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government, enacted the law to empower itself to curb the Naxalite movement. The West
Bengal Government enacted the West Bengal (Prevention of Violent Activities) Act 1970,
whereas the Andhra Pradesh Government in 1983 liberalised arms licensing to allow people
procure arms to protect themselves from the Naxals.® However, in spite of all the repression,
the Naxal movement thrived underground because the rural poor and the oppressed class

started connecting themselves to its core ideology.

The ideology of creating a ‘classless society’ is based on the principle of communism. The
state's failure to understand the root cause of the uprising resulted in armed rebellion in the
subsequent years. It is no surprise that the region most affected by Naxal activities has an
alarming level of poverty. Furthermore, these regions have the maximum tribal population,
and the socio-economic disparity between the different sections of the society is
humongous, fuelled by reasons like economic deprivation, unemployment (See Table 1),
lack of education and the absence of ‘the ideal state’ in the core Naxal region.* However, the
core reason remains the excessive exploitation of locals by feudal landlords and

expropriating state government or extractive cooperation.®

Of late, the government (both Centre and State) tried to address the issue more seriously,
and various counterinsurgency (COIN) measures were adopted over the subsequent years.
However, based on various facts and figures, India's COIN measures generally remained
kinetic and focused less on winning ‘hearts and minds’.6 Though, with the facts in place,
Naxalism in India does not possess the same degree of threat as before but still remains the
primary internal security concern. This paper aims to examine India's COIN response that
drastically brought down the Maoist violence and analyses the scope for recalibration in a

strategy that could eliminate the menace.

A Brief Historical Background

The trace of Left Wing Extremism (LWE) in India dates back to the Telangana peasant
rebellion (1946-51)” —the armed struggle against the Nizam of Hyderabad, to overthrow the
feudal structure of administration, exploitation against peasants, and end Bhagela (system of
slavery).However, the present-day Naxalism in India started in 1967 and is named after the
Naxalbari village in West Bengal, from where it originated. Subdued somewhat after the
arrest of its founder Charu Majumdar on 16 July 1972, it was revived by Andhra Pradesh
based Kondapalli Seetharamaiah, when he formed the People's War (PW), popularly known
as PWG, in 1980.

The formation of the Communist Party of India (Maoist) in 2004, the PWG, Maoist

Communist Centre of India (MCCI), and 40 other armed sections, proved to be a turning
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point for Naxalism in India. 8 At its peak, the Naxalites marked their presence in more than
200 districts across the country (See Figure 1). With more than 20,000 regular cadres,
including 10,000 hardcore fighters, the People's Liberation Guerrilla Army (PLGA)— the
armed wing of CPI (Maoist), had access to automatic weapons, light machine guns, self-
loading guns, AK-47s, and grenades. ® They have also learned to make and deploy
sophisticated bombs and even set up various weapon manufacturing centres in various
districts of the 'Red Corridor Region’(A region affected by Naxalism is generally called the
Red Corridor Region). 1° Showing their capabilities in the subsequent years, they were able
to carry out the deadliest attack on the security forces. The 2010 Chintalnar massacre of 76
CRPF personnel in Dantewada and the killing of top congress leaders in Sukma district in

2013 alarmed policymakers to find long-term solutions to the evolving threat.

Figure 1: LWE affected state in the year 2020 (Left) and 2008 (Right)
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Main Drivers of Naxalism in India
Naxalism in India has been fuelled by the culmination of several factors. It found its
inspiration in the Indigo Revolt (1859-1861), Munda Rebellion (1899) in Chaibasa and Chota
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Nagpur region, Bhumkal Rebellion (1910), and the Tebhaga Movement (1946) in undivided

Bengal.

Ideology. The Naxal ideology resonates with Mao’s idea of ‘overthrowing the existing
government or system through armed rebellion in three different phases i.e., strategic
defence, strategic equilibrium, and strategic offence’.""They are hardcore believers of
the ‘idea of communism, socialism’ with no believe in the parliamentary system of
government; they want to establish the ‘rule of the Proletariat’. They consider
Liberalisation, Privatisation, Globalisation (LPG) as the root cause of exploitation of
the poor, tribals, and downtrodden people. For them, revolution is the only solution to
the present disparity among the masses.

The ideology is vital as it allows the cadre to remain motivated and keep
working to achieve the larger goal of overthrowing the existing system. As any
disparity and exploitation are related to the present governance system's
shortcomings, therefore removing the existing system seems to be the only solution.
It fuelled the morale of the cadre, which proved to be essential to sustain the war for
so long. According to the Ministry of Home Affairs, the central theme of Maoist
ideology is ‘violence’.'? They glorify violence to overthrow the existing social-
economic and political structure. The aim is to remove the government at the
grassroot level by eliminating the local-level governmental official and police
personnel. Thus, creating a governance vacuum remains the priority of Maoist before
instigating the local population for violence.

Poverty, llliteracy, Unemployment and Economic Exploitation. The root cause of
dissatisfaction among the masses is the prevailing poverty, unemployment, and
economic exploitation. The so-called ‘Red Corridor’ has the worst record on the
mentioned indices (See Table 1). Further, this region is bestowed with an abundance
of natural resources and minerals. When the profit of mining and exploitation of
resources does not percolate among the masses, they tend to revolt. Although the
ideology instigates people to lift arms against the state, the prevailing poverty,
illiteracy, unemployment, and sense of neglect in their homeland, keeps them
sustained. Further, it is no surprise that the mentioned issues remain the most

favourable conditions for Maoism to flourish.
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Table 1: Data collected from various sources

State Poverty (i;\ percent) | Unemployment (in percent) * | Literacy (:; percent)
Chhattisgarh 39.93 3.2 70.28
Jharkhand 36.96 94 67.63
Bihar 42.6 13 69.83
Andhra Pradesh 9.2 8.7 67.04
Orissa 32.59 1.1 72.09
Maharashtra 17.35 4.3 82.34
West Bengