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1. Historical background
Karimganj district is an integral part of Barak valley and the extreme south western district of Assam. It is adjoining to Bangladesh in her north-west side with a common 100 km. international border, the state of Tripura lies on her south-west, Mizoram in the south and Cachar and Hailakandi districts of Assam in the eastern side. Karimganj town is an important river port and has seasonal cargo and freight transport link with Kolkata through river ways (Kushiara) via Bangladesh. 
Karimganj had been for a long period under the Sylhet sarkar of the Bangla suba of the Mughal
 and then came under the Eastern portion of the British occupied Sylhet, became “geographically, historically, ethnically an extension of Gangetic Bengal
”, (Bhattacharjee: 1986). We have practically no data to attempt at an understanding of the nature of development in Karimganj in times gone by. Only a broad sketch, with major, gaps can be attempted.

Before the 5th century A.D. Cachar together with the Karimganj must have been included within a common political frontier of Sylhet and the entire Barak-Surma Valley must have been known as Srihattadesha (Bhattacharjee: 1986). The linguistic and geographical features of the valley favour this argument. Since the 4th century A.D., many immigrant Brahmins had started Aryanisation
 of Cachar, Sylhet and Chittagong, the area was known as Pratyanta desha and plough based land cultivation became an important economic activity. During the 6th and 7th century A.D., this region might have been included in the territory of the Bhaskara Varman of Kamrupa
. After the fall
 of Varmanas Empire, a new state namely, Harikela
 state came in to existence in the 7th century A.D. 
Harikela primarily denoted the region now known as Sylhet, though its boundaries and political status as an independent country underwent changes in the course of centuries and this region along with the foothill of North Cachar Hills had passed on to the Samatata Kingdom of the Eastern Bengal
. The decline of Harikela state led the formation of Tripuri state
 which initially covered Cachar, Sylhet and Tripura plains (Bhattacharjee: 1986). 
During 10th and 11th century A.D, King Srichandra of the renowned Chandra Dynasty of Eastern Bengal incorporated the entire region within his kingdom of Banga or Vanga
.  At that time this area was known as Srihattamandal. The socio-economic, political and cultural magnificence of the 1300 years old history of the pre-colonial Surma- Barak reached the peak at this stage. 
For a brief period during 11th and 12th century A.D this region formed an independent state.  As soon as Hazarat Shah Jalal
, conquered Sylhet in 13th Century A.D., he handed over it to the Bengal Sultanate and whose territory extended up to today’s Badarpur
 town. Hitherto, some divisions of Karimganj comprising the nearby Thana areas of Patherkandi and Cachar remained under the control of the Tripuri  rajas till the separation of Sylhet
. When Hussain Shah was the ruler of region during the 15th century A.D., Karimganj was identified as Pratapgarh
. During the reign of Akbar
, Karimganj, along with other parts of Sylhet, was incorporated within the Mughal Empire and most of its areas were placed under the Pratapgarh Revenue Mahal of the Silhat sarkar of the Mughals. Karimganj continued to be a part of the Silhat sarkar and Bangla suba of the Mughals. The Mughals established a fort at Badarpur, which continued to be the boundary of Bengal till the rise of British power. 
The colonial episode of the region had begun in 1765 when the dewani of the Bangla suba from Shah Alom II, was taken over by Robert Clive for British East India Company and the district of Sylhet, of which Karimganj was a part, passed on to the British. The first Resident and Collector of Sylhet under Dacca division was Mr. William Makepeace Thackeray. Since 1765 to 1782, Sylhet was a province under Dacca division. On 3rd January 1782 it came out as an independent administrative district (Mohanta: 2009). Until 1786, the British could not able to establish their supremacy over the whole province being resisted by a local zamindar Radharam, who brought under his control a vast portion of Southern Karimganj. He had his own Kuki mercenaries and his zamindari covered the contiguous areas of Sonebill under Chorgola Thana. Eventually under the direction of Robert Lindsay
, in a brutal fighting the British able to capture him at a third attempt, when he was being carried to Sylhet, Radharam committed suicide. It is only with his fall in 1786, the uprising
 of Chorgola valley closed and the British could able to establish their complete authority in Karimganj (Mohanta: 2009). As the Presidency of Bengal became vast, the Company could pay less attention to Sylhet
. That might be the reason that compelled them to allow the Mughal’s administrative set up continues to function there. In 1868, Karimganj subdivision was created under the Sylhet District having Karimganj town as headquarter till 1947. 

