East Pakistan Crisis : Inter·nat i anal 

Relations", Pakistan Hor~izon < Kar~achi), Vol. 24, no.2, 

1971, pp.107-110. 

15. S.S. Sethi, The Decisive War' .!.. Emer~gence of '· £ New 

Nation (New Delhi, 1972), pp. 5·-6. 
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'' 

allotted to the Western wing was used largely to finance 

development projects, the foreign exchange allotted to the 

Eastern wing was wasted on the import of certain types of 

consumer goods. 

Table 2.1 

16 
Foreign Trade and Exchange earnings during 1958 - 1968 

:-------------------------- -----------------------------1 
WEST PAKIStAN EAST PAKISTAN 

:-----------1-------------- -------------1---------------1 
I EXPORT IMPORT EXPORT IMPORT 

1-----------l--------------:-------------:---------------l 
I <In Pounds) I< In Pounds) <In PoLtnds) <In Pounds) 

I 82 m i 11 ion I 2315 m i 11 ion 11153 million 1000 million 

: 41 I. : 70 I. : 59 I. 30 I. 
:---------~-:--------------:-------------:---------------

Trade between the two wings of Pakistan was also a 

basic element of classical imperialism. The export of the 

Western wing to the Eastern wing were far greater than th~ 

imports. Consequently substantial capital was siphoned off 

from the Eastern to the Western wing. 

Apart from these, even some important members of 

the international community have through aid and trade 

helped the rulers of Pakistan to aggravate the economic 

16. Bangladesh Documents, n.lO, p.16. 
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disparity between the two wings and thus strengthen the 

exploitative structure. For exampte out of $ 3.6 billion 

total American aid, $ 2.7 billion were spent for Mangla Dam 

~ Tarbela Dam in West Pakistan as agaiMst a meagre $0.9 

billion spared for control of flood in East Pakistan. These 

loans no doubt converted the barren lands of West Pakistan 

into fertile ones whereas very little was done to tackle 

effectively the flood problem of East Pakistan. The people 

of East Pakistan had been allowed to suffer from recurring 
17 

cyclones and flood disasters since 1953. Similarly, the 

United Kingdom loan during the period 1947-1965 amounting to 

Sterling 64 million was spent mostly in West Pakistan. 

Likewise in the field of new industries the percentage of 

investments in West and East Pakistan was roughly 75% and 
18 

25% respectively. 

Mor~eov;:;ot~, East Pakistani industries were mainly 

owned and controlled by the West Pakistanis whose main 

interest was to transfer the profits to West Pakistan 

instead of helping East Pakistan's prosperity. In the same 

way, most of the large irrigation projects had been treated 

as federal projects and financed by central government and 

had been completed in West Pakistan. This was a deliberate 

17. Ibid., p.17. 

18. S.K. Gar~g , Spotlight .L Fr~eedom Fighters of Bangladesh 

<New Delhi, 1984), p.25. 
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a~~empt to keep the 75 million Bengalis at starvation 
19 

1 eve 1. Thus, due to the economic exploitation that, what 

began as a movement for economic autonomy for East Bengal 

within the framework of a United Pakistari, developed into a 

movement for an independent Bangladesh. 

Apart from the economic dimension neglect of East 

Pakistan's aspir~ation included the socio·--c:ultur~al aspects. 

The most important element of the latter was the language 

issue. There were two reasons why Bengali speaking East 

Pakistanis felt very strongly on the language issue. First, 

its people proud of their cultural & literary heritage,could 

not tolerate the contemptous attitude of West Pakistan 

towards it. Secondly, they feared that if their language was 

not given the official status, the government jobs would 

become the monopoly of Urdu speaking West Pakistanis and 

thus their already neglected economic inter~ests would 
20 

receive a further setback. On the other hand, the West 

Pakistani leaders wanted one common language which could 

minimise these differences and knit the country into a 

single, homogenous unit. However, there were twa arguments. 

given in favour of the adoption of Urdu as the only state 

19. Tal~ i q A 1 i Can Pakistan Sut"v;ive_ <London~ 1983) ' PP· 

85·-87. 

20. I<. F'. and other's, 

(;onstitutional Consens_'=!_§. (Ne~..., Delhi, 1967), p. 10. 

47 



language. Firstly it had close association with Islam and 

when Muslims spoke of themselves as constituting a separate 

nation at the time of demanding a separate state, they had 
21 

Urdu as their language in mind. On the other hand Bengali 

language was intimately connected with the cultural and 

literary heritage of the Hindus. As the Prime Minister 

Liaqat Ali Khan said in the Constituent Assembly II 

Pakistan is a muslim ~tate and it must have as its lingua 

franca the language of the muslim nation Pakistan has 

been created because of the demand of a hundred million 

Muslims in this sub-continent and the language of a hundred 
22 

mi 11 ion muslim is. Ut•du" 

There were •uggestions in some quarters that the 

demand for making Bengali a state language was un-islamic 

and the fears that if accepted it would give rise to Bengali 

nationalism, which in turn would tend to cultivate stronger 

and· closer ties with its cultural counterpart in India <West 

Bengal) at the cost of its ties with its political 

in West Pakistan. The second argument given in 

favour of Urdu was that it alone was capable of creating 

linguistic unity which was one of the important pre-

requisites of national unity. However, far from convincing 

21. ibid.' 

22. Ca 11 a t•d, Keith, Pakistan _ 6. Political St.!Jf!.y_ <London, 

1957) ' p. 182. 
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Bengalis, these arguments caused much resentment among them 

and consequently languagr became a point o'f acute 
23 

controversy between two wings. 

In the history of Pakistan the ruling elite did 

practically everything to suppress this language and to 

foist upon them a language, Urdu which had very little to d8 
24 

with them. 

In the field of education t~~ Pakistani government 

followed such a policy t~at strengthened the dominance of 

the Western over the Eastern wing. Although the school going 

population inct'ea·sed in East Pakistan, the numbet' of schools 

and other educational facilities decreased; whereas, at the 

same time, the Pakistan government spent vast sums of money 

and increased the number of schools in West Pakistan by 
25 

mot'e than fout' times. Thus through this policy education 

became an instrument of discrimination . 

MILITARY CRACKDOWN AND MEDIA EXPOSURE 

Determined to frustrate the tranfer of power to 

the Awami League the military under Yahya's direction 

pt'oceeded cat'efully with its battle plan. In fact, before 

leaving Dacca for Karachi on the evening of 25 March, Yahya 

23. Misra and others, n.20, p. 10. 

24. Ali, n.19, pp.44-45. 

25. Bangladesh Documents, n.10, p. 19. 
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Khan secretly ordered Tikka Khan, reputedly the best combat 
26 

genet·a 1 in the army to execute the plan. The Press Trust 

of India CPT!) reported that West Pakistan troops landed by 

sea and air in East Pakistan bringing the total army 
27 

strength in the province to 70,000 In a statement 

MujibLir Rahman declat·ed that SLICh "c.~ttr·ocities and killing 

of unarmed people would not go unchallenged''. He gave a call 

for a general strike throughout Bangladesh on March 27 as a 

mark of protest against heavy firing upon the civilian 

population in 
28 

Saidpur, Rangpur and Joydevpur. 

It was in this surcharged atmosphere that on the 
\ 

midnight of 27 March 1971, independence of Bangladesh was 

declared on the Chittagong radio station. Following this, 

most political personalities went underground (except, of 

c ou r·se, Sheikh Mujibur Rahman who feared that he might be 

killed but was sure that Bangladesh would emet·ge 

independent on his grave. All Bengalis in the East Bengal 

Regiment CEBR>, East Pakistan Rifle<EPR> the armed reserve 

police and the civil police had pledged loyalty to Sheikh 

Muj ib. 

The army retaliated by launching simultaneous 

26. Md. Abdu 1 Wadud Bhu i yan, Emer·qence of Bang 1 adesh ~nd 

Role of Awami League (NeiAJ Delhi, 1982), p. 186. 

27. The Pakistan Times (Lahore>, 26 March 1971. 

28. ibid. 
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~~~acK on po11ce neadquarters, Dacca University campus 

particularly the staff quarters and the student dormitories. 

The more politicized students managed to flee but a large 

numbet~ of innocent students were killed. Soon Dacca city 

came under the control of the Pakistan army. Those who tried 

to escape were shot dead. Those who stayed were burnt 

alive. About 700 men, women and ~hildren were killed in just 
29 

two hours on 26 March. It was a cold-blooded massacre and 

the wt~ath of it was such that the river channels were 

blocked with dead bodies and the sky was clouded with 

vul tut~es. Elsewhen? in the province and particularly in 

cities, similar mass killings were perpetrated by the West 

Pakistani tr-oops. In almost all the district towns, the 

army, assisted by non-Bengalis, searched the homes of Awami 

League leaders and workers and killed those who were 
30 

found. 

The hu:nan tt··agedy on colossal scale was widely 

reported in 1.-<Jorld Pt·'ess. The New Yod:: Times, t'epm-ted that 

the Pakistan Army was using artillery and heavy machine guns 
31 

against unarmed East Pakistani civilians. The London Times 

wrote in an editorial that the more news from the East 

Pakistan accumulated, the more harrowing it became. 

29. Bhuiyan, n.26, p.188. 

30. f<ab i r~ Mafizullah, E:-:pet'iences of an E:d le at 

Life in Occupied Bangladesh <Dac:r.:a, 1972), p.90. 

31. The New York Times, 28 March 1971 cited in 

~angl~desh Documents, vol.I p.380. 
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Senseless murder, hysterical cruelty and what must be a 

creeping fear ran like a current throughout the packed mass 

of human beings. Expressen from stockholm wrote that 

hundreds of thousands of people were fleeing from their 

homes. 

The New X9..d;;_ Times wr~ote that the United States, 

1aving played a major role in training and equipping 

~akistan's armed forces, had a special obligation now to 

~ithhold any military aid to Yahya Government. 

:canomic assistance should be made conditional to 

Jtilisation if major portion be used to help bind up East 
33 

~akistan grievous\wounds. 

Eye-witness reports from foreign residents 

~vacuated from East Pakistan painted a grim picture of the 

:arnage bordering on a genocide. 

GROWTH OF REFUGEE PROBLEM AND INTERNATIONAL REACTIONS 

The scale and style of the military operations 

:onducted in East Pakistan was so insuffrable that it 

1ropelled a gigantic humanitarian crisis of international 

1 t~apot~t ions. A daily flood of East Pakistanis crossed into 
34 

1eighbouring India seeking shelter and refuge. The 

:2. The Times <London), 3 Apt~il 1971 c:ited in Bangladesh 

Documents val,.!., pp. 191-392. 

:3. New York Times, n.31, 31 Mar~c:h 1971. 

A. Cha~tJdhLwy, n.6, p.241. 
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: 

monthly figures of refugee flow is shown in table 3.2. 

The influx of refugees started as a trickle in 

early April but soon swelled into a cascade as the Pakistani 

army tightened its grip. Bongaon, an Indian border town 57 

kilometers North of Calcutta, which had a population of 

5,000 had received within two months more than 300,000 

refugees who simply by their presence were threatening to 

S.NO MONTH 
(1) (2) 

Table = 2.2 

Monthly Flow of Refugees 

AVERAGE DAILY 
(3) 

MONTHLY 
(4) 

<Persons in thousand) 

1 April 1971C10th to 30th) 57.00 1221.00 

2 May 1971 102.00 3158.00 

3 June 1971 68.00 2056.00 

4 July 1971 26.00 797.00 

5 August 1971 34.00 1055.00 

6 September 1971 27.00 804.00 

7 October 1971 14.00 425.00 

8 November 1971 8.00 217.00 

9 Backlog 166.00 
---------- --------

Total 9,899.00 

<Sources Bangladesh documents, Vol-II,p.82.) 
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suffocate the town. The local administration was on the 

verge of collapse, food was scarce and prices had gone up, 

some roads and streets were almost choked with refugees who 

had put up, pitiable shelters of palm leaves, gt'ass and 
• 

cardboard. During the monsoon the road was the only vacant 

space on which it was possible to camp. Some of the refugees 

used the roadside big pipe holes to pass their nights. More 

or less the same situation obtained in almost all the towns 

of the bordering Indian states. It seemed that President 

Yahya Khan hoped to kill two birds with one stone by 

generating regugees~ By getting rid of the Awami Leaguers 

and the Hindus whom Yahya termed 'Secessionists' and who 

voted massively for Sheikh Mujib, he was aiming to 

consolidate Pakistan as an Islamic state. At the same time 

Pakistan hoped to ruin the social and economic fabric of the 

Eastern part of India which was already in a bad shape by 
36 

inflicting staggering numbers of refugees on it. 

Subsequently Pakistan was to contest the figures 

of refugees in India. In the early months they were not 

maintained that they w~re no refugees at all but they were 

only Indian miscreants and East Bengali anti-social elements 

fleeing from the Pakistan Army's just; if i ed security 

p. 13. 

36. Bhuiyan, n.26, p.209. 
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oper·ations. Once the foreign press began to give detailed 

accounts of the refugee camps and visitors from abroad 

testified to their large scale presence, Pakistan changed 

its line. The new Pakistan propaganda line was that these 

refugees were invited by India for false propaganda and in 

any case their number was not as high as India claimed. 

Towards the end, Pakistan was prepared to admit that there 
37 

were a million refugees on Indian soil. 

However·, since March 25, 1971 the total number 
38 

of refugees who sought refuge in India were 9899305 

. 
Ther•efor·e, according to table - 3.2 the average 

daily influx of refugees in the month of April was 57.00 

persons which followed by 102.00 persons in month of May and 

it was the highest average daily influx of refugees in India 

from East Pakistan. Accordingly, in May 3158.00 persons 

arrived in India as refugees. 

37. Cited in International Her·ald Tr·ibung, Pr-esident Yahya 

Khan's interview to Arnaud de Borchgrave of The Bews 

Week, 1 Novembe~ 1971 . 

38. Bangladesh Documents, vol. I I, p. 81. 
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Tab 1 e ::. 2. 3 
Distribution of Refugees in Various States in India 

S.NO. Name of 
State 

Numbet~ 

of 
camps 

Refugees population as on 
December 15,1971 

(1) ( 2) ( 3) (4) (5) (6) 

1. West Bengal 492 4849786 2386130 7235916 

2 .. Tr~ipura 276 834098 547551 1381649 

3. Meghalaya 17 591520 76466 667986 

4. Assam 28 255642 91913 34755 

5. Bihar 08 36732 ·------- 36732 

6. M.P. ()3 219298 
_ .. _____ 

219298 

7. U.P. 01 10169 ------ 10169 

Total = 825 6797245 3102060 9899305 

Sour~ces Bangladesh Documents, Vol-II, p.82 

The extraordinary rise in the number of refugees 

called for arrangements like organisation of camps, supply 

of atleast minimal amounts of food and water. The camps were 

frequently located adjacent to existing Indian villages. 

Attempts had been made to set up camps on higher terrain to 

aviod condition during monsoon season but this was 

imposs:;ible. The diet ~.<Jas bat~ely adequate. The physical 

appearance of most of the refugees showed the signs of 

hardship, low calorie intake and inadequate clothing. Almost 

everyone was suffering from different types of diseases. 
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Mobile units for mass inoculation program~s and the 

distribution of a few simple medications were active within 
39 

some of the camps. 

According to the Pakistan Government 

(a) The people described as refugees were realy Indians who 

had infiltrated into East Bengal and were pushed out by 

the Pakistan army. 

(b) The number of persons who crossed into India from East 

Pakistan h~d been inflated by adding them to the 

unemployed and the homeless of West Bengal. (c) 

Instead of treating the question of genuine refugees on 

humanitarian basis a callous campaign had been launched 
40 

by India to exploit the issue for Political Purposes. 

On 24 May, President Yahya Khan, in a Press 

cohfrence said that he was prepared to grant amnesty to 

these refugees who were misled by the 'anti-state elements' 

and 'miscreants' but he would not grant amnesty to those who 

rebelled or committed loot ,arson or rape. 

39. Bangladesh Documents, vol. I, pp. 460-462 ''Escape from 

Terror'', A report of the Mission to India for Pakistan 

Refugees, Submitted on 28 July 1971, by its chairman 

Mr,Angier Biddle Duke to Mr. F.L. Kellog special 

Assistant ~0 the Secretary of State for Refugee 

Affairs , Government of U.S.A. 

40. The akistan Times(Lahore) ,May 22, 1971. 
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However', reception camps were set up by the Government of 

Pakistan on East Wing borders for facilitating the return of 

the East Pakistani refugees in India. The Pakistani military 

rulers also reported that about 2000 EBR and EPR men 

surrendered and a large number of displaced persons came 

back through the reception camps set up on the borders i.e. 

through recognized routes. But international observers were 

~ceptical about the claims. Some of these displaced persons 

were interviewed by the Government and in their interviews 
41 

they admitted of an Indian plan to disperse them. But the 

way they were caught up and put before the television gave 

on the impression that thet were brought for the interview 

and were asked to make statements at gunpoint. 

The United Nations High Commissioner for Refugees, F't"'ince 

Sadruddin Aga Khan had dismissed Pakistani alleg~tion that 

India was obstructing the return of refugees. To remove fear 

of future repression, Pakistan must take necessary measures 

including working out a political settlement to the problem 

in East Pakistan. A West German parliamentarian who talked 

to refugees on their plans to return, once revealed that no 

one was willing to go back unless they were satisfied with 
42 

the situation there. Most of the refugees were muslims 

41. ibid., 11 June 1971. 

4 ? -· The Times of India <New Delhi), 5 July 1971 <E:·:cerpt 

from the Statment made by Dr. Pt'inz zu Sain 

Wingestein, West German, M.P.) 
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fleeing from a country they had been taught to regard as 

their own religious state. With refugees streaming across 

the bor·der·, it is India which was most affected by the 

dis tLwbances in Pakistan. Her resources were 
43 

strained. So humanitarian appeals were made for assistance 

in cash or kind. A Bangla newspaper expressed "t 1··emendous 

admiration" for the Indian releif effort in spite of the 

resource crunch. But clearly this was not a situation that 

should concern India alone. While providing relief, India 

made it plain that it is socially and economically 

impossible for the refugees to stay in India indefinit~ly. 

RELIEF EFFORTS BY INDIA 

Sever·al measur-es of ass i ~.5tance taken 

immediately by the Indian authorities at local and State 

levels ::.r1d alsc.1 at the Centr-al Gover-nment level under· the 

Department of Rehabilitation supported by other operational 
44 

ministries and by the Indian Red Cross Societies <IRS). 

The initial efforts were made in haste and were 

imp r·ov i sed. At checkposts established at the main points of 

43 .. The SUN ( U.~<. ) , 26 Apr·il 1.971. ci.ted 

Documents, vel. I, p. 495. 

f\efugees 
p.755. 

1.951 ::. 1972 ( New Jersey, 
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entry , arrangements were made to register the refugees and 

some food and immediate medical attention were provided so 

that the refugees might continue their journey inland. 

Refugees were temporarily housed in schools, colleges, 

government buildings and other vacant compounds. Food was 

issued from reserve 'buffer stocks' intended to meet famine 

and scarcity conditions which often occurred in cet·tain 

pockets of the country but this supply served to meet only 

the immediate demands. 

Howevet·, the problem in June 1971 reached such 

dimensions that a Central Coordination Committee for Refugee 

Relief <CCC) was set up within the Rehabilitation Department 

of the Central Ministry of Labour and charged with the t~sk 

of establishing camps and of coordinating the 
45 

Pt•ogt'ammes. 

relief 

In 
46 

less than nine months 825 refugee camps were 

set Ltp. By the end of the emergency acomodations in camps 

had been provided for 6.8 million refugees. The t'ema in i ng 

refugees (approximately 3 million were registered by the 

organization and provided with rations and medical 

assistance from the camps but found shelter with friends or 

t'e 1 at i ves. 

45. ibid. ' p. 756. 

46. Bang 1 adesh Documents, vel. II, p. 81. 
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A great number of Indian voluntary agencies 

played a valuable role in helping the refugees. The Indian 

Government allocated 600 million rupees <US 80 million) 

for aid to the refugees within the budg~t presented on 28 
47 

May. Three hundred million were earmarked for grants-in-

aid to the states affected by the influx and the other half 

for the administration of federal camps. The Government of 

India insisted, however that the problem was not of its 

making but the result of developments which had taken place 

in another country. While India due to its geographical 

situation and owing to human solidarity was assisting 

refugees, it was ~lso a responsibility of the international 
. 

community to provide the urgently needed resources. Under 

the circumstances India requested aid from United Nations. 

On 6th May United Nation was assured to take over financial 

responsibilities for the provision of relief to East 

Pakistan refugees. Thus the stage was set for the 

humanitarian relief by the United Nations. 

47. Government of India, Ministry of Finance Budget for 

1971 - 72 Report vol.II, pp. 5-6. 
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CHAPTER - III 

RELIEF ASSISTANCE BY THE UNITED NATIONS 
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III 

In accordance with the request of the !~dian 

Government on 23rd April 1971, the UN Secretary General 
1 

initiated the United Nations humanitarian effot·t. 

Sad t•udd in Agha Khan, the then High Commissioner for 

Refugees, from the outset was deeply preoccupied with the 

situation. He t•ealized that "his office might be asked to 

lend its assistance in mobilizing international help. But 

for him to act it was essential that the Government of India 

took the initiative and made a formal request. UNHCR is not 

automatically i~volved when there is a refugee movement 
2 

somewhere in the World''. Normally it would inform itself of 

a situation when circumstances indicate that the refugee 
'. 

might come within UNHCR's mandate. If refugees are people 

moving from one part of their country to another they 

probably do notconcern UNHCR, but if they cross a border 

they are likely to be. If problems of protection are 

involved and the host country is party to any of the 

international agreements concerning the status of refugees, 

the office is almost immediately in touch with the 

authot·ities. If the host country is not party to any 

agreement, the office offers first of all its services and 

1. Genet•al Assembly Offi·cial Record <GAOR), 

Session 26,addendum to the report of the UNHCR,p.4. 

.., ..... UNHCR Repm·t, " A Stot·y of anguish and action: The UN 

Focal Point for assistance to refugees from East 

Bengal in India," <New Yod::, 1972),p.6. 
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seeks through diplomatic contacts to assist both governments 

and refugees in finding solutions. 

In the protection sphere, therefore, it is more 

often than not the High Commissioner who takes the 

initiative. The situation is different where it concerns 

matet'ial assiste.nce. It is the t'espons i b i 1 i ty of 

governments, even of those who are parties to international 

agt'eements, to decide whether they wish to obtain UNHCR 

international material assistance. In several cases in the 

past, countries decided ·to take care of the displaced 

persons themselves, sometimes allowing voluntary agencies to 

operate on their territory, sometimes not. In these 

c i t•cumstances, :.iNHCR has to confine itself to its 

protection functions to the extent they are needed, but it 

cannot and does not force any country to accept material 

assistance. 

ESTABLISHMENT OF UNHCR AS FOCAL POINT 

However, in response to the Indian Government's 

request for assistance from the whole United Nations system, 

the Secretary General consulted with the members of the 

Administrative Committee for Coordination (ACC) which is an 

executive body of specialised agencies of the United 

Nations. After consultation he decided the High Commissioner 

~hould act as a 'focal point' for the coordination of 

assistance from the United Nations to Refugees from East 

Pakistan in India. 
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The varied and colossal nature of immedi~te relief 

measures - be it food, shelter or medical care was such that 

it was far beyond the financial or technical means of High 

Comm iss i onet~ fm~ Refugees alone. Thus, lo'Jithout any 

deliberations either in the General Assembly or in the 

Security Council, rather, according to the request of the 

Secretary General, UNHCR was assigned the job of co-

ordinatar, of planner, bf fund-raiser and of Liaison channel 

with governments and non-governmental organizations. 

The UN Secretary-General made an appeal to world 

community on 19th May fat~ assistance. HE' called "on behalf 

of the entire United Nations family, to governments, 

intergovernmental and non-governmental organisations as well 

as private sources, to help meet the urgent needs of 
4 

humanitat~ian assistance in this tt'agic situation." It was 

observed that a problem of such magnitude required a 

concerted and coordinated effort of all members of the 

United Nations system. 

In providing this, the United Nations played a 

vital and major part. Apart from UNHCR the other agencies 

which were involved, were- the United Nations Children's 

Fund <UNICEF>, the World Health Organisation (WHO> and the 

3. GAOR, n " 1 , p . 4. 

4. GAOR, Session 27, Supplement 1, A-·-8701, F:epor·t of the 

Secretary General on the work of the o~ganisatioo 

(16 June 1971 -- 15 June 1972) p.74. 
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World Food Programme<WFP) and agreed to coordinate fund-

raising and assistance activities related to the relief 

action with the High Commissioner at the international level 

and entrust the High Commissioner with Liaison both with the 

Government of India and with the govet~nmen ts which 

contributed to the relief effort in cash and kind. At the 

request of the Indian Government the operations in India 

were carried out and coordinated by the Indian authorities. 

By that time, the increasingly large numbers of 

refugees were already imposing great sacrifices on India. 

Immediately after assuming these additional functions, the 

High Commissioner ~ent to India a team of three senior staff 

headed by the Deputy High Commissioner to 
5 

investigate and assess the situation. In order to get huge 

help which was needed, it was pertinent to establish a 

detailed list of requirements and to the 

coot~d ina t ion of the international action on a 

basis. 

An analysis of the situation and the views of the 

Indian and Pakistan Governments made it clear that the 

United Nations action was to concentrate on two matters, 

previously defined - urgent relief measures for refugees in 

India and promotion of voluntary repatriation. Howevet~, 

repatriation was possible only if the original cause that 
6 

led to the refugee flow was eliminated. 

5. UNHCR,n.2, p.32. 

6. Leon Got'denket~, Refugee in Intet~national Politics, 
<London, 1987) , p. 127. 
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The findings of that mission were shared with 

governments thr~ugh their permanent representatives to the 

United Nations and through representatives of the United 

Nations High Commissioner for Refugees or through the 

Residential Representatives of United Nations 

Development Programme in the various capitals. 

However, the need to help India in its efforts to 

provide humanitarian aid to the vast masses of refugees 

placed the United Nations system before a tremendous 

responsibility. It had q~ickly to harness the world's 

resources to bring supplies of all kinds to these areas of 

suffering in the.shortest possible time. The challenging 

task of coordinating this work was given to the office of 
7 

the United Nations High Commissioner for Refugees. 

