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Andaman and Nicobar Islands is an exemplary instance of unity in diversity in
Indian society. It is the home of multi-ethnic, multi-cultural people who migrated
from various parts of India. The major linguistic group is the Bengali community,
constitutes about 23%-25% of total population, have been occupied a significant
position in the political domain of islands society. Bengali as a major community
in rural Andaman has always been a determining force from Panchayat to Lok
Sabha politics. The central leaderships of all major political parties have given
due recognition to Bengali vote bank. Therefore, Bengali leaders were nominated
in Lok Sabha, Pradesh Council as well as village level institutions. The Congress,
BJP and other political parties could not overlook the Bengali vote bank which
was a deciding factor. Hence, political parties always preferred the Bengali lead-

ers to streamline their political roots in Islands society.
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1. Introduction

The decision of free India government to open Andaman Islands for resettlement of Bengali families of East
Pakistan sowed a seed of doubt in the minds of the progeny of ex- convicted families in Andaman society. The
sudden arrival of a chunk of Bengali families in rural Andaman under colonization schemes created a new dimen-
sion in islands socio-political set up. The old settlers’ family refused to accept the entry of any family from
mainland India. They were of the view that this would lead to loss of identity of “Local Born” who lived in a state
of communal harmony after struggle for years together. They alleged that the local Administration did not pay any
heed to their resettlement and failed to resolve their problems like distribution of sufficient agricultural lands, com-
pletion of proper survey records of their existing lands and lands ownership to their families and above all, had paid
no attention to their civic facilities. They felt that there was a smoke of conspiracy in the scheme to disturb the so-
cial integrity and the harmony of the Local community by bringing in the Bengali culture and thus disharmonizing
the multi-ethnic unity of these isolated islands.

2. Beginning a new life with full of struggle

There were two sets of movements in two different directions. The first movement was led by the families of Old
Settlers, who were struggling for their own cause and interest and for the betterment of their lives. On the other
hand, another movement was started by the uprooted Bengali families who were trying to set their roots in dense
forests under adverse climatic condition.

The uprooted Bengali refugee families had to undergo a lot of hardships and uncertainty in the initial stage of
their resettled lives. A few educated Bengalis in South Andaman led these families in the movement and tried to
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draw the attention of the local officials towards their grievances. They formed “Wandoor Village Upliftment Asso-
ciation “ and later “Bangiya Upanibash Samity” (Bengali Settlers Association) on 10™ May 1951 under the leader-
ship of Shri Binoy Chakroborty, Shri Niranjan Baroi and Shri Gopal Chakroborty. According to Dr. Surajit C.
Sinha, nothing was wrong with these associations and their representations to the local authorities regarding their
difficulties, “the fundamental principle behind the whole conception is twofold; one is the axiomatic truth that the
government is not sincere in their efforts to rehabilitate the refugees and is sparing neither money nor efforts to
make the homeless people tolerably comfortable. The other is the assumption that the refugees are willing to utilize
to the fullest extent, the unique opportunities thus offered and are determined to turn themselves into useful citizens
of the islands” (Sinha, 1954).

In spite of language problems between the local officials and refugees, the association was formed to promote the
cultural and economic development of the Bengali community. However, the local authorities had their reservation
regarding the association and their movements as they suspected that the association was being supported by the
Communist Party in West Bengal. The Communist Party was dead against the scheme that transferring the Bengali
refugees outside of Bengal. Therefore, the local authorities were very cautious in case the association took the
shape of a communist movement in Andaman also. The local administration did not allow any association to create
an atmosphere which would act as a deterrent to the rehabilitation programmes.

With the passage of time, a wide gap developed between Bengali settlers and Old Settlers (Local Born). Both
were engaged in the blame games holding each other responsible for the ugly situation. The Local Community also
blamed the Union Government as well as West Bengal Government for encouraging colonization policy and thus
formed the “Andaman Indian Association”. This association submitted a memorandum to the State Reorganization
Commission not to rehabilitate East Pakistan refugees as it would disrupt the homogeneity of Andaman Indians. In
this regard, the local leaders mobilized the minor communities like Moplahs, Tamils, Malayalees and Telugus to
express their anguish against the settlement of families from mainland (Sen, 1958).

The administration was distracted by several other problems. The prominent one was the growing feeling of
grievances among the local born for the priority and privileges given to the new settlers. The Local Born were still
struggling to pull their shattered economy together (Dhingra, 2005). They felt that both the Government of India
and the Local Administration were busy with the resettlement of Bengali refugees without considering the due right
of the Old Settlers. They were of the view that the privileges and facilities had been provided to new settlers at the
expense of Old Settlers (Biswas, 2009).

A cloud of suspicion lowered over the Local Community because of the growth in the number of Bengali fami-
lies along with the preponderance of Bengali officials in the local administration including Chief Commissioners
Shri A K Ghosh, ICS (1949-1951) and Shri S N Maitra, ICS (1951-1953) from Bengal, who were attached to reha-
bilitation programmes. A rumour that was widespread during that period was that the islands were going to be
merged with West Bengal. Dr. E. Ashirbatham in his unpublished PhD thesis “Language and Politics in Andaman
and Nicobar Islands” supported the fact and stated that “prominent Bengali officials were also in favour of pro-
merger move with the active backing of the Bengali settlers. This was flashed in reputed newspaper “Amrita Bazaar
Patrika”. Nonetheless, the Indian National Congress had also supported the merger proposal (Ashirvadham, 1992).
Conversion of Andaman Islands into a Bengalisthan in near future was in the air, with the arrival of Bengali refu-
gees in Andaman for rehabilitation. The theory of Bengalisthan was established by the local people and some lead-
ers. Later it became a political issue whether in future, the Government of India would like to incorporate the Union
Territory within the province of West Bengal (Ray Chaudhury).

Exploiting the rumours, “The Light of Andaman”, a weekly magazine published by Shri Paras Ram wrote about
a rumour that a strategy was being intrigued to mellow Andaman as Bangalisthan. This sort of insidious rumour
only puts fuel to the fire. Naturally, the local people became excited. Under the leadership of Shri K R Ganesh, they
staged ‘Dharna’, sent representation, and conducted meetings to raise their voice against the prevaricated design of
Bangalisthan. This matter was also brought to the notice of the Central Government. Shri S K Basu and Shri B C
Sen, Ministers of West Bengal faced an agitation organized by the Andaman Indian Association. The Association
under the leadership of Vijoy Pal Singh, Secretary, Local Congress Committee staged ‘Dharna’ shouting the blar-
ing slogan: “Bengal ke sath milna nahi chahte hain” (We don’t want to merge with Bengal).

3. Backdrop of Democratic Platform

Due to the absence of any kind of democratic organization or party, the local leaders were unable to put-forth
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their grievances before the administration. The islanders, in fact, were isolated in all respects. In 1951, the Indian
National Congress launched its organizational set up. With the visit of a parliamentary delegation of INC at Port
Blair in December 1952, a formal Congress Committee was constituted under the Presidentship of Shri Rajendra
Lal Saha. The Locals were totally neglected and were not given due representation by the Central Congress Com-
mittee. Shri John Richardson from Nicobari community was nominated as the first Member of Parliament from
these islands in 1952. The Local people felt suffocated under the bureaucratic administration (Krishnan, 1952). Shri
K R Ganesh, the trade union leader and Secretary of Andaman Indian Association had shown his discontentment
over the work style of local officers and bureaucratization of local administration by top officials.

Mr. Ganesh narrated, “it is very tempting to say that everything lies in the lap of Gods ... Gods are the govern-
ment. Because, one Member of Parliament and a variety of advisory bodies notwithstanding, it is the government
personified in the Chief Commissioners, who is the only ruler in the islands ... The Chief Commissioners and other
senior officials are sent from the mainland. And one can hardly blame them if they display little interest in the wel-
fare of the local people. They have no interest in the lives of the local people or their future ... the poor islanders
find a change in the official set up, but it is only a change from white imperialism to brown imperialism” (Singh,
1978).

4. Formation of Association and involvement of Bengali

At Port Blair, a few established businessmen and educated citizens led the uprooted rural Bengalis in their com-
mon cause, Shri Samar Chawdhury, proprietor of Saw Mills, Shri Samar Shome and Shri P C Ray played a crucial
role by organising these families in an organized manner. Shri Samar Chawdhury formed an association in the
name of “Settlers Association”, which primarily tried to focus the plight of newly settled families in Neil Island and
Betapur in Middle Andaman.

In the initial stage, the local political dynamic force was successfully handled by Local Born community who
were settled in Port Blair city as well as South Andaman villages. Till seventies, thousands of Bengali uprooted
families led a life of uncertainty and hardships. During this period of struggle, there was absence of an elected body.
A Chief Commissioner’s Advisory Committee and Ministry of Home Affair’s Advisory Committee were formed to
accommodate members from Local Born, Settlers and Tribals without any executive power. Prior to 1967, the is-
landers did not enjoy any voting right for Parliamentary elections. In 1952, Shri John Richardson from Nicobari
community was nominated by President of India for the Lok Sabha but in the next two terms, Shri Lachman Singh
and Shri Niranjan Lal were nominated from Local Community. In 1967, for the first time, the islanders exercised
their right to vote and elected Lok Sabha member Shri K R Ganesh of Congress party. In 1958, with the establish-
ment of Port Blair Municipality Board, the Local community occupied the central position in islands politics as
well as representation in Lok Sabha up to 1967. The participation of Bengali settlers in democratic forum was al-
most nil. With the establishment of Panchayati Raj institutions in 1967, 44 Gram Panchayats started functioning in
rural Andaman and thus, the involvement of the rural Bengalis was ascertained in village development activities. In
Port Blair Municipality, the political role of the rural Bengali was very limited. The Gram Panchayats did not have
any financial or policy making power, the entire functionaries were under of the control of district administration.

In the late sixties, the leftist movement was started in the islands by a few educated Bengali and Malayalee peo-
ple such as Shri P. K. S. Prasad, Shri P.N. Parial, and Shri Basudev Nair in the forefront. At the same time, with the
immigration of Tamil population in the city, regional political parties like D M K also started functioning among
migrated Tamil families under the leadership of Shri T. K. Gopalan, Shri K. Mardavanan, and Shri K. Kandaswamy.
Among Local Borns, Shri K. Ratnam, Shri Sohan Rangaiah, Shri Nehchal Singh Chawla, Shri R L Saha, Shri
Shanti Krishnan and Shri Bhagwan Singh were the people actively involved in islands politics who worked under
the aegis of the Congress party in the interest of the islanders.

5. Backdrop of Islands politics & Bengali leaders

In the early seventies, the demographic profile of Andaman had changed considerably with the increase in Ben-
gali population. The rural Bengali population could exercise their democratic rights along with others, only with the
introduction of Panchayati Raj System as well as Lok Sabha elections in 1967. In 1971 general elections, Shri
Samar Chawdhury, the city based industrialist, Shri P K Biswas from Diglipur and Shri Ramesh Mazumder from
South Andaman contested as independent candidates against the a sitting MP Shri K R Ganesh but they could not
succeed. In 1977, Shri Ganesh sitting M P and the then Union Minister of State for Commerce was defeated by Shri
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Manoranjan Bhakta, a Bengali educated settler from North Andaman. The increase in the number of Bengali set-
tlers in rural Andaman emerged as a strong vote bank in favour of the Congress party. Tahsilder Shri Raha, Shri
PLD Roy and Shri P N Paul along with many Bengali teachers were behind the success of Shri Bhakta. Shri K R
Ganesh during his two long tenures as representative of these islands alienated himself from his own people (M A
Mujtaba, Ex-Principal). The local born community was unhappy as he was inaccessible to his voters. A group of
leaders like Shri Nehchal Singh Chawla and other leaders of the Congress party decided to support Shri Bhakta as
an alternative to Shri K R Ganesh. Shri Chawla, became the mentor of Shri Bhakta’s, who brought him to island’s
politics. In 1977, Shri Ganesh was denied the ticket from Congress party and he later contested as an independent
candidate backed by Janata Dal party. Shri Bhakta emerged as the winner in 1977 and he retained the seat eight
times from 1977 to 1988 & 2004.

In the political history of the Andamans, many Bengali leaders contested the Lok Sabha elections from time to
time to defeat Shri Bhakta but could not succeed as Shri Bhakta had the support of both the Local Born and the
Bengali community. The Communist party of India (Marxist) brought Smt. Nilima Das, from West Bengal against
Shri Bhakta to attract Bengali vote bank in 1984 general elections. Later, Shri Tapan Bepari, a law graduate from
Middle Andaman became the communist party candidate. Both Congress and the Communist party had a neck to
neck fight in 1989, 1991 &1998, general elections and Shri Bhakta emerged as an undisputed leader supported by
two major communities including Nicobari tribe. Shri Bishnu Pada Ray from Bharatiya Janata Party contested in
1991 Lok Sabha elections but could not win. In 1999 general elections, Mr. B P Roy from BJP won the lone seat
from UT and defeated the sitting Congress MP Shri Bhakta when the entire nation was against Congress and fa-
voured Mr. Atal Behari Bajpai & NDA alliance. However, again in 2004 general elections Mr. M R Bhakta cap-
tured the seat by defeating Mr. B P Roy by a narrow margin. But in 2009 general elections the Congress party de-
nied the ticket to the sitting MP, Mr. Bhakta and allowed an educated young Mr. Kuldeep Rai Sharma as the Con-
gress candidate from A&N Islands. The Congress candidate was representing the Local Born Community and hav-
ing popularity. But he could not win the seat against Mr. B P Roy from BJP who is a popular leader among Bengali
community. The Bengali vote bank shifted from Mr. M R Bhakta to Mr. B P Roy and not to Mr. Sharma. The Ben-
gali vote bank in rural Andaman is a factor which had been working since Mr. Bhakta had defeated Mr. K R Ga-
nesh, the Congress sitting MP, who was denied the ticket by Mrs. Indira Gandhi as she anticipated the growing
strength and unity among the rural Bengalis in the Islands politics.

6. Dividing Politics among Bengali community

The split in the Congress party started over the issue of leadership of Shri M R Bhakta. Most of the Bengali peo-
ple were unhappy with Shri Bhakta due to his support to the Local Born Community regarding jobs and other fa-
cilities. Consequently, many leaders like Shri Mahananda Biswas, Shri N C Roy and Shri R C Mazumder left the
Congress party. Shri Bhakta on the other hand had tried to maintain a balance between the two important communi-
ties —Local born and Bengali. It is an indubitable fact that Shri Bhakta encouraged many young educated Bengalis
in the rural Andaman for a better political base in the islands society. Shri Paritosh Halder from Little Andaman,
Shri Bimal Roy from Neil Island, Shri Parimal Tarua from Havelock, Shri Sanjay Chawdhury from Port Blair, Shri
Sunil Mazumder from Rangat, Shri Santosh Kumar Mandol and Shri Sushil Mandal both from Diglipur, Smti
Minoti Biswas from Guptapara, Kumari Swapna Bala from Kadamtala were some of the educated youths who
were staunch supporters of Shri Bhakta, worked at the grass root level and tried to strengthen the party organization
as well as the hands of Shri Bhakta. Many of them had successfully represented Gram Panchayat, Pradesh Council
and later in Panchayat Samities and Zilla parishad.

The Communist Party of India also closely monitored the islands politics. Shri Tapan Bepari was considered to
be a perfect candidate against Shri M R Bhakta. Frequent visits of Shri Hanan Mulla, M P, Shri Gautam Deyv, the
Urban Development Minster of West Bengal government and other senior comrades from Bengal to woo the Ben-
gali voters in favour of the party but they could not succeed due to their failure to cater the genuine demands of
islands Bengali population like special quota seats for Bengali students in West Bengal Technical and Medical in-
stitutions as had been extended by other states such as Tamil Nadu, Andhra Pradesh and Kerala to their domiciled
students.

In recent times, political parties like Janata Dal, Bahujan Samaj Party and Trinamul Congress (TMC) have tried
to mobilize the caste factors to win the elections. Shri Mrinal Biswas, Shri N C Ray and Shri A K Biswas were
among them who tried to polarize the Bengali politics and vote bank against the existing strategy. The entry of
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TMC, a Bengal based regional party in the islands politics in 2010 local body elections had shown the importance
of Bengali vote banks in rural Andaman. The party tried to provide an alternative to the Congress and BJP party in
the islands. In 2010, TMC secured 70 seats in Gram Panchayats and emerged as one of the parties which promised
to give a better alternative of the Congress and the BJP party. The frequent visits of local Bengali leaders belonged
to TMC in West Bengal and attend to meet party supremo Miss. Mamata Banerjee and other top leaders for
strengthening party organization among Bengali in Andaman is a new trend in Islands politics. The TMC would not
ignore the performance of the party in Local body elections in 2010 in the Bengali populated areas in Rural Anda-
man. Many young TMC leaders in local body have a high hope about the future of this party. Many of them have
already placed their demand before the high command in TMC to take the organizational leadership from these is-
lands. Mr. M R Bhakta, most popular leader in the Congress and eight time winner in Lokh Sabha from these is-
lands, who occupied the post of President in TMC islands branch. Later, he along with his daughter, Smti Anita
Mondal from TMC visited Middle and North Andaman, the Bengali dominated areas. It was predicted that Mrs.
Anita Mondal, daughter of Mr. Bhakta would contest from the Island’s Lokh Sabha seat from TMC. Mr. Bhakta
was backing her and visited every village to get support from Bengali voters, as he served the Islands more than 27
years as representative of these islands.He was trying to convince the people that she would be his successor. She
should be given a chance to serve the people as public representative from A & N islands.

Before 2014 general election a young aspirant dynamic TMC leader and Pradhan from Rangat, Middle Andaman
met Miss Mayawati, the BSP supremo in Lucknow along with a group of Tamil local leaders. Their meeting with
Mayawati was showing that a chunk of Tamil leaders wanted a political position, to represent as representative of
the deprived community in these islands. These people were also backed by a large number of Bengalis. So without
ignoring the political strength of the Bengali in Islands politics, at last these people have decided to come under the
dynamic leadership of a young Bengali and push their social demands and make a bargaining position in Islands
politics.

7. Congress party and inside story

Shri Nechal Singh Chawla was instrumental in changing the islands politics. Shri K R Ganesh was the Chairman
of Municipality and a Member of Chief Commissioner and Home Ministry Advisory committee. He was a trade
union leader and two times Member of Parliament from this Union Territory. Moreover, he was the lone Central
Minister from these islands but faced defeat by Shri M R Bhakta, backed by all (Old Settlers) Local Born leaders
and Bengali voters. Shri Bhakta became an unparallel figure in the islands politics. During the course of time, many
Old Settlers tried to break the monopoly of Shri Bhakta and his strong lobby among Old Settlers and Bengalis. A
small group among Old Settlers split from the Congress and formed the new party named Andaman and Nicobar
Congress. Shri Kuldeep Rai Sharma, a graduate from Old Settlers group contested the general elections in 1998
against Shri M R Bhakta but could not succeed. In 1999 and 2009 general elections, the BJP ficlded Shri B P Ray, a
Bengali candidate who won due to his growing popularity among the non-settlers Bengali in Rural Andaman. It is
assumed that as Shri Bhakta belonged to the settler community, so he ignored the long pending demands of the
Bengali non-settler’s. The Indian National Congress party meanwhile, gave ticket to a young candidate, Shri
Kuldeep Rai Sharma, from Local Born Community. Shri Bhakta who had gone into self exile, re-entered the islands
politics as one of the leaders and the organizer of TMC islands unit.

His entry in TMC has thrown a big challenge to the Congress as well as the BJP. Hence in the last Panchayat
elections at least 10 Gram Panchayats gave a strong support to TMC candidates in Middle and North Andaman.

Table 1 has given an information on candidates contested in lone Lok Sabha seat for A & N Constituency since
1952. The eight time member of parliament for lone seat in A & N islands, Shri M R Bhakta has given the instant
of dominancy of Bengali vote bank in this constituency. Language and community have influenced the islands poli-
tics since 1967. The growing population of Bengali in rural Andaman villages, did not ignore by any national party
during every Lok Sabha election. Mrs. Indira Gandhi had given Lok Sabha ticket to Mr. Bhakta by denying the
ticket to the sitting MP, Shri K R Ganesh. Community party of India (M) also gave due weight age to Bengali can-
didate by selecting Smt. Nilima Das and Shri Tapan Bepari giving a tough fight to Mr. Bhakta. Apart from that,
Shri Samar Chaudhury and Shri Ramesh Majumder also contested in early seventies and eighties. In 1991, the BJP
entered islands politics with Shri Bishnupada Ray as its candidate to give fight to Congress candidate and four time
MP from these islands. In 1999 Lok Sabha election, BJP candidate Shri Ray defeated Shri Bhakta, the seven time
winner of the lone seat. In 2009, Congress party allotted ticket to Mr. Kuldeep Rai Sharma by denying ticket to Sit-
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ting MP Mr. Bhakta. But Shri B P Ray, BJP candidate managed to win the seat by defeating Congress candidate
with the help of Bengali vote bank. The traditional Bengali vote bank of Mr. Bhakta, the eight time winner shifted
to Shri B P Ray instead of Shri Kuldeep Rai Sharma from Congress party. The other political parties like BSP and
TMC also nominated their candidate from Bengali community, with a hope to influence the Bengali voters, who are

the deceive vote bank of both the Congress and the BJP to represent the Lok Sabha seat from these islands.

Table 1. A & N Parliamentary Elections & Bengali candidate from 1977 to 2019

Candidate in

Election Name of MP second Position& Bengali contested in Lok Sabha as independent /party affiliation candi-
& party affiliation . dates
party affiliation
Rev. John Richardson,
1952 Nominated MP
Shri Lachman Singh,
1957 Nominated MP
Shri Niranjan Lall,
1962 Nominated MP
Shri K. R. Ganesh
1967 (INC) PKS Prasad (Ind)
Shri K. R. Ganesh Ramesh Ma-
1971 (INC) PKS Prasad (Ind) jumder (Ind)
1977 Shri MRBhakta (INC) KR Ganesh (Ind)
1980 Shri Manoranjan PKS Prasad Samar Chau- Ramesh Ma- R L Saha
Bhakta (INC) (CPM) dury (Ind) jumder (Ind) (Ind.)
1984 Shri Manoranjan Ms. Nilima Das AA J Hazra Mahananda
Bhakta (INC) (CPM) (Ind) Biswas (Ind)
1989 Shri Manoranjan Tapan Bepari
Bhakta (INC) (CPM)
Shri Manoranjan Tapan Bepari
1991 Bhakta (INC) (CPM) B P Ray (BJP)
Shri Manoranjan .
1996 Bhakta (INC) BP Ray (BJP) Tapan Bepari
Shri Manoranjan .
1998 Bhakta (INC) BP Ray (BJP) Tapan Bepari
Shri Bishnu Pada Ray
1999 (BIP) MR Bhakta (INC)
Shri Manoranjan Tapan Bepari A K Biswas Depak Bis-
2004 Bhakta (INC) BP Ray (BJP) (CPM) (BSP) was (Ind)
Shri Bishnu Pada Ray
2009 (BIP) MR Bhakta (INC)
2014 Shri Bishnu Pada Ray Kuldip Sarma Anita Mondal K G Das Gaur C Ma-
(BJP) (INC) (TMC) (CPM) jumder (Ind)
Shri Kuldeep Rai . Paritosh Halder Ayan Mondal Minoti Bis- Gaur C Ma-
2019 Sharma (INC) Vishal Jolly (BIP) (Ind) (TMC) was (Ind.)  jumder (BSP)

Source: Office of the Chief Election Officer, A & N Administration, 2019.

After declaring date schedules of seven phases of general election 2019, the sitting MP Shri B P Ray and his

supporters were so enthusiastic to see Mr. B P Ray for another term as MP from these islands. Before declaring the
name of the candidate for A & N constituency, few National Television channels had shown the name of Mr. Roy
as candidate from these islands. They further predicted and hoped that the sitting MP will surely win this seat for
BJP. But party dropped sitting MP and popular leader from these islands and gave ticket to Mr. Vishal Jolly, the
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BJP islands party President. In the 2014 Lok Sabha election, Mr. Jolly was also strongly claimed to get ticket from
party. But in 2014, the party denied his demand and supported Mr. Ray, who was sitting MP. Anyhow, this time Mr.
Vishal Jolly succeeded and got party ticket. The rural voters were shocked when they heard that Mr. Ray denied the
party ticket.

All political parties had eyes on Bengali Vote bank, so they nominated Bengali candidates from their party.
There is a proverb among islanders that no party can win without “Dada” means Bengali leaders. First time the rul-
ing party had broken the tradition for a new journey. When we have come across the people of various walk of life
with different community & languages, they were unhappy and surprised, how the BJP denied the ticket to a popu-
lar and sitting MP?

Shri Kuldeep Rai Sharma of the INC has been elected MP to the lone LoK Sabha seat from A & N Islands par-
liamentary constituency. He defeated his nearest rival Shri Vishal Jolly of the BJP by a margin of 1407 votes. A
long journey started from 1977, when Mr. M R Bhakta Congress candidate elected from these islands and continu-
ously won eight times and Shri B P Ray for three time, a major part of political history of these Islands ended.

8. Municipality and Bengali Representation

In the beginning, the leaders who were dominating city politics’ were basically well known figures in Local Born
community and were associated with social works. The elected body (Municipal Board) was basically dominated
by Old Settlers recognized as one community ‘Local’ irrespective of their previous provincial identities.

The political scenario of Port Blair Municipal Board entered a new phase with the immigration of a large number
of Tamil and Telugu people. From the very beginning, the Bengali population in Port Blair city had been very neg-
ligible. Shri Samar Chawdhury, the lone figure represented the Bengali community in 1958 and 1968 as an active
elected member. However, in the first Municipal Board, Smriti Kona (sandal) Sanyal, wife of a renowned Marine
Engineer and active social worker was nominated as a member. Shri P N Parial, an eminent communist leader and
social worker was elected in 1990. He was elected from the Communist party of India (Marxist) and Shri Santosh
Mondal in 1995 from the Congress party for Municipal Council. Both of them served as Chairman for one year
term in 1992 and 1996 respectively (biswas, 2011).