Throughout the colonial period, frequent changes
 had been made in the administrative arrangement of Surma-Barak region, sometimes it was hooked up with East Bengal, sometimes it was made an autonomous territory, sometimes it was attached to Assam province, sometimes to hill states.  In August 15, 1947, Sylhet district was transferred to the newly created East Pakistan. Following the Radcliffe Boundary Commission Award, which made the Kushiara River as the natural boundary between Assam and East Pakistan, three and half thanas of Karimganj sub-division of the Sylhet district, viz, Ratabari, Patharkandi, Badarpur and half of Karimganj came back to Assam on 17th August, 1947. This truncated Karimganj sub-division was ultimately incorporated into the Cachar District of Assam as a full-fledged sub-division. This sub-division was upgraded to a district on the 1st of July, 1983.  
1.1. Spotlight on the early trade and transport
For one hundred and eighty two years (1765-1947) of British administration, Karimganj’s official records blended with that of the records of the Sylhet. For this reason, it is difficult to find out the separate economic and commercial history of Karimganj.
There are references of the early trade of Sylhet in the Aini Akbari. During the regime of Emperor Akbar, Todarmal divided the Bengal suba for revenue collection into 19 sarkars. Sylhet was one of the sarkars 
.  Sylhet
 was sub-divided into 8 mahals. Each mahal had its own revenue officer (Chatterjee: 2000). The revenue administration structure of the Mughals remained intact even during the colonial period. However, an additional post of Dewan was created who was “the Collector of Revenue and Controller of Trade and Finance of the Bengal presidency” (Chatterjee: 2000). In 1765, Sylhet was included in the Dewani of East India Company. The proximity to Chittagong had contributed to Sylhet’s commercial prosperity since early times. The emperor issued dastaks for external trade from the custom check posts. The custom duty was collected on timber, bamboo and other forest products in the river ghats. There was no restriction on internal trade. In the mediaeval period, Sylhet was the gateway for neighboring areas 
for trade with Bengal.  The fourth Collector of Sylhet, Robert Lindsay was indeed a skilful trader and accumulated enough wealth from private trading in case of minor articles, such as muslins, jute bags and muga dhoti of Sylhet, limestone of Khasi-Jaintia hills, honey, oranges, salt, gums and drugs for the European markets . The British had organized trade fairs or melas in the Sylhet and Mymensing areas to promote their private trade (Bhattacharjee: 2000). Traditionally, the trade in limestone was a very lucrative industry for North Eastern Region (NER). From Khasi hills lime came to Sylhet then sent to Chattak
 for processing and lastly sold all over the Bengal.  Lindsay also found that elephant formed a very important branch of Sylhet trade that available in significant number in the hills of Sylhet, Tripura and Chittagong. At that time other major export items of Bengal were -elephant hides, ivory and ivory products were sent from Sylhet to Agra and Delhi. Occasionally, rice was also exported from Sylhet through Chittagong port. Besides these, slaves and eunuchs were also sent from Sylhet to the harems of the emperors. 
Since the pre-colonial period, Karimganj was an important trading hub of Bengal.  Economic condition of the Barak-Surma took a downslide during the Burmese invasion
 (1824-26). However, following the British annexation of Cachar in 1832
, the economic condition started looking up. The volume of crop production began to increase. Export of items like timber, wool, ivory, wax, grass, cane and bamboo started regaining their lost position. 
Patharkandi and Nilambazar areas of Karimganj had turned into flourishing markets for exporting rice, timber, bamboo etc. to the adjacent Sylhet market. All tradable items were accumulated in the Lakhipur bazar on the Cachar-Manipur border, thereafter, these goods were exported to Sylhet and in due course this bazar became a commercial hub for silk and cotton trade.  During 1891, total number of 897 regular hats existed (Bhattacharjee: 1986). All these hats merely performed as distributing centers for various kinds of imported goods, rice, fresh foods of the neighborhood. Table 1 portrays a picture of the number of local markets in Cachar plains
and Sylhet
: 
Table 1.  Local Markets in Cachar and Sylhet in 1891
	District
	Actual number of markets
	Number of markets per 10,0000 population
	Average number of square miles served by a market

	Cachar plains

	118
	24
	17

	Sylhet 
	313
	15
	15


                  Source: Bhattacharjee: 1986. 
Trade was conducted by a few Marwari merchants and Muslim traders usually from neighboring Dhaka (Bangladesh). As the Marwari traders were small in number, therefore, trade was completely in the hands of the immigrant Muslims. A few Bengali Hindu traders were also in business. 

Throughout the 19th century, transport infrastructure of the Sylhet district including Karimganj, remained underdeveloped. As a result, trade flowed mainly through waterways.   Barak
 and its tributaries having links with the  major rivers of Bengal played the dominant role in transporting  goods to Sylhet, Habiganj and Nabiganj (the last two were important trade marts on the  Kushiara branch of River Barak) and thence to other parts of Bengal (Pemberton:1835). The steamers of the Eastern Bengal Railway Company used to ply at frequent intervals between Goalando
 and Cachar. Initially, commodities were transported from Lakhipur to Karimganj by country boat then from Karimganj to Sylhet. There were transit ghats
 for loading and unloading the goods and passengers on the river banks. Bhairab Bazar
, on the bank of river Meghna, was an important transit point for Barak-Surma region and Bengal trade. In fact  during 1880-1890 river borne trade of Assam amounted to 50.1 per cent of her total  imports from and 63.9 per cent of her total exports to Bengal (Bhattacharjee: 1986). Forty vessels from five to six hundred tons load each were exported annually from Bengal to Assam, mainly with salt, betel and tobacco. The major import items were silk, muga, ivory and timber (Bhattacharjee: 2000). The superintendent of Water Tax Division, later known as Ferry Department, collected the water tax from the traders and others through its branch offices established in the ghats. The fund collected from ferry services from Sylhet was quite significant. This vibrant river borne trade gradually gave way to railways
 in early 20th century.
The multi-modal connectivity of Karimganj with Sylhet remained in place even after the partition of the country. The Indo-Bangladesh waterways via Karimganj district remained operational till the Indo-Pakistan war of 1965. With the sealing of border following the war, the volume of trade via waterways had declined. With the emergence of Bangladesh, the cross border riverain trade was revived. Karimganj inland water port was constructed in the late 1980’s by the Inland Water Transport Corporation of India, but it functions only in the summer season. Since, July 1999, it is being used throughout the year. Ferry service from Karimganj is now an important channel for the export of coals and other tradable commodities to Bangladesh (Roy: 2007). 

2. Formal trade 
 There are two functional Land Customs Stations (LCS) along Karimganj-Bangladesh border, namely, Sutarkandi LCS (SKD) (land route) and Karimganj Steamerghat & Ferryghat LCS (riverine route). At present, lion’s share of Karimganj-Bangladesh trade is conducted through Sutarkandi LCS. The present study, therefore, focuses on the nature, commodity composition, modus operandi of the cross border formal as well as informal trade since 1981 via Sutarkandi LCS. It also tries to highlight the socio-economic effects of cross-border illegal infiltration. Before that, let’s have a look on the brief history of the creation of Sutarkandi LCS. 
Sutarkandi LCS is working under the Commissionerate of Customs, North Eastern Region, Shillong. According to the Government of India’s Notification of 27-2-1948, declaring Pakistan as a “Foreign Territory” with effect from 1-3-1948, Sutarkandi LCS on the Indo-East Pakistan border was established and declared as a transit point on the Sylhet-Karimganj-Trunk Road. Under C.B.R. Notification No. 22/Cus/of 2nd February, 1952, Sylhet-Karimganj-Trunk Road was declared as a prescribed route by which commodities may be sent to the dominion of East Pakistan through the Sutarkandi LCS. But, with the outbreak of the India-Pakistan war in 1965, the trade between India and East Pakistan through this LCS was totally stopped. After the liberation of Bangladesh, this LCS started working since 1972.  On January 9, 2007, Sutarkandi LCS was declared as a ‘Border Trade Centre’ of South Assam.
2.1. Transport and Infrastructure 
Geographical distance of Sutarkandi LCS from the state capital is about 338 km 14 km from the district headquarters of Karimganj, almost 200 km from Dhaka and only 46 km from Sylhet, Bangladesh. It is surrounded by Zarapata village in the north, Gandhan village on the south, Aminpur and Gonaduri village on the east and Bangladesh on the west. From Sutarkandi LCS the nearest other Indian LCS is Mahisashan (now non-functional), which lies on her south. On Bangladesh side the nearest LCS is Sheola LCS (Sylhet), which is working under the supervision of the Commissionerate of Customs, Excise and VAT, Sylhet division. 
Sutarkandi LCS occupied a total area of 154 sq meters. This LCS functions for 12 hours
, vide CBR’s Notification No. 35, dated 21-8-1948, where 6 to 7 officers are working. This LCS is used both for commodity and passenger movements, hence, the Commissionerate of Customs, North Eastern Region, Shillong, provides a separate office building for the Customs and Immigration purposes with a parking plot, baggage scanner, telephone, fax and computer facilities, transshipment platform, powerhouse, weighbridge, warehouse, five departmental staff quarters and so on . It also has a dumping ground situated in a low lying area, which gets inundated during the rainy seasons. All trade related financial transactions are conducted via the main branch of State Bank of India (SBI) located at Karimganj town on Karimganj-Sutarkandi road and United Bank of India (UBI), Karimganj. This SBI branch has computerized foreign exchange counters. There are a few license holder private money dealers, who exchange the foreign currencies of passengers coming through Sutarkandi LCS. 
The security arrangement at the LCS appears to be inadequate; only 6 policemen are posted in the adjacent police station of Sutarkandi LCS.  Border Security Force (BSF) camps are located in the neighboring Sutarkandi, Sondesh, Latu, Jagannathi, Lafashail,Lamazor, etc. areas of Karimganj district with 25 to 30 jawans posted in each camp, with total strength of 1108 .  The nearest BSF headquarter is at Mazdi, Karimganj, which is approx. 10 km away from Sutarkandi LCS. 
The National Highway 151 connects Sutarkandi LCS to Karimganj which in turn is connected with the India mainland through National Highway 44.  Bangladesh has a highway from Sheola (opposite side of Sutarkandi LCS) which connects Dhaka via Sylhet. Thus, Sutarkandi LCS can be approached from both sides of the border. But the road and other infrastructure available at present are inadequate to boost up the cross-border trade. As Bangladesh is the nearest international market from NE region, all cross-border modes of communication should be cost-effective. Some infrastructural projects have already been initiated to boost up the cross-border trade, e.g., establishment of an Immigration Check Post (ICP), Border Trade Centre (Phase-II) for providing more infrastructural facilities like— firefighting office, police outpost, roads, truck parking bay, culverts and boundary wall, renovation and setting up of a wooden sub-way on the  Laxmibazar-Sutarkandi Road and so on. On Bangladesh side, most of the feeder roads approaching LCSs are under local government engineering department (LGED), the district level roads are under Zilla Parishad and highways are working under Roads and Highways Department (RHD).  These three departments have their own directives and concerns; hence, there is no boosting of trade oriented thinking in their work. Therefore to promote cross border trade, transportation system across the border needs to be synchronized. In the post-SAFTA regime, although, Bangladesh has agreed to modernize the transport and infrastructure of her LCSs by upgrading its dumping ground, providing an ICP, weighbridge, warehouse facility, etc., but no significant progress is in sight yet. 

2.2 Commodity structure of export to Bangladesh 

The major exportable commodities to Bangladesh through Sutarkandi LCS may be classified into three categories, viz., agro-horticultural products, mineral products and processed and manufactured products. Agro-horticultural products include citrus fruits, orange, apple, grapes, jack fruits, pears, peas, fresh fruits, dry chili, turmeric, onion, ginger, garlic, fresh vegetables (tomato), wheat, methi, non-basmati rice, dying and tanning substance, etc. Mineral products mailny include coal and quick lime etc. Processed and manufactured products include fruit powder, poultry feed, dry fish, writing and carbon paper, foot rest, cement, printed bed sheet, transparent paper, paper board, craft paper, ceramic products (sanitary texture), tube light (fluorescent), sanitary item, safety glass, plywood, parts and accessories of motor vehicles and machinery, umbrella parts, transport spread accessories, marble stone, tiles and slabs, stainless steel (table 2).
A detail study of the commodity structure of exports via Sutarkandi LCS reveals that during the initial years, i.e. 1981-85, there was a high demand for agro-horticultural products in Bangladesh and the entire export from the region was constituted of only such products. Gradually, the exports of agro-horticultural products to Bangladesh via Sutarkandi LCS had come down and were replaced by minerals products, perhaps, mainly due to two reasons; firstly, Bangladesh slowly became self-sufficient in the production of food crops. Secondly, from Sutarkandi LCS, there is a direct road connection up to Sylhet, Bangladesh; therefore, it is very convenient to the North Eastern Region’s (NER’s) exporters to send all the bulky tradable items directly to the Bangladesh via Sutarkandi LCS without wasting time for transshipment. As a result, during 1985-90, the average export share of agro-horticultural products to Bangladesh had come down to 88.65 percent of the total export. During 1990-95, it had further declined to 61.64 percent of the total export. Subsequently, the average export share of agro-horticultural products had gone down from 41.45 percent of the total export during 1995-2000 to almost 0.04 percent during 2000-05 and finally it became nil during 2005-08*. 
         Table 2.  Commodity structure of export to Bangladesh through Sutarkandi LCS