Thus, the overall coordination of the relief 

programme was to operate at UNHCR Headquarters and at the 

field level. A Focal Point unit was set up in UNHCR 

headquarters in Geneva and its task was to carry out the 

administrative functions of recording and transmitting 

contributions and collating information. It was meeting 

almost everyday. Besides, there was a Standing Interagency 

Consultation Unit CSICU> through which coordination with the 

other United Nations agencies was insured. 

Each agency had its own specific responsibilities. 

7. UNHCR Report, n.2, p.6. 
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World Food Programme advised on the availability of various 

food commodities and arranged for purchase and shipping. The 

United Nations Children's Fund was caring for children and 

women and acted as the purchasing agent for commodities such 

as shelter material, vehicles and baby food and arranged 

shipment. World Health Organisation, in addition to advising· 

on health matters, purchased and shipped vaccine and 

medical equipment in cooperation with UNICEF and 

League of Red Cross Societies. LRCS was working in support 

of the work of the Indi~n Red Cross and ofcourse, many of 

the voluntary agencies who although acting on their own were 

regularly in touch with Focal Point so as to obtain the 

greatest degree of effectiveness in bringing the right kind 
8 

of help to refugees. 

The United Nations High Commissioner maintained 

Liaison with the governments in obtaining contributions in 

cash and kind. It apportioned contributions received on the 

basis of a statement of needs and related information 

provided by the Indian Government to UNHCR officials in New 

Delhi. By holding press conferences in Geneva, New York, 

London and Paris the High Commissioner enlisted the 

essential support of the mass media on the 
9 

question. 

8. ibid., p.3. 

refugee 

9. The High Commissioner after returning from India and 
Pakistan on 19 June, held Press conferences in New 
York on 23 June, in Geneva on 25 June, in London on 
30 June and in Paris in 2 July,1971. 
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FIELD OPERATIONS 1 Structures and Functions 

Apart from the UNHCR's headquarters, a Focal Pbint 

mission was set up in New Delhi at the field level. 

Therefore within a brief time the mechanism of the· 

assistance channel was laid with Central Coordinating 

Committee <CCC> in New Delhi as the coordinating source of 

information and action in India, directly linking the 

Ministry of Rehabilitation to the relief operations 

headquarters in Calcutta; with standing Interagency 

Consultation Unit CSICU> in Geneva as the Platform where 

information from India, f~om donors, and of the activities 

by UN agencies wa~ exchanged ; and with the UNHCR as the 

fund-raising and decision taking body. 

The High Commissioner described the threefold 

functioning of coordinating mechanism that had been set up 

at the Focal Point as being 

(a) to mobilize and secure international support and 
contributions; 

(b) to arrange for the procurement of supplies in a 

coordinated manner and to deliver the supply to India ; 
10 

(c) to maintain close Liaison with Indian Government. 

10. Excerpt from the statement of Prince Sadruddin Agha 

Khan, UN High Commissioner for Refugees at the 

meeting of the Executive Committee of UNHCR held 

in Geneva, Oct. 4 1971. As cited in Bangladesh 

Documents, vol-2 pp.89-90. 
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Parallel with the establishment of the Focal Point 

operations a UN relief programme was initiated on behalf of 

the civilian papulation in East Pakistan. But Pakistan's 

permanent representative to the United Nations, Ambassador 

Agha Shahi protested that the position taken by the 

Secretary-General was a violation of Article 2, paragraph 7 

of the United Nations Charter which Prohibits ·United 

Nations intervention in matters essentially within the 

domestic jurisdiction of any state. The situation was in any 

case, he said returning to normal, despite the fact that 

India had given proof by deeds of its intention of 

undermining the, national 
1 1 

integrity of Pakistan. 

solidarity 

11. Pakistan Hori;oo, vol 24 no.2, p.117. 
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Despite the r~ebu f f, the Secr~etar~y 

continued his efforts and on 22 April wrote to President 

Yahya Khan offering humanitarian assistance on behalf of the 

United Nations system. The Pakistan Government endorsed the 

resumption of the United Nations relief operation for the 
12 

civilian population of East Bengal. 

The United Nations East Pakistan operation was set 

up in Dacca as a programme separate from that cf the Focal 

point in India. The Sec r~etar~y-G<::i tet~a 1 made c 1 ear that the 

two operations w~:·e distinct, but were r~e 1 a ted to the 

extent that ~s conditions improved a greater possibility of 

arresting and reversing the flow of refugees would occur. 

On 15 July the Secret~ry General 1ssued a comprehensiv~ 

United Nations review of the relief needs of East Pakistan, 

indicating that $ 28.2 million would be required to meet the 
13 

initial needs. 

The refugee problem was linked to the political 

and military situation, and in executing the massive 

humanitarian relief programme and seeking a pet~manent 

solution thr~ough voluntary r~epa t r~i at ion the High 

Commissioner had to steer a narrow course in the 

international arena. The High Commissioner was criticised 

12. United Nations Press release SG/SM/1474 12 May 1971. 

13. Thomas W. Olivet~, The United Nations in Ba.nqladesh(New 

Jersey, 1978), p.44. 
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by the segments of the world press. His office as the 

spearhead of the international community, was accused 

alternately of not acting quickly enough to bring relief 

to millions of destitute and homeless persons and of acting 

precipitously and thus interfering in the internal affairs 

of sovereign states. 

The High Commissioner in his efforts of relief 

operation followed up on the initiative of the Secretary-

General, who acted without any supporting resolution by the 

deliberative organs of the United Nations to establish the 

Focal Point programme. The Secretary-General justified his 
I 

independent actions on the manifestly humanitariah 

principles of the United Nations system. He stated that an 

initiative on his part was essential to fill the gap until 

more r~gular arrangements can be made and that the 

Secretary-General's obligations under the Charter must 

include any humanitarian action that he could take to save 

the lives of large numbers of human beings. His initiative 

was supported by Administrative Coordination Committee, 

including the Executive Heads of the United Nations agencies 
14 

and programmes at its meeting in Bern on 26 April 1971. 

The High Commissioner forcefully reiterated the Secretary 

General's concern that a strict neutrality was implicit in 

the humanitarian relief action to be implemented .under the 

Focal Point operation. 

14. GAOR, no.4, p.69. 
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The humanitarian concern was first voiced in the 

Social Committee of the Economic and Social Council <ESOSOCl 

by Ambassador Samer Sen, permanent representative of India 
15 

to the United Nations on 12 May 1971. He stressed that the 

proportions and the suffering of these people had been so 

enormous that it could not but be a matter of international 

concern. Again he reiterated before the Economic and Social 

Council the urgent need of international action and placed 

detailed suggestions as to how the international community 

might deal with the matter. 

However the step taken by the Secretary-General and the 

acute refugees problem in Indian Subcontinent was considered 
16 

by the ESOSOC at its meeting on 16 July 1971. Moreover, 

the chairman of the Economic and Social Council expressed 

the unanimous feeling of the delegates which was if profound 

concern and sincere support for the Focal Point operations. 

ROLE OF VOLUNTARY AGENCIES 

At the initial stage of refugee influx, some of the 

international voluntary organizations took charge. The local 

coordination of their work was secured through regular 

meetings, especially in Calcutta. In the early days of the 

influx from East Pakistan, the voluntary agencies used their 

15. India, Bangladesh Documents, Vol.2, p.102. 

16. ECOSO~, <Ll> Oc:tobet~ 1971, p.9. 
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ver~y 1 imi ted resources in doing 
17 

whatever they could 

until more help arrived. 

In the case of the contributions of the various 

national and Red Cross Societies, Lea~ue of Red Cross 

Societies carried out the coordination and assisted in this 

way the international committee on the Red Cross. Outside 

this channel, there were a host of voluntary agencies 

prepared and willing to help, some of them with chapters in 

many countries, such as. Caritas, the World Council of 

Chur~ches; the Christian Agency for Social Action <CASA>, 

the LLither~an World Federation, Coach Behar Refugee 

Ser~vice <CBRS>, OXFAM Britain, CARE in the United States, 

Austcare in Australia, CORSO in NewZealand or Radda Barnen 
18 

in Sweden, too many to mention them all. 

Ntit all voluntary organisations were operational, 

some helped the relief programmes through contributions in 

cash and kind, either to Indian or to in ter~na tiona 1 

organizations already working in India. The offers received 

from these voluntary agencies up to 24 February 1972 were; 

17. "Crisis in South Asia ", A t'epor't by Senator Ed1-1ard M. 

Kennedy to the sub committee to investigate problems 

connected with refugees and escapees of the committee 

on the Judiciary United States Senate, 1 November~ 

1971, <Washington, 1971), pp. 41-42. 

18. UNHCR Report, n.2, p.15. 
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through the United Nations Focal Point $ 5,451,140 and 
19 

directly from voluntary agencies $19,979,623. Many of 

these organizations launched appeals through radio, press 

and television. They organized several powerful fund-raising 

appeals in many countries. 

OPERATION OF RELIEF PROGRAMME 

Apart from the constant need of the refugees, some 

sudden incident had made the problem acute. For example once 

cholera broke out ~mong the refugee papulation and a massive 

vaccine had to be immediately mobilized and administered. 

Then the monsoon rain created problem and thousands of 

temporary shelters i.e. camps were required. To assess the 

continually shifting requirements of the refugees both 

qualitatively and quantitatively, three factors were 

observed by the Indian government; the size of refugee 

case load, the expected duration of their stay in India and 

the norms to be applied in providing relief. The lists 

were prepared by the Indian Government rega~ding the 

requirements of the refugees. These lists were the basis for 

the appeals for international contributions launched by the 

Secretary-General and that followed up by the High 

.Commissioner in his capacity as the United Nations Focal 

19. Bangladesh Documents, n.16, p.86. 
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Point. The first list totalling $175 million was presented 

in· May 1971. This was based on a caselo~d of three million 

refugees only. The second list was submitted on 26 June, 

totalling $400 million for six million refugees and the 

third was presented on 1 October which totalling $558 
20 

million for eight million refugees. 

However, the costs of the assistance programme 

fell into two categories. 

Recurrent co•ts i.e. food and medical assistance and 

i i) Non - recurrent costs i.e. shelter transportation, 

sanitation facilities and others. 

Eventually the total direct cost of the relief programme 

amounted to about $440 million, of which international 

contributions transferred to the Indian Government covered 

more than one half. The deficit was borne by India. 

Contributions in cash and kind, from foreign countries were 

made mainly by governments, but also by the United Nations 

agencies<from their own emergency resources) and also by 

the non-governmental voluntary organisations. Seventy tht~ee 

countries donated through the United Nations Focal Point a 

sum of $192,935,136 and directly to the Government of India 

20. UN Monthly Chronicle, vol. VI I I, No. < 8) , <August-

September 1Q71>, pp.57-59. 
' 
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totalling $41,778,283. Among these countries Burma donated 

500 tons of rice; Poland donated 100 litres of cholera 

vaccines and antibiotics; and blankets, medicine,baby food 
21 

were donated by Turkey . However, sixty four countriei 

donated $183.2 million in cash and kind through the United 

Nations system. The U.S. Senator Kennedy introduced the bill 

for Refugee relief on 23 September 1971, to authorize 

appropriations for the relief of Pakistani t'efugees in 

India. Accot•ding to him, "the stot·y of East Pakistan will 

surely be written as one of the greatest nightmares of 

modern times. The situation as, I saw it for myself defies 

desct'iption and ·each day the misf?t'Y gt'ows". However', the 
22 

United States gave over $82 million in cash and kind. 

The other prominent donator countries were the United Kingdom 

which donated a sum of $26 million and the Federal Republic of 

Germany while donated $17.6 million. Besides these, in all 

each of eleven countries gave over $1 million. Bi latet'al 

arrangements were also made by a number of countries and 

inter governmental organizations. For example the USSR 

provided 50,000 tens of rice and 1,000000 units of small pox 

21. Bangladesh Documents,Vol.2, pp 82-84. 

22. " Relief Problems in East Pakistan and India" Pat't II, 

Hearing before the sub committee to Investigative 

problems connected with Refugees and Escapees of the 

Committee on the Judi c i at'Y United States 

Senate, 92nd Congress Ist session, september 30, 

1971 (Washington, 1971) ,p.309. 
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vaccine; and Japan, the Federal Republic of Germany, Canada, 

Sweden, Norway t~e UK and U.S.A directly or through support 

given to voluntary agencies rushed cash, food, shelter and 
23 

medicaments to the subcontinent. The offers received from 

the United Nations Agencies was $4,352,280 out of that 

amount the WHO gave $3,097,280; UNHCR S 500,000; UNICEF 
24 

$600,000 and WHO $155,000. 

(a) E2.9s! 

World Food Programme acted as a food advisor to 

Focal Point and handled almost all food secured through the 

United Nations system. The staff of this agency worked 

closely with the Indian Government from the middle of April 

1971 with the Central Coordination Committee. They were 

f t•equen t 1 y consulted on all matters concet·n i ng food 

sup p 1 i es, . 1 og i s t i c s, the phasing of food shipments, the 

composition of the daily per capita ration, etc. The WFP 

from its reserves released several thousands tons of butter 

oil and milk powder at an estimated value of over one 
25 

million dollars. 

(b) Shelter 

As far as shelter was concerned the Indian 

Government instructed that all accomodation for the refugees 

----~----------------

23. Bangladesh Documents, Vol.2, pp.83-85. 

24. ibid. ' p. 86. 

25. UNHCR Report: n.2, p.15. 
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.was to be of a short-term nature and that costs of 

constructions should be kept to a minimum by the use of 

inexpensive locally available materials, because it was 

thought that the refugees would have to· return to their 

country within six months. The United Nations Children's 

Fund <UNICEF> entrusted with selection and procurement of 

material placed orders for suitable plastic sheeting. 

However sudden heavy monsoon rains in West Bengal and in 

other states too, which started before the usual time added 

to the problem. Although the main emergency was met, the 

need for shelter continued to be priority problem because 

of the continuou~ flow of refugees UNICEF made an 

immediate appropriation of $300,000 for the supply of relief 

goods, including medicines and jeeps, and paid for an 
26 

airlift of badly-needed relief goods. 

(c) Hetlth 

The overcrowded refugees were suffering from 

severe health problems due to lack of safe drinking water 

and unsanitary conditions which resulted many diseases 

i.e. cholera, diptheria, smallpox, gastro-entiritis and skin 

diseases. The World Health Organisation provided immediate 

help by sending drugs, medical supplies and equipments etc. 

About 21 million doses of anti-cholera vaccine were 

provided through the United Nations system. The high 

incidence of severe protein-calorie malnutrition was 

26. ibid. 
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observed among children by the UNICEF. As a result 

Nutritional Therapy Centres were established for children 

under five years who had signs of moderate and severe 
27 

malnutrition. 

PROBLEM OF TRANSPORTATION 

In order to perform these duties, the assisting 

agencies and authorities were facing the problem of 

transportation. The things which were carried included 

shelter materials, food grains, medicine, jeeps, blankets, 

cloth and utensils. Airlifts minimised because of high cost. 

Howe~er, the Indi~n Government carried supplies like anti-

cholera drugs and milk powder from Europe and then from 

Bombay and Delhi to Calcutta by Indian Airlines. Even the 

railway transport was also problematic. The lines of North 

Eastern region were meter-gauged track. Railway transports 

from Bombay to the North-East involved shifting the cargo 

to meter gauge trains. Besides the main line from Calcutta 

to North Bengal and Assam crosses the Ganges River at 

Farraka where bridge was not completed and passengers and 

goods were Ferrying across by boats. During the monsoon 

floods, this ferry facilities had to be suspended for three 

27. Prince Sadruddin Agha Khan's Statement in the Third 

Committee of the United Nations General Assembly 

18 November,1971<Bangladesh Documents, Vol-2,pp.97-100). 
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months. However, due to these difficulties involved in air 

and rail transportation, the most dependable transport 

was by road. Therefore, the total cost for vehicles and 

t ranspot~ta t ion pt'OVided to the Indian Sovet~nmen t 

tht~ough the United Nations system WD~ valLted at 

$10,105,272 for ~·.hich 1885 vehicles 
28 

wet'e p t~ov i ded. 

EMERGENCE OF INDEPENDENT BANGLADESH 

The High Commissioner made a second ,ioLwney to 

[ndia and Pakistan in the beginning of November. The two 

1umanitarian programmes on the Asian subcontinent were 

:onsidered on 18-22 November by the Third Committee of the 

~eneral Assembly in connection with the reports of the High 

:ommissioner and of the Assistant Secretary-General who was 

n charge· of the United Nations East-Pakistan Refugee 

1pet'a t ion < UNEPRO > • After two days of debate, the third 

ommittee presented a t'esolution stt~ongly 

upporting the efforts of the High Commissioner. 

Due to deteriorating situation and possibility of 

rmed clashes between India and Pakistan, nine 

ountries including the United Kingdom and United States 

equested the Security Council for an immediate meeting. 

=cordingly on 4 December the Security Council met and a 

i :·: -poi-JE~t~ dt~af t t'esolution was in tt·oduced by the 

~presentative of Somalia (sponsored by Argentina,Burundi, 

3. ibid. 
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Japan, Nicaragua, Sierra Leone). It was adopted by a vote 

of 11 to none ~-Jith 4 abs-d:e."'tions. Tht'ough this t'esolution 

the security council transferred the question to the 

General Assembly as provided for in General Assembly 
29 

Resolution 377 A (V) of 3 November 1950. 