9. Pradesh Council & Empowerment of Bengali community

Table 2 has given a brief statistics about Andaman and Nicobar Pradesh Council. The Pradesh Council was in-
troduced in 1981 which consisted of 30 members headed by Administrator, Lt. Governor of Andaman and Nicobar
Islands. It has been a long pending demand of the islanders to introduce Pondicherry Model Assembly, to give
more democratic representative powers to people in developmental plan and participation in decision making proc-
ess. Member of Parliament and Chairman of Port Blair Municipal Board (now Council) were the ex-officio mem-
bers. There were six members from Nicobari Tribal Council - one nominated primitive tribes (Great Andamaese,
Onges, Shompen, Jarawa and Sentinalese), five members from Municipal Board and remaining 14 members were
from 44 Gram Panchayat Pradhans. The introduction of Pradesh Council had increased the political involvement
and empowerment of Bengali community in the rural areas. In 1981, at the time of inception of Pradesh Council
(1981-1985), there were total 14 Pradhans out of which 8 belonged to Bengali community. In the second term
(1985-1989), the number of members belonging to Bengali Community were the same but in the third and last term
(1989-1994), only 5 Pradhans from the community got the opportunity to become Members of Pradesh Council
(MPC).

Five Councillors were chosen from the total members of Pradesh Council and they were given the rank of Dep-
uty Minister of State in State Government. Important portfolios were allotted to these Councillors. They enjoyed
administrative powers of respective departments with active involvement of bureaucrats in the rank of Secretary.

The Pradesh Council had widened the political involvement of Bengali community. From time to time, many
leaders from this community got the opportunity to become Councillors such as Shri Nagen Halder, Shri Nalini
Ranjan Mondal and Shri Projit Sarkar. By and large, a dozen of aspiring young leaders from Bengali dominated
villages in North and South Andaman had emerged from grass root level. There had been a wide transformation in
islands politics. Pradesh Council became a platform of multi-community representative body, with every commu-
nity trying to justify their role and proper representation. The presence of Bengali, Local Borns as well as Tamil
community had been strongly felt in 29 members Pradesh Council. The Congress had tried its best to maintain
unity within the party by giving proper representation to all major communities including Nicobari tribes.
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Table 2. Bengali representatives in Pradesh Council

Year of elec- Total Elected Bengali Pradhans out of 14 % of Bengali rep- . .
. . Bengali Councillor
tion members members resentatives
1981 29* 8 57.14 Shri Nagen Halder
1985 29% ] 5714 Shri Nagen Halder&Shri Nalaini R.
Mondal
1989 29% 5 35.71 Shri Prajit sarkar

Source: Office of the District election cell, A & N Administration.

*Lt. Governor (Administrator) of Pradesh Council

*MP& Chairman Port Blair Municipality were ex-officio members

*Six members from Tribal council of Nicobar tribes

* One representative from Primitive tribes (Great Andamanese, Onge, Jarawa, Sentinalese and Shompen)

*14 Members from 44 Gram Panchayats of A&N Islands.

*Five members from Port Blair Municipality.

Both the Bengali Community and Local Born have shown dissatisfaction over the sharing of power in Pradesh
Council as Councillor. As far as Bengali community is concerned, they got good representation in Council and this
had resulted in the increase in vote bank in favour of the Congress party. Maximum representatives belong to the
Bengali community, as a largest community in the islands. This had resulted in difference of opinion among the
people within the Congress party. The abolition of Pradesh Council was very unfortunate for democratic institu-
tions as well as representative governing system. The Pradesh Council had limited the power of the bureaucrats. At
last, the Council was replaced by three tiers Panchayati Raj Institutions in 1995. But after 25 years of functioning of
three tiers Panchayati Raj System, Zilla Parisad could not become a substitute of Pradesh Council. But it has given
a new dimension to islands politics, in general and Bengali community, in particular.

10. PRIs & Bengali in Rural Andaman

The new three tiers Panchayati Raj system has enlarged the ambit of political powers of the rural Bengali voters.
The newly created PRIs consist of 70 Gram Panchayats, 7 Panchayat Samities and 2 Zilla Parishad in non-tribals
inhabited areas of Union Territory. As Bengali represent more than 1/3 of the total population of islands, they have
dominance over all the three tier institutions including post of Pradhan. In 1995, 2005 and 2010 Panchayat elections,
Congress party, and in 2000 &2015, BJP successfully won majority of seats. Regarding the Bengali representation,
both Congress as well as BJP, the Bengali representatives captured more number of wards as compared to other
major communities such as Tamil, Telugu, Hindi speaking locals and Ranchi etc. in Zilla Parisad and Panchayat
Samities. But no proportional representation was given so far as the post of Adhyaksha, Up-Adhykasha in Zilla
Parisad, Pramukh and Up-Pramukh in Block Samities are concerned. Money power has started playing a very vital
role in the selection of the candidates for these posts. As per the provision of Andaman and Nicobar Panchayat
Regulation Act 1994, a person can hold the post for one year only but the same person has managed to retain the
post for more than one year by depriving other eligible candidates. Shri P Chitambaram retained the post of Ad-
hayksha for three consecutive years (2004, 2005 and 2006) and Miss Zubaida Bibi in 2008, 2009 and in 2010 and
again in 2013-14 & 14-15.