(In percentage) 
	Year


	Agro-horticulturalproducts
	Ores & minerals


	Manufactured

goods
	Total

	1981-85
	100
	nil
	nil
	100

	1985-90
	88.65
	0.93
	10.43
	100

	1990-95
	61.64
	33.07
	5.29
	100

	1995-2000
	41.45
	57.41
	2.03
	100

	2000-05
	0.04
	98.96
	 0.1
	100

	2005-08*
	nil
	100
	nil
	100


                                 Source: Custom Division Sutarkandi, Karimganj      * Up to August 2008
Interestingly, while the export share of agro-horticultural products is continuously decreasing, on the contrary, the export share of ores and mineral resources to Bangladesh is consistently increasing over time. Although initially,  i.e.,  during 1981-85, there was no export of ores and mineral resources to Bangladesh via this LCS, it is only during 1985-90, the exports of ores and minerals to Bangladesh has started.. During 1990-95, the exports of ores and minerals has registered a rapid increase and constituted around 33.07 percent of the total export to Bangladesh. This share has further increased from 57.41 percent of the total export during 1995-2000 to just about 98.96 percent of the total export during  2000-05 and finally during 2005-08*, it has reached its zenith, i.e.,  100 percent of the total export to Bangladesh. Thus, Sutarkandi LCS is presently being used for the export of mineral products while agro-horticultural products find their way through other LCSs.
The exports of manufactured goods have never been significant through Sutarkandi LCS. As the hinterland areas of this LCS are rich in mineral resources and agro-horticultural produce, whatever export of manufactured goods has flown through this route is only transitory in nature. 
2.3 Commodity Structure of imports from Bangladesh
The import basket of NER from Bangladesh via Sutarkandi LCS mainly consists of primary goods like fish and other food items. Import of industrial commodities is very limited. NER’s import from Bangladesh via Sutarkandi LCS may be classified into two major categories, viz., primary products and manufactured goods.  Fish particularly of hilsa variety is the main component of import under primary products. Manufactured goods include processed food  items like  mango juice, orange juice , wafers , litchi and pran products , jam,  nuts, potato crackers, sugar confectionary, badam bhaja, vanaspati, magic cup, biscuits, pickles, chanachur, samei, beverages, other soft and synthetic drinks, picky chips, fried vegetables, molasses, chutney, bakery products, etc. Besides processed food and beverages, other manufactured consumer  goods like shampoo, washing powder, soap, laundry soap , toothpaste, hair oil, plastic or metal or wooden furniture, talcum powder, aromatic water, mosquito net, mango bar, rose water, palm oil, soya oil, melamine table ware, porcelain china tableware,  float glasses, clear float glass sheets, napkin  and tissue paper, battery plate, dry cell battery,  waste of cotton and wool, synthetic fibre (not knitted), empty cartoon, classic sticks, ready-made garments (RMG’s), etc.  Of late, the region has also started importing cement from Bangladesh.
Although Sutarkandi LCS has been used for the region’s export to Bangladesh since 1981, this route was not used for import during the initial years. In fact, import from Bangladesh into the region through this trading post started since 1990 with limited items like hilsa fish and gradually got momentum over the years (table 3). Currently Sutarkandi LCS is treated as one of the important route for imports from Bangladesh.
Table 3.Commodity structure of imports from Bangladesh
(Value in percentage)
	Year
	Primary products
	Manufactured

goods
	Total

	1981-85
	nil
	nil
	100

	1985-90
	nil
	nil
	100

	1990-95
	100
	nil
	100

	1995-2000
	99.89
	0.10
	100

	2000-05
	79.29
	20.71
	100

	2005-08*
	31.59
	68.41
	100


                         Source: Custom Division Sutarkandi, Karimganj     *Up to August, 2008
Table 3 exhibits that in post- liberalization period, particularly after the signing of SAFTA Agreement in 2006, Bangladesh’s export of manufactured goods particularly RMG’s and other synthetic fabrics to NER via Sutarkandi LCS, had increased manifold. 
 2.4 Modus Operandi of formal trade 
Sutarkandi LCS seems to be a corridor of prosperity for the inhabitants of the adjacent areas of the international borders. With the growth of Indo-Bangladesh border trade; this LCS has recently received attention from the government. It has been declared as one of the border trade centre in 2007 by the Government of India. Trade is conducted through the mechanism of ‘Letter of Credit’ (LC) or through ‘Telegraphic Transfer’ (TT) system through the local branches of SBI and UBI in Indian side and Bangladesh Bank on the other side. All exportable commodities from Sutarkandi LCS (mostly Coal and limestone) reach the Sheola LCS of Bangladesh and then commodities go to the Biyani Bazar (a town, located almost 46 km.  away from Sheola) for sale. From Biyani Bazar commodities move to other parts of Sylhet and Dhaka.  
During the peak season, i.e., from October to March, almost 100 to 200 trucks of Meghalaya coal per day cross over to Bangladesh via Sutarkandi LCS. During the off-season hardly 3 to 5 trucks of coal per day are exported. Trucks carrying  the exportables  first assemble  at the Sutarkandi (ward number I), then they move  to Zarapata (ward number II) for inspection and clearance, then the consignments are handed over to the Bangladeshi LCS for further paperwork. A field study is attempted to get a detailed breakdown of the time involved at different stages for the custom clearance. As Sutarkandi LCS is mainly used for coal and limestone export, where the lines of trucks are long, it takes about half a day for custom clearance.  However, except coal, custom clearance for other goods is organised in such a manner so that the trucks are green signalled within an hour. It has been noted that about 25 to 30 signatures are needed for the clearance of a consignment. There is room to simplify the procedure of custom clearance and reduce the duration of waiting at the border outpost. An overhaul of the existing manual system in favour of mechanised inspection will certainly improve the delivery system for the better.

3. Informal trade
Informal trade is another vital facet of Sutarkandi-Bangladesh borders. The informal trade indicates the operation of a few strong factors which led to the evasion of trade via formal channel like inadequate infrastructural facilities, lengthy procedure of custom clearance, underdeveloped banking facilities, lack of proper communications among the different market agents and so on which hampers the free flow of commodities on the formal channel. Besides, the miserable socio-economic condition of the inhabitants adjacent to the international borders has made informal trade lucrative. Poor villagers often act as the agent of the big players across the border and earn only petty commissions for their intermediary role. Detail statistics on the volume and trend of cross-border informal trade is unavailable. Whatever scant data are available with the Offices of Revenue Intelligence and Customs that also remained unorganised and unprocessed which can hardly be used for any meaningful analysis.  Based on the data collected from seizure reports of Sutarkandi LCS, we can conjecture about the crude trends in informal trade that pass through Sutarkandi border areas.