The General Assembly, on 6th December reviewed the 

resolution drafted by the Third Committee and passed it 

unanimously as 2790<XXVI>. It was about the United Nations 

'assistance to East Pakistan refugees through Focal Point 

and the United Nations humanitarian assistance to East 
\ 

Pakistan. It recognized that voluntary repatriation would 

be the only satisfactory solution to the refugee problem and 

endorsed the designation of the High Commissioner to be the 

Focal Point for coordination of assistance to East Pakistan 

refugees in India. It further endorsed the Secretary-Gerieral 

and the High-Commissioner to continue their efforts and 

appealed to the international community to intensify their 

assistance efforts. 

However, the war between India and Pakist~n broke 

out on 6 December 1971. The General Assembly considered the 

outbreak of hostilities at two meetings held on 7 December. 

29. GAOR,n.4,pp.71-73. 

30 ibid. 
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Howevet~, the General Assembly adopted a 34 power draft 

resolution introduced by Argentina by a vote of 104 to 11 

with 10 absentations, 
31 

as resolution 2793<XXVI> This 

resolution recognized the need to take -measures to bring 

about an immediate cessation of hostilities between India 

and Pakistan and effect a withdrawal of their armed forces 

to their own sides of the borders. It urged intensification 

of efforts to bring about the condition necessary for the 

voluntary return of the East Pakistan refugees to thei t~ 

homes and called for the full cooperation of all states in 

rendering assistance to and relieving the distress of th~ 

was "infot~med by the 

Pakistan authority on· 9th of December regarding the 

acceptance of cease-fire and withdrawal of troops. On the 

other hand the Prime Minister of India informed the Security 

Council on 16 December that the Pakistan armed force~ had 

in East Pakistan and India had recognized the 

independent state of Bangladesh". MeanvJhilt~, the secw~ i ty 

council of the United Nations met on December 21, 1971 and 

passed a six-power draft resolution(sponsored by Argentina, 

Japan, Nicaragua, Sierra Leone) by 13 votes to 
32 

none, with 2 absentations as resolution 307(1971) In this 

resolution while formulising ceasefire arrangement the 

Security Council called for international assistance in the 

31 ibid. 

32 ibid, pp-74-75. 
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relief of suffering and the rehabilitation of refugees and 

their return in safety and dignity to their homes, and for· 

full cooperation with the Secretary-General to that effect. 

COMMENCEMENT AND COMPLETION OF REPATRIATION 

If forced migrants would voluntarily choose to 

to their countries of origin the immediate 

difficulties caused them and their hosts would come to an 

end. The refugees would presumably be able to go back to 

their old homes, take up ~heir lives in a society to which 

they were accustom~d, avoid the pains of adjustment that all 

aliens encounter and incur the least possible expense for 

public authorities and other social groups. The United 

Nations High Commissioner for Refugee and other agencies 

that dea( with refugees almost always specify repatriation 

as the best outcome of a refugee situation. Voluntar-y 

repatriation of some, and often sizeable ft•actions of 

refugee groups sometimes takes place immediately after the 
33 

original cause has been eliminated. 

The Secretary-General's decision in accordance 

with the mandate given to him by the General Assembly in 

r-esolution 

2790(XXVI> and the Security Council in t•eso 1 Ll t ion 

33. Gor'denket"', n.6, pp .. 126-127. 
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307(1971>, to continue to furnish humanitarian assistance to 

the area, enabled the organization to act as the catalyst 

and coordinator needed to mobilize and deliver assistance. 

However~, the United Nations Relief operation in Dacca was 
34 

established as the successor of the UNEPRO 

Accot~dingly, after cease-fire between India and 

Pakistan, Mr. Paul-Marc Henry the head of the United Nations 

East Pakistan Refugee Operation, resumed the United Nations 

humanitarian relief operation under a new name, UNRDD, and to 

coordinate UNHCR aid in the massive movement of r~efugees 

35 
back to their homeland 

The ret~rn home had started already during the 

fighting was going on. Refugee whose homes 

bordering areas started the trekback without waiting for any 

organized transport. Some went on foot 1 dthers on bicycles 

or pulling rickshaws carrying aged parents and young 

children, with some reserve food and a few meagre 

belongings. They followed the tracks and roads leading to 

their districts in an impatient rush to their home-steads. 

Soon after the surrender of Pakistani tr·oops on 

December 16,1971 the Indian government in cooperation with 

the authorities in Dacca, re-established the five major 

34. Documents S/10466,21 December 1971. 

35. Oliver, n.13,pp-98-99. 
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railway lines that had linked India with East Bengal before 

the creation of Pakistan, each of these lines has since 

been used to move two trainloads of refugees to Bangladesh 
36 

evet"Y day. Those of the refugees who were not transported 

by the govet"nment ~J.et·e given jout·ney allo~n,nces. Fat' the 

majority however, tt•ansportat ion had to be provided. 

Special trains for those living in outlying central camps 

in North East were run 3500 trucks and 30 launches, 

steamet's and bat·ges wet'e used in J anuat'y fot' the 
37 

evacuation of I refugees from South Bengal and Assam. 

The Government of India and Focal Point agreed on 

certain arrangements concerning the transfer of relief 

materials across the border in conjunction with the return 

flow of refugees, contributing to the humanitarian ~elief 

and rehabilitation efforts of the United Nations r~lief 

operation in the Dacca area. Thus 10 days to two weeks food 

were to be given to the refugees for their 

journey home. This distribution was expected to amount to 

26,000 tons of rice and 9,000 tons of wheat when the 
38 

repatriation process had been completed Moreover, the · 

36. Mat'CLIS Ft"anda, B<:u1gl adesh . The Fi t'St Decade (New 

De 1 hi, 1982) 'p. 115. 

37' ibid.' pp. 116-117. 

38. United Nat ions, GA<XXVII) SC,A/8662, S/10539, 15 
Febt'uary 1972,p.2. 
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Indian Red Cross, at the request of the Government of India, 

transferred more than 7000 metric tons of milk powder, high 

protein food mixes and sugar to the Red Cross authorities 

across the border. Since the beginning of the activities of 

focal point, 3.5 million blankets and $10 million worth of 

shelter material had been provided to the refugees in 

India from the United Nations resources and of these a 

substantial part was taken by the returning refugees across 

the border. Similarly, 8700 sets of utensils were moved by 

truck from Calcutta across the border on 11 February and 

this movement continued at the rate of 10 truck-loads a day 
39 

until 60400 sets have been delivered. 

The Focal Poirit was continuing its representation 

in Dacca in order to ensure liaison with the United Nations 

relief operations in that at~ea, mor~ specifically with 

respect to the movement and integration of displaced persons 

returning from India. 

On 20 January 1972 the Indian Government in an 

aide-memo i t~e to the UNHCR, stt~essed that al thoLtgh 

international assistance had so far contributed in no small 

measure it did not reach one half of the total estimated 

expenditure for relief in India alone and stated that a 

further expenditure estimated at $80 to $100 million was 
40 

required for the repatriation phase By the end of May 

39 ibid. 

40. UN, Monthly Ch1·~onicle Januat~y 1972, IX<1>, p.89 and 
170. 
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1972 contributions pledged to the Focal Point toward 

repatriation amounted to $14 million, $6.3 million of which 

was transferred to the Government of Bangladesh for aid in 
41 

financing relief and rehabilitation of the returnees. 

On the departure from the camps in India, the 

refugees were given basic materials for few days and in 

certain cases partly in cash. The refugee were, at the same 

time, requested to surrender their ration cards, border 

slips and registration cards which were given in India. In 

return they received a 'refugee return card' on the ground 

of which they were admitted into Bangladesh as returning 
42 

refugees and were entitled to further help there 

At last, on 25 March 1972 the organized return 

movement of the East Pakistan refugees was completed. An 

additional 60,000 refugees who were staying with relatives 
43 

were expected to return on their own. 

The task of the Focal Points had come to an end, 

except for the administrative winding up of the operations. 

The High Commissioner marked the end of his responsibilities 

as Focal Point by making a personal visit to the returnees, 

to the United Nations Relief Operation in Dacca<UNROD> 

the Indian Government and the United Nations 

representatives in New Delhi and finally to the new leaders 

of Pakistan. 

41. UNHCR Report, n.2, p.79. 
42. ibid,p.BO. 
43. ibid. 
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CHAPTER IV 

C 0 N C L U S I 0 N 



This dissertation has endeavoured to examine the 

United Nations Relief Operations for East Pakistani refugees 

in India during 1971 and 1972. It was among the most 

ambitious and grand efforts ever undertaken by the World 

organization to help refugees. The fundamental purpose of 

the relief operation was to mobilize and harmonize the 

efforts of governments, the international voluntary 

organizations and the organizations and programmes of the 

United Nations system to assist East-Pakistani refugees in 

India. This objective was achieved. 