In 2008, with creation of one more district and second Zilla Parisad for Middle and North Andaman district, the
political manipulation has increased manifold. In recent years, instead of giving importance to merit, money power
has been given importance and the members are engaged in serving their vested interests. There has been an unre-
stricted influx of population which has resulted in disturbing the social harmony and multi-linguistic unity among
islanders.

Table 3 of Panchayat elections from 1995 to 2022 has given an information on party and community representa-
tions. The reports of Panchayat institutions in the Andaman district (both South Andaman and Middle and North
Andaman) have revealed that the political representation of Bengali settlers (including non-settlers) at grass root
level in Middle and North district is basically in a very good position. In North Andaman gram Panchayats,
80%-90% Panchayat constituencies and the post of Pradhan are held by the Bengalis. Similarly, in Middle Anda-
man which extends from Uttara to Pahalgaon of Mayabundar, majority of Gram Panchayats and Post of Pradhans
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are held by Bengalis. But in the Panchayat of Bakultala, Rangat, Nimbutala, the Bengali settlers have lost their po-
litical grip as the non-settlers of Bengali and Non-Bengali are majority in these areas. Moreover, in panchayats of
Diglipur, Kalighat, Mayabundar, Rangat, Bakultala, and Nimbutala which are commercial urban as well as admin-
istrative headquarters of the block level, the presence of Tamil, Telugu and other linguistic groups are more in
number, hence Panchayat administration has gone to the hands of non-Bengali community. In Little Andaman out
of four Gram Panchayats, 2 are fully under the control of Bengali as these villages have been developed by Bengali
settlers. Both Havelock and Neil island are absolutely inhabited by Bengali settlers. Hence, all the Panchayats and
post of Pradhans belong to Bengali. The political picture in South Andaman block is something different. The Fer-
rergunj, Shoal Bay, Guptapara, Chouldari, Humphrygunj and Tushnabad panchayats are inhabited of old settlement
of Bengali people, but over the time, a good number of non-settlers of other communities have settled down.
Therefore, all these Panchayats are being represented by multi-ethnic communities. Nonetheless, a good number of
Bengali members are found in these Gram Panchayats.

Table 3. Bengali representatives in three tier local governance from 1995-2015

Gram Panchayat Panchayat Samities
Year 1995 2000 2005 2010 2015 2022 1995 2000 2005 2010 2015 2022
Total representatives 653 676 664 682 657 659 67 67 67 69 70 70

Bengali representatives 265 252 255 262 278 NA 29 26 26 30 32 33
%of Bengali representatives  40.58 37.28 38.40 3841 4271 NA 4328 38.80 38.80 4347 4571 47.14

Zilla Parisad of two districts Panchayat Pradhans
Year 1995 2000 2005 2010 2015 2022 1995 2000 2005 2010 2015 2022
Total representatives 30 30 30 31 34 35 67 67 67 69 68 68
Bengali representatives 16 14 12 12 15 15 27 25 31 32 34 32

%of Bengali representatives  53.33  46.66 40  38.70 44.11 4285 40.29 3731 4626 4637 50 47.05

Sources: Election Office, A & N Administration, 2022

11. Observations

Language and Community have play key & decisive roles in islands politics. The role of the Bengali community
has always been very crucial in islands local body and parliamentary elections. The leaders belonging to major lin-
guistic groups i.e. Bengali, Tamil, Telugu and Local born are more active in convincing their respective commu-
nity to be united in the interest of the community in particular and islands in general at the time of elections i.e.
from Parliament and all local institutions. The Local Born Community is struggling to re-establish its past glory by
dominating all important elections in these islands. Perhaps, no political parties can ignore the importance of Ben-
gali community. The political mechanism in Andamans began owing to the dynamic leadership in Bengali commu-
nity. The central leadership of all major political parties have given due recognition to Bengali vote bank. Therefore,
Bengali leaders were being represented in Lok Sabha, Pradesh Council as well as at village level institutions. The
Congress, BJP and other political parties could not ignored the Bengali vote bank which was a deciding factor, so
the parties chose Bengali leaders to streamline their political roots in Island society. Some regional and caste
\community based parties have also successfully penetrated the island politics. The successful entry of TMC in the
2015 Panchayat elections has substantiated the strong identity of Bengali power politics. The defeat of Congress
candidate and a win by BJP Bengali candidate in 2009 & 2014 elections has clearly shown that Bengali (compris-
ing 24% of total islands population) being a major community has been playing a significant role from parliamen-
tary elections to Panchayat level elections of these islands.
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