Just like the formal counterpart, limited numbers of commodities are being exported from Bangladesh to NER via Sutarkandi border through informal channel as well. On the other hand, a huge variety and large quantity of commodities are exported from NER to Bangladesh via this border. Table 4 provides a list of goods and commodities traded between NER and Bangladesh via Sutarkandi border.
Table 4 Informal Trade with Bangladesh via Sutarkandi LCS since 1981-2008
	Name of the LCS
	Exports from NER
	Imports from Bangladesh

	Sutarkandi
	Onion, orange, citrus fruit, dry chili, musur dal ,rice, ginger, garlic, spices, refine and other oil, betel nut &leaf, potato, bamboo, glam, cumin seed, cardamom, sugar, salt,  sawn timber, teak wood, medicines, electronic goods, cow & cow skin, coal, cement , kerosene , imitation jewelry,  Indian currency , car, raw hides ,bi-cycle & rickshaw parts, pliers, tockerri, dao, chappal,  utensils, DDT powder, TATA trunk, ceiling fan, lock, spirit, radio, audio cassette, synthetic & cotton saree, glass, XXX ram, brandi, whisky (jackpot& officers choice).
	Hilsha fish, dry fish, garlic, juice, vegetable oil, biscuits, milk powder, pulses, rice, shemai, potato chips, soybean oil, medicines, poultry feed,  soap, mosquito net, bamboo made umbrella,  synthetic & cotton saree, blouse, lungi, shirt, Bangladeshi currency & US dollar, parts of bi-cycles, electronic goods, toiletries, battery, cement,  radio, watch ,camera, gold chain, audio cassettes, VCD, CD etc.

 


Source: Custom Division Sutarkandi, Karimganj.

 Table 4 shows (i) some of the commodities are traded both formally as well as informally via Sutarkandi border, e.g., hilsha fish. A substantial part of informal trade of agro -horticultural products and fishes are done through under invoicing, (ii) some of the commodities which are exported are also imported e.g. rice, cement, parts of bi-cycles, electronic goods, synthetic & cotton saree, etc, and (iii) some commodities like audio cassettes, VCD, CD, watch, camera, etc. from Bangladesh are of third country origin i.e. from China, Thailand, Singapore etc. Previously, informal exports of sugar and salt from NER to Bangladesh via Sutarkandi border were the leading items followed by cotton and synthetic saree. Now, it has been substituted by coal, cement and other spare parts. Interestingly, used motor parts are of high demand in Bangladesh than that of new ones. These parts are generally re-used in the motorboats in Bangladesh (Roy: 2007). Another item that dominated informal export to Bangladesh via this land border is cow. Every year, a good number of cows are being supplied to the others side of the border from the villages bordering Bangladesh. Its demand rises during the Ramjan months or before any Muslim religious festivals. Informal imports from Bangladesh, in general, mainly constitutes of   primary products and a few manufactured items. In the post-South Asian Free Trade Agreement (SAFTA) period, import duty on synthetic and cotton saree’s was reduced, that in turn lessened its informal import and interestingly its flow has been shifted to the formal channel.
 3.1 Trends in informal trade  

On the Karimganj-Bangladesh borders commodities are seized for the violation of the Import Export Control Act, the Customs Act.110, 1962 and similar other trade control rules and regulations. As per the Customs Act, the BSF posted in the borders confiscated commodities that illegally crossed the borders. Thereafter all seized items are delivered to the customs authority for final disposal. The customs authority sold the usual commodities by inviting an auction at a whole sale price. Some seized commodities e.g., foreign currency, gold etc., are either deposited to the Reserve Bank of India or the Ministry of Finance, Government of India. Table 5 shows the seizure value at Sutarkandi LCS since 1981 to August 2008. 

Table: 5. Seizure Value and Cases Detected at Sutarkandi LCS
                                                                                  (Rs. lakhs)

	Year
	Average annual

seizure value
	Average annual number of
cases detected

	1982-85
	0.01
	22.25 

	1986-90
	1.28
	81 

	1991-95
	0.56
	41.5 

	1996-2000
	3.13
	139 

	2001-05
	0.62
	18 

	2006-08
	0.09
	5 


                           Source: Custom Division Sutarkandi, Karimganj.

Table 5 shows that during the pre-SAPTA (South Asian Preferential Trading Arrangement) period informal trade via Sutarkandi border exhibits an inconsistent trend. During the SAPTA regime, it reaches its peak.  After the signing of SAFTA on July 1, 2006, the magnitude of informal trade via this land border has persistently come down. During 1982-85, the average annual number of cases detected was 22.25 numbers having average annual seizure value of Rs. 0.01 lakhs only. During 1986-90, the average annual numbers of cases detected as well as seizure value were 81numbers and Rs. 1.28 lakhs respectively. During 1991-95 the annual average number of cases detected was 41.5 and the average seizure value was Rs.0.56 lakhs only. During 1996-2000, the number of seized cases and its corresponding value had hit the peak, e.g., 139 numbers of cases with average seizure value Rs. 3.13 lakhs. Gradually it declined in the subsequent years.
From the available formal as well as informal trade statistics, we can roughly say that though the incidence of informal trade through NER-Bangladesh via Sutarkandi border is not as severe as other NER-Bangladesh LCSs, interaction with the officials and agencies involved in managing the trade flow at Sutarkandi reveals that informal exports from NER via this border are as much as 100 times higher than that of the formal export. Informal trade also follows the unidirectional flow of goods from NER to Bangladesh. This wide spread presence of informal trade is a clear indicator of the potentials of cross border trade regime. If the existing factors which lie behind the surge of informal trade in the Karimganj district are managed well, formal trade will be expanded manifold benefiting both the countries. 
3.2 Modus operandi of informal trade 
The question that often comes in mind is wherefore and how the villagers got involved in the informal trade? Before we answer to this, let’s have a look on the socio-economic conditions of the bordering villages. The Sutarkandi LCS is surrounded on the Indian side by the village Sutarkandi, which is densely populated
  along with Zarapata and Latu
 villages.  These villages are inhabited both by the Hindus and Muslims, though Muslims are majority
.  Bangladesh side’s LCS is surrounded by the village Kunagram, which lies on the left side of the NH-151 and on the right side of this road is the village Khalpar, in middle of these two villages is the Zero Point Bridge
. Like NER side villages, both these villages are highly populated
 and the village Kunagram is a Muslim
 dominating one.  The socio-economic conditions of all these bordering villagers are execrable
 . Majority of the villagers had adopted farming as their main profession, rest are working either as a carpenter or a daily labourer.  Due to traditional cultivation technique and inadequate irrigation facilities the yield rate is very low.  Besides, as farming completely depends on monsoon, there are hardly any off-season jobs. Due to the lack of alternative opportunities, the local youths got involved in informal trade.  They gainfully utilize ethnic, linguistic and religious affinities across the border. Therefore, a strong network   across the borders has developed to conduct informal trade.