The accomplishment was organically linked to the 

historical development of international humanitarian relief 

activities. As a successor to the heritage of the League in 

so far as especially economic and social cooperation was 

concerned, the United Nations from the very beginning 

recognised that the task of looking after for refugees was a 

matter of international concern and accordingly the 

community of states should assume collective responsibility 

for those fleeing persecution. This 

intially in the inception in 1946 of 

realisation resulted 

the International 

Refugee Organization by the General Assembly. The IRO was a 

specialized agency of the United Nations whose primary 

objective was to seek solutions to the problems of wartime 

refugees and displaced persons still in camps. The IRO was 

succeded by, the office of the United Nations High 
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Commissioner for Refugees <UNHCR) which was set up in 

January 1951, with its headquarters at Geneva. The office of 

UNHCR has evolved in institutional concentration of 

expertise and experience in the field of refugee relief. 

The partition of India and establishment of an 

independent state of Pakistan in 1947, the socio-economic 

and political disparities between two geographically 

separated wings of Pakistan came to the fore. The dominance 

of West Pakistan over East Pakistan was, institutionalised 

in various sectors of public sphere. Although, East 

Pakistani were in a majority but they never allowed due 

share in power. Similarly, the goverment declared Urdu as 

national language which was not acceptable for Bengali-

speaking East Pakistanis. Economically too, the East 

Pakistanis were deprived by West Pakistani people. In the 

' economic sphere also, an intolerable struct~re of injustice 

was established. It was a reminiscence of the traditional 

relationship between an imperial power and a colony. Under 

these circumstan~es the people of East Pakistan under the 

leadership Sheikh Mujibur Rahman who was President of Awami 

League, raised the demand for autonomy. However, unable to 

thwart overwhelming electoral support to the Awami League 

and unwilling to transfer power to Sheikh Mujibur Rehman as 

per the December 1971 election results, the Pakistan ruling 

establishment of President Yahya Khan resorted to strong arm 
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measures and ordered ruthless ~uppression of the East 

Pakistanis iM march 1971. A large number of innocent people, 

particularly students were killed, women were raped. 

However, inspite of world media exposure of the army·s· 

brutality, the Yahya Khan's regime denied any mass 

sufferings. Also Pakistan alleged that Sheikh Mujibur Rahman 

and his party-Awami League, were enemies of Pakistan and 

they wanted East Pakistan to break away completely from the 

country. 

As a result of peristence attrocities and brutal 

genocice by West Pakistan army, the people of East Pakistan 

started crossing ~nto the neighbouring India in order to 

seek shelter and refuge. The first wave of refugees from 

Bangladesh were the leading cadres of Awami League and the 

members of East Bengal Regiment <EBR> and East Pakistan 

Rifles <EPR> who were followed by the general people. 

This huge influx of the refugees from one country 

to another had no parallel and had put great strain on the 

economic development of India. However, the Government of 

India as a special case allowed the entry of refugees from 

East Bengal to India on purely humanitarian considerationss. 

However, since March 1971 to December 15, 1971 the total 

number of refugees who sought refuge in India were 

9,899,305. International media exposed the detiriorating 

situation in the Indian sub-continent as well as the worse 

conditions of refugees. Media also mobilized the 

international community on the need for humanitarian 
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assistance to these refugees. 

Whatever·· measures of relief were needed and 

possible were taken by the Indian Government at various 

levels. In June 71, the problem reached such dimensions that 

a Central Coordination Committee for Refugee Relief<CCC) 

was established with a mandate to establis~ camps and of 

coordinating the relief 

Simultaneously shr~idering the burden of 

t'elief to ten million refugees meant a serious 

pt'OViding 

str·ain to 

India. Therefore, on 23 April 1971 by the Indian Government 

an appeal was addressed to the Secretary General of the 

Nations for international assistance. Efforts to t'el ieve 

the sufferings of the refugees in that area began in May 

1971 and continued through a period of war between India and 

Pakistan into the very difficult initial periods o~ the 

newly independent sovereign state of Bangladesh. 

The position of the United Nations was delicate. 

There were the baffling, political aspects of the problems. 

Passions ran high and the Organization saw itself exposed 

to irate criticism onthe part of a large section of the 

mass media. As for the relief action both the Secretary 

General and the High Commissioner who had been given 

specific responsibilities as "F!::lcal Point" ·for• assistance by 

and through the United Nations system r·eal i zed the 
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importance of maintaining a strict attitude of humanitarian 

neutrality. Only by doing this could they ensure that the 

multi latet~al channel would enjoy the widest possible 

support of the parties concerned and of the international 

community as a whole. 

It is significant that both India and Pakistan, 

inspite of the crisis, recognized the validity of this 

approach. They extended their full cooperation, in their own 

jurisdiction, to those in the United Nations engaged in this 

life-saving undertaking, even if on certain aspects they 

held strongly differing opinions. These did not hamper the 

operation since those subjects on which no 

agreement could be reached related to matters other than 

material help. 

The role of the office of the United Nations High 

Commissioner for Refugees was at the request of the 

Secretary-General who was assigned the task of planner and 

·coordinator with Governments and Non-governmental agencies, 

the UNICEF, the WHO and the WFP were associated with the 

efforts of the Focal Point. 

What is remarkable an part of the United Nations is the 

swiftness with which the Organization could respond and 

mobilise its exp~rtise and meagre finances. There has been 

in the past a great deal of criticism regarding the way in 

which world body had sought to solve problems of peace and 

secut' i ty in various parts of the world and even of same of 
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the activities of the United Nations System in the social 

and economic field. But in this human crisis of 

unprecedented proportions, the organization proved that it 

had in its structure and in the quality of its officers the 

unquestionable ability to mobilize resources bring these to 

the points where they needed coordiHation between host and 

donor Governments. 

The response of many governments and voluntary 

agencies was generous and the effectiveness of the 

assistance 

mechanism 

provided 

United 

was enhanced by a coordinating 

at Nations headquarters and in India 

itself, which ~as able to call for the kind of 

contributions needed to channel them in the right direction 

and to work closely with the local authorities in the use of 

the 

by 

assistance received. The Indian Red Cross supported 

the League of Red Cross Socities, chartered many planes 

to fly medicines and offer relief supplies from calcutta to 

northern part of West Bengal, Assam, Meghalaya and Tripura. 

During the ten months of the emergency 

and by the end of the operations the volume of relief 

channel through the the United Nations Focal Point was to 

the tune of US $183 million both in cash and kind. Besides, 

bilateral governmental aid on its part represented some $60 

million, while direct non-governmental support has been 

estimated at $ 46 million. 

The assistance in material forms, meant provision 
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of several tonn~s of butter oil and milk powder from 

reserves of the WFP and supply of 21 million doses of anti-

cholera vaccine by the WHO. The UNICEF also provided 

medicines and means of transportation for example jeeps 

and trucks through that, materials were transported and 

supplied for refugees. The other assistance materials 

including temporary shelter items, for example, food grains, 

blankets, clothes, medicines, utensils and plastic sheets 

were provided. At the moment of repatriation, necessary 

stocks of food and even, cash were made available for the~ 

so they could have started their livelihood. 

As a matter of the long term international impact 

of the experience, the designation of the UNHCR as the Focal 

Point became the useful precedent for some of the recent UN 

refugee relief enterprises like in Cambodia (1979-93). 

On the on~ hand cynics may point out that the 

United Nations failed to condemn the hideous action of the 

Pakistani army or to take any positive step to check it. 

On the other hand it may equally forcefully be argued that, 

a condemnation was inmical to the 'humanitarian mission'-

the most fundamental responsibility of any civilised 

community towards fellow human ~eings in the hour of the 

need. 

9 c 
J 



RELIEF AID FROM FOREIGN COUNTRIES UP TO 
FEBRUARY 24, 1972 

1. OFFERS RECEIVED FROM FOREIGN GOVERNMENTS 

Offers of assistance in 
terms of U.S. dollars. 

Serio," Name of tilt! Foreign 
__ ...._ ___ 

TM<1f. 

IIUI7ih"'r". Gn, £•rnment Through Direct to thc 
U.N. Focal GnranmPIII 

Point. of India. 

II) ( 2) (3) ( .1) (:) 

Australia 3.935,072. 1.220.000 5.155.072 

2 Argentina 240,000 ~.w.ooo 

3 Austria 164,790 164,790 

4 Barbados 2,500 2,500 

5 Belgium I, 126,07~ 1.126.078 

6 Burma 

7 Botswana 7,000 7.000 

8 Brazil ... 9,250 <J.:so 

9 Canada 16,651,000 ) (cash and kind) 
762,376 I 

(in cash) 

J 
20,260,307 

2,846,931 
(in kind) 

10 Ceylon 336,134 ~36.134 

II Chile 3,000 ~.000 

12 C :ec/wslo rak ia fi6.667 /lfi.M7 

I 3 Cyprus 11,999 II ,999 

14 Denmark 2.650,29~ 2.650,293 

15 Dahomey 126 126 

16 E. E. C. 8, 600,000 8,600,000 

17 Finland 477,783 477,783 

18 Federal Republic of Germany 19,771,298 19,'.'71 ,298 

19 Fiji 5,000 5,000 

20 France 2,908,115 :,908,115 

21 German Democratic Rcpub/ic 1.695.500 I ,695,500 

22 Guinea 40,000 40,000 

23 Gambia 235 235 

24 Ghana 25,010 25,010 

25 Guyana 5,180 .5, I St_l 



Offers of assista11ce in 
terms of U.S. dollars. 

Serial Same o} rhe Foreign ----·--... Total. 

nt1mber. Gorernment. Through Direct tothe 
U.N. Focal Go~ern_menr 

l'oi111. "!India. 

I I) t ~I t3) (4) ( s) 

:6 Holy Sec 5,000 5,000 

27 Icc-lanJ li,595 8,595 

::!8 Iran 183,606 183,606 

29 lrth/ 83,333 83.333 

30 Ireland 215,91l3 215,983 

~I l!aly ... 22. 76~ 22.764 

32 Jamaica 12,745 11,745 

33 .Iapan 5 '{)()()' 000 s. {)()()' 000 

3~ Kenya 26,834 26,834 

1' . J Khmer Republic· 1,000 1,000 

36 Kuwait 60,000 60,000 

J7 Republic of Korea (South Korea) .. 5,000 5,000 

11\ Liechtenstein 7,433 7,433 

.19 Liberia 30,000 30,000 

40 Libyan Arab Republic :oo,ooo 200,000 

~I Luxembourg 15,957 15,957 

42 Mauritius .~o.ooo 50,000 

43 Monaco 5,434 5,434 

44 Malaysia 13,072 13,072 

45 Nepal ... -· 2,451 2,451 

46 Nt>w Zealand 115,17 J 10,560 185,731 

47 Netherland 5,754,247 5,754,247 

48 Norway 1,990,760 I 
980,000 J 

2,970,760 

49 Oman (Sultanate of) 25,000 25,000 

50 Poland • 

5! Philippines 100,000 100,000 

~ ----···--- --- -- ------ ---------- --------
···" ... ·-·· 
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Oj]ers of assistance in 
terms of U.S. dollars. 

Serial l•'a~M of the Fouign Tt<,<11. 

number. Government. Through Direct to the 
U.N. Focal Go•·ernment 

Point. o( India. 

(I) (2) (3) (4) ,5) 

~1 Spain 42,857 -1:.857 

53 Swaziland 1,200 1,200 

54 Sweden 6,000.584 6,000,58-l 

55 San MaricH' 1.603 ;,{)(D 

56 Singarnre 13,147 13,147 

57 Senegal 7.194 . 7,194 

58 Switzerland 1.467,062 180,000 2,647,062 

59 Trinidad and Tobago 10,059 10.059 

60 Turkey 

61 Tanzania 8,404 8,404 

62 Thailand 13.300 13,300 

63 Togo 1.079 1,,; ;•y 

6-l Tonga 283 :sJ 

65 U.A.R. 60,000 .:!.:!,223 R2,2~3 

h(, l'.K. ... 28.262,132 9,920,000 38.182,132 

67 U.S.A. 35,500,000 
<Cash) 

S9,157,(00 
53,657,000 
<Kind) 

(,~ L:.s.S.R. 20,000,000 20.000,000 

69 Uganda 14,006 14,006 

70 Uruguay 2,000 2,000 

71 Yugoslavia 20,000 20.000 

72 South Vietnam ... 15,000 20,000 35,000 

73 Zambia 28,004 28,004 

TN a I 192,93~.136 4! ,778,283 231,713,419 
-·· ---- ·- --. --.----

----~-------- --------- -----------··- ··-·-- ----- - .. 



2. OFFERS RECEIVED .FROM l'.~. A(:F.NCIF.S 

Offers received from U.N. Agencies s 4,352,280 

Oilers r/ assistance in terms uf 
U.S. dol/an. 

St:·i:J.1 .\"<Jml'<•fthC' r- ]",,/,11 . 

11///llf>t'l • /l:temati,mal Through Dira: lo nirect f,) 

{),.!!OJli~atir)lt. L'.S. Focal lh(' thr 
Point. Cor('l'nment I dmrlary 

o( /n,.'ia. Organisation. 

(II (2) (3) (~) (51 (6) 

I \VHP 3.097,280 3,097,280 
;> UNHCR 500,000 500,000 
3 UNICEF 600,000 000,000 
4 WHO 155,000 155,000 ------ -··---

4,352,280 -~.35~.:2110 
---·- -- --· -·---·-·-

~- OFFERS RECEIVED FR0\1 \'OLU:"TARY ORGA~ISATIONS 

(i) Through U. N. Focal Point 

(ii) Direct from Voluntary Organisations 

Serial Name of the International 
number. Organi.mtion' Foreign Gm·ernmt'nt. 

(1) ( ~) 

Australia-

( a) AUSTCARE 
(h) Other Organisations 

~ (i) Belgian Committee for aid w 
refugees 

(ii) Other Organisations 

3 Voluntary Organisations (Canada) 

4 CIMADE (France) 
Other Organisations 

5 Voluntary Organisations (Guyana) 

6 (a) Deut Sche Welhungcrstrife (F R G) 
and Other Organisations 

(b) Voluntary Organisations (F R G) 

7 Voluntary Organisations (Iceland) 

Total 

Offers of a.Histance in 
terms of U.S. dollars. 

r-----"--------, 

Through Direct 
[•.N.Focal ::zrough 

Point. Voluntary 
Organisa-

tions. 

(3) (4) 

47,603 } 
238,130 

46,28() } 
65,075 

64,653 

9,058} 
846,756 

5,000 

1,505,487 

6.580,000 

1,200 

25,000 

(!:-.; DOLLARS) 

5.451,140 

19,979,623 

25,430,763 

Total. 

( 5) 

285.733 

111,361 

14,653 

R55,814 

5,000 

1,505,487 

6,580,000 

1,200 

''i '(l{)(l 

Q;cuYe<?. · . .§__O-_Ylr§tc..~l~-'~~ ]ec_~'Wl~vt+s 1 Vc\· 2 ; PP. ~b-88). 
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Serial 
number. 

Name of the International 
OrganisationfForl'ign G01·ernml'nt. 

(!) 

9 Japan-

(a) DOME! 
(I>) Other Voluntary Organisations 

10 Voluntary Organisations (l.uxembourg) 

II :"'ietherlands-

(a) LUNJC~F 

(h) Relief Committees 

12 New Zealand-

CORSO 
Other Organisations 

13 :-.iorway-

Norwegian Refugee Council 

Other Voluntary Organisations 

1·1 Switzerland--

Private Agencies 

15 Sweden-

(a) Red Cross Society and Luthcrn 
World Federation, Sweden. 

(b) Radda Barmar ... 

Voluntary Organisations 

17 L'.S.A-

(a) World Student Christian 
Federation. 

(b) Other Organisations 

18 Gift Coupon, UNESCO 

19 Sovereign Order of Malta 

20 Air Companies 

21 I C F U 

Offers of assistt/1/CI! in 
terms of U.S. dollars. 

,-------"--------. 
Through 

U.N. Focal 
Point. 

(3) 

85,000 l 
10,000 j 

1,005 

Direct 
through 

Voluntary 
Organisa

tion<. 

(4) 

To£~11. 

(5) 

95,000 

1,005 

140,056 
2.629,054 

.. } ·, '40.046 
3.170.936 

too 

52,788 } 
45.93R 

14,000 

139.997 

116.279 

12,830 

3.375} 

~97,115 

8,205 

10,801 

232,936 

1,.;ti3 

95.400 

12(i,000 

777,000 

70,000 

[j4,J2(i 

1-10,000 

1)9,997 

777,000 

70,000 

116.279 

12,830 

400.490 

8,205 

10,801 

232,936 

1,463 



Offers of assistance in 
tl'.·ms of U.S. dollars. 

Serial Name of the International ;- --, Toial. 

number. Organisation/ Foreign Gm·ernment. Through Direct 

(I) 

~, 

23 

24 

25 

26 

27 

28 

2'! 

30 

31 

U.N. Focal through 
Point. Voluntary 

Orgc.nisu-
tions. 

t2) (3) (4) (51 

Pri\'atc Donors-

(a) Switzerland 1,21(, 1,216 

(h) United States 16,40S 16,408 

(c) Other C0tmtrie-; :!,014 2,014 

(d) Malaya~ia 1}0~ 1,30!! 

it') Zaire 13,540 13,540 

U.N. Staff Association 16.767 16,767 

International Red Cross Society 70,000 70,000 

National Societies to I R c s 6.615,233 6,615,233 

Catholic Hierarchy 144,000 144,000 

Protestant Church 7,200 7,200 

Freedom fr0m Hunger Campaign, 

Australia 483,000 4R3,000 

Indian Community, Ghana, Liberia 

and Sierra Le0ne 30,I6n 30,166 

Indian Community, Dublin (f reland) · 5.688 5,688 

Double counting (-) 1,330,21J (-) 1,330,213 

T0tal 5,451,140 19,979,623 25,430,763 

Grand total-1, 2 and 3 $ 264,496,462 
or 

Rs. 198.37 crores. 
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