To examine the modus operandi as well as current position of informal trade at Sutarkandi-Bangladesh border, we discussed with a few exporters and importers from both sides of the border. The purpose of this discussion was to assess the current informal trade situation on this border point. In the course of discussion, we came to know that the informal traders from Bangladesh easily cross the Sutarkandi borders at some points where border fencing
 not yet completed with the help of middlemen.  They buy commodities from Karimganj under the disguise of an ordinary customer of the town. Discussion with the BSF personnel revealed that every day at least 10-15 people used to illegally cross the Sutarkandi border and blend with the local people. They transact in Indian currency, which they collect against a small commission from the border agents. The commodities they buy from Karimganj district are sent to Bangladesh either by road or even sometimes the person himself carry the commodities on foot.  
 For cattle smuggling, the markets of Karimganj are favourite hunting grounds for the Bangladeshi agents, who maintain good relations with the BSF and BDR. While discussing with some of the persons engaged in cross-border animal smuggling, it is learnt that there are syndicates consisting of 8 to 10 persons in a group on both sides of the borders. During the Muslim festive seasons, markets like Kaliganj, Kanaibazar, Mullaganj, Cherragi, Batoia of Karimganj are filled with Bangladeshi buyers who illegally enter into Karimganj district either through unfenced bordering villages or through Patharkandi forest area on NER-Bangladesh border.  Sometimes they cross the borders just by greasing the palms of the BSF and BDR personnel guarding this international border. In day time, their counterparts on the other side of the border give them clearance signal, and then these agents pushed the cattle to the other side of the international border for selling in the Balia, Bilbari and Sunatulla markets   to reach finally to the Sylhet Market. It is much easier to smuggle the animals to Bangladesh at night. Cattle smuggling is a thriving seasonal activity and every year hundreds of cattle are successfully smuggled into Bangladesh particularly just on the eve of Idds.  
4. Impact of cross-border trade on local economy
As has already been discussed, the commodity structure of exports to Bangladesh via Sutarkandi LCS is mainly consists of raw mineral resources like coal and limestone. These minerals are extracted mainly from the hills of Meghalaya. As the NER is land-locked and the national market places are far away, the markets across the border in Bangladesh act as the vent for surplus for her produce. A strong resource-trade linkage has already been established where mineral resources from the region are used for the development of industries in Bangladesh. It may be noted that had these resources not exported to Bangladesh, their extraction would have to wait till their demand grow sufficiently in the national economy justifying a higher transport cost and making their use economically viable. The demand for the mineral resources in Bangladesh has in fact accelerated the extraction in the hills of NER. The resource-trade linkage across the border is thus created a growth generating effects particularly in the hills of Meghalaya in terms of creation of direct and indirect employment and income. 

Besides mineral products, agro-horticultural products are also exported to Bangladesh. Fruits and vegetables from Mizoram, Meghalaya, Tripura and N C Hills find their way to Bangladesh markets through different LCS including SKD. 
On the Bangladesh side, Meghalaya coal has great demand particularly in the Dhaka and Chittagong districts. Being a developing economy, Bangladesh requires large quantity of coal and limestone to meet up her rising industrial and housing requirements. Coal is used as a fuel to run Bangladeshi factories, machineries, boats, steamers etc. It also required in the tea gardens and brickyards, situated all along the roads from Sylhet to Dhaka. On the other hand, Bangladesh's cement industry largely depends on the imported raw materials, of which clinker is the main one. This clinker is imported in small quantity from the NER of India to utilise in the Bangladeshi cement industries. Besides domestic demand, Bangladesh also exports cement to NER and earns a good amount of foreign exchange (The Daily Star, March 21, 2009). The Shah Cement,  Meghna Cement, Aramit, Crown, Premium and Holcim companies of Bangladesh export cement to the NER (The Daily Star, March 21, 2009). Therefore, we find that Bangladesh imports raw material from the cheapest possible market i.e., NER and also sells the finished products to her.
5. Concluding remarks 
Traders in NER and Bangladesh are increasingly discovering that it is most convenient to procure goods and services from each other, rather than from more distant sources. Particularly, NER’s natural resources, primary products, fruits and vegetables etc. could be easily exported to Bangladeshi market. While discussing the commodity structure of exports to Bangladesh, we have noticed high demand for NER’s ores and minerals in Bangladesh, for satisfying their rising manufacturing as well as the industrial requirements. But the question is how long Bangladesh will be interested to import from NER?  Previously, Bangladesh, as a low resource endowed country, was interested in importing ores and minerals from NER. But with the discovery of coalmine
 in Bangladesh’s   Balarpukulia in Dinajpur district, the demand for Meghalaya coal in Bangladesh has slightly come down. 
It has already been noted that the resource-trade linkage is helping Bangladesh to industrialise at the cost of NER. Sooner or later NER will face the limitations of mineral resource extraction based economy. Resources will not be there for all the time to come and hence as short term goals emphasis should be laid on the value addition instead of selling the raw materials which will increase the return from trade manifold for NER. As long term measure, NER needs to diversify her export basket particularly in areas where she enjoys comparative advantage to create win-win situation in future.  As NER’s fresh fruits and agricultural products have high demand in Sylhet and Dhaka region of Bangladesh, agro-horticultural sector appears to have high potential for export in Bangladesh.  Besides, NER’s crafts, ethnic clothes, handloom and handicraft could easily find ways to Bangladeshi market.
                                                                     Notes


�  During 1576 Bengal was captured by the Mughal emperor. However, administration by governors appointed by the court of the emperor gave way to semi-independence of the area under the Nawabs of Mursidhabad who nominally respected the sovereignty of the Mughals’ in Delhi.


� Bengal located in the Northeast of South Asia. Most of the Bengal region lies in the low-lying Ganges delta, (the world's largest delta), that arises from the confluence of the rivers Ganga, Brahmaputra and Meghna rivers and their respective tributaries.


� It was only during the Gupta rule around the 4th century period that Aryanization fully penetrates Bangle. Since then, the caste structure is instilled and the Brahmans were designated as the highest caste (Guha: 1971,�HYPERLINK "http:///www.geocities.com"�http:///www.geocities.com�)


� It is suggested on the basis of the discovery of a copper–plate inscription of Bhaskarverman in a village called Nidhanpur in Sylhet. The account of Yuan-Chwang also suggests that Sylhet and Cachar were parts of Bhaskara’s kingdom (Barua: 1973, Choudhury: 1988).


� Kamrupa Kingdom ruled for about a hundred years since A.D. 6 century to 7 century A.D.


� Harikela state came in to existence together with Sylhet, Cachar, Tripura, Chittagong, and some other neighbouring districts.


� From the Kalapur copper plates issued by Samata Marundanatha, we came to know during 7th century A.D. this region, had passed on to the Eastern Bengal. Though due to lack of evidences, it is vey difficult to prove it.


� The south west part of Sylhet had been a part of the principality of Tripura and the eastern one once formed the part of Cachari Kingdom.


� Vanga or Banga was a kingdom located in the eastern part of the Indian sub-continent and comprised of East Bengal (Bangladesh) and West Bengal ( India). Etymologically, the word Bangladesh is derived from the cognate "Vanga" which was first mentioned in the Hindu scripture Aitareya Aranyaka (composed between 500 B C and 500 A D). One school of linguists said that the word "Vanga" is derived from the Tibetan word "Bans" which implies "wet and moist". Another school is of the opinion that the term "Vangla" is derived from Bodo (aborigines of Assam) words "Bang" and "la" which connote "wide plains." At one time Gaur was the name used for the Bengal region but the name Bangle became more popular (�HYPERLINK "http:///www.geocities.com"�http:///www.geocities.com�).


� Islam was introduced to the Sylhet region a warrior the Muslim saint from Yemen Shah Jalal in the early 14th century.


� A town of the present Karimganj district


� The Administration Sylhet District was established on 1782. Until 1878, Sylhet was under the jurisdiction of Dhaka. In that year, Sylhet was included in the newly created Assam Province. Until 1947 (excepting the Banga Bhanga period of 1905-1911) it remained a part of Assam. In 1947, as a result of a referendum, it was attached to the East Pakistan.


� The name Pratapgarh derived from Pratap Singh, its ruler. Pratapgarh in Sylhet was formerly under the rulers of Tripura but soon devolved to the Gaud Principality of Sylhet. Later on Tripura annexed the southern plains of Cachar including pratapgarh.finelly Muslim Chaudhuris became the landlords of Pratapgarh (Chatterjee: 2000).


� During 15th Century A.D.


� Robert Lindsay was the resident authority of British occupied Sylhet since 1-1-1779 to 30-6-1789 (Mohanta: 2009).


� The Maishasan and its surrounding areas like Latu is still a historic place with tombs of the Indian soldiers who fought with the British army. 


� Until 1878, Sylhet was under the jurisdiction of Dhaka. 


� As per Government of India Act, 1854, in January 6, 1874, including 11 provinces the Chief Commissionership of Assam province came in to existence. In the succeeding years, the internal topography of the Sylhet underwent administrative changes. During May 6, 1876 as per Assam Gazette notifications, five subdivisions came in to existence. Gradually, in 1877 Sylhet and Sunamganj, in 1878 Karimganj and Habibjang and in 1882 a section was separated from Sylhet to create Maulvii Bazar or South Sylhet.  Thereafter, throughout the period from 1874 to 1905, Surma- Barak came under the geographical jurisdiction of Surma Valley and the entire Bengal was divided into- 


East Bengal and Assam


Bengal.


During the partition of Bengal again the whole region was divided into five sectors namely Dhaka, Chattagram, Rajshahi, Surma valley and Assam valley and on October 16 1905, the East Bengal and Assam province were formed comprising of 27 districts (Hunter, 1879, Mohanta: 2009).  


� During 1580, Todar Mall divided Bengal into 19 sarkars, equivalent of districts, which was further subdivided into 682 mahals. In the Mughal system, parganas served as the local administrative units of a sarkar. Individual parganas observed common customs regarding land rights and responsibilities, which were known as the pargana dastur, and each pargana had its own customs regarding rent, fees, wages, and weights and measures, known as the pargana nirikh ( � HYPERLINK "http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Pargana" �http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Pargana� ).


� It  presumed that out of  total Rs. 25,000  revenue collected from Sylhet about Rs. 10,000 was collected from Karimganj alone during 1776-77 (Chatterjee: 2000).  


� Assam, Bhutan, Tibet, Burma and China (Bhattacharjee: 2000).


�  Later on, there established the first cement factory of Sylhet.


� In 1819, Burma conquered Manipur, then Assam and occupied the whole of Brahmaputra. Burma had also conquered Arakan which was adjacent to Chittagong hills of Bengal. The Burmese aggressive postures created threat to Bengal. In 1823 a Burmese force under the command of Nund Kroden marched from Assam and stockade in the village Bikrampur of Cachar for an onward advance to Sylhet and Bengal. Cachar was the repeated target of threats and intimidation from the Burmese. Its particular value was that it controlled key territory that could be used to launch an invasion of Bengal. Raja Govind Chandra (the king of Cachar) on his failure to obtain the British protection invited the Burmese to march to Cachar to drive away the Manipuri princes (Marjit Singh, Chourjit Singh and Gambhir Singh). Meanwhile there was a change of policy on the part of the British government to make free Assam and Cachar and Jaintia in North East India. David Scott made plans to involve the Manipuri princes as allies to drive away the Burmese from Cachar. On 13 February, the most remarkable battle was fought at Badarpur on the bank of Surma that cracked the morale of the invaders.  A treaty was executed at Badarpur on March 6, 1824, Scot was acting as the agent of Governor General, by which Govindra Chandra was recognized as the protected ruler of Cachar. But Manipur was in problem. By April, 1824 David Scott and Gambhir Singh were involved in the operations against the Burmese. By July, 1824 recruitment was completed and military training was imparted to them at Badarpur which was supervised by Col. Inns along with Gambhir Singh and Nara Singh, as a result, two Burmese armies, one from Manipur and another from Assam, entered Cachar, in January 1824. Thus, by the end of February 1824 Cachar was relieved the presence of the enemy (Pemberton: 1835, Banerjee: 1934, Bhattacharjee: 1977, Chatterjee: 2000, Bhattacharjee: 2005).


� The annexation of Cachar to the British dominion took place in August 14, 1832, when the British Governor General William Bentinck decided that the hilly tract in the eastern part of Cachar was ceded to Ghanmbir Singh and the plains were annexed to form a district with head quarters in Silchar .After the annexation the European traders were encouraged to invest their capital in Cachar, as early restrictions on foreign traders was relaxed (Pemberton: 1835, Bhattacharjee: 1977, Bhattacharjee: 2005).


� Katigorah , Badarpur, Sealtekh, Silchar, Sonai, Jirighats etc. developed into flourishing hats due to their port ship ( Bhattacharjee: 1977).


�  Mulagul , Jaintiapur, Bholaganj, Pandua, Chatak, and Laur hat of Sylhet were flourishing center for Sylhet –Khasi Jaintia trade (Bhattacharjee:2000).


� Cachar plains consisted of the Silchar and Hailakandi sub-divisions of the modern district, known as South Cachar (Bhattacharjee: 1977).  


� River Barak was bounded, on the south by the northern spurs of the Lushai Hills, on the North by the Assam range, on the East by the hills of Manipur. On the west was its mouth where the wide and water–covered plain of Sylhet merged with the Bengal district of Mymensingh. The main channel is known as Barak in Cachar, which divided in to Khusiara and Surma in Karimganj and then they both entered in to Sylhet near Lucki, and then confluence with the Meghna River (Pemberton: 1835, Bhattacharjee: 1986). 


� At present Goalondo situated in Bangladesh .The Brahmaputra River meets the Ganges at Goalondo then enters Bangladesh by the name Padma. At Goalondo the river was enough deep and wide, hence, from there railways and steamers plied between Goalondo and other river ports of the country.


�  Some Ghats are- Bikrampur,Sealtekh, Borkhola,Sonabarighat,Udharbond, Katigorah, Badarpur, Gumra, Jiri, Bharirab Bazar, etc.


� River Barak divided into two branches, viz, Surma and Kushiara at Haritikar, then the  former entered Sylhet confluence with the old stream of Brahmaputra near Bhairab Bazar in Mymensing (Bhattacharjee:1977).


� The Eastern Bengal Railway Company was formed in London in 1857. On 30 July 1858, the Eastern Bengal Railway Company and the East India Company signed a new contract for the construction of a railway line of 110 miles between Calcutta on the eastern bank of the Hughli and Kushtia opposite Pabna, with the Ganges and one of its tributaries, Gorai, intervening between the two places. In 1865, the decision was taken to extend the line from the terminus at Kushtia to Goalondo, a distance of forty-five miles at the confluence of the Ganges and the Brahmaputra.  This railway was purchased by the government in 1884 and in 1942; it was amalgamated with the Assam Bengal Railway that extended from the port of Chittagong into the interior of Eastern Bengal and Assam. In 1899, connecting Surma-Barak with the Greater Bengal mainly with the Calcutta, Assam-Bengal Railway had reached Silchar via Goalond-Chandpur route. Passing almost 200 k.m.  of hazardous path, during  1901railways had started operations from Lamding of the Brahmaputra valley  to Silchar. The real effect of the extension of rail link is that, Silchar that was inaccessible during the cold season had been brought within 33 km of Calcutta (De:2006; � HYPERLINK "http:///www.bangladapedia.search.com" �http:///www.bangladapedia.search.com�)


� From 6 a.m. to 6 p.m.


� Up to October, 2008, the total populations of the Sutarkandi village is 850, out of them total number of male and female villagers are 282 and 245 respectively and 332 children (Data collected on the basis of field survey).


� Latu village lies on the left side of the Sutarkandi LCS.


� A religion based classification shows that almost 75 percent are Muslims and only 25 percent are Hindus (Data collected on the basis of field survey).


�  Actually, it is no men’s land .The width of this bridge is about 11 meters and it spreads over 13.910 km.





� Up to October, 2008, the total population of this villages are 700, among them no. of male villagers are 300 and no of female villagers are 400 (Data collected on the basis of field survey).





� If we make a religion based study we find that almost 100 percent villagers are Muslims and the percentage of Hindus are almost zero.


� More than 95 percent of these villagers are living below the poverty level.


� On the Sutarkandi-Bangladesh border almost 0.5 km area close to the Latu village, still remain unfenced. On the left side of the Sutarkandi Custom Office lies the Zarapata village, where almost 3 km area yet remains unfenced. Lastly, on Bhitargul area, situated on the east of Sutarkandi LCS almost 3.5 k.m. areas remain unfenced.


42 Balarpukulia Coal Mine, situated in north-western part of Bangladesh, is the first and the only coal mine in the country. This coal mine construction project agreement was signed in 1994 between China National Machinery Import and Export Corporation (CMC) and Petrobangla, the national oil, gas and mineral company of Bangladesh. The construction started in 1996 and finished in 2005.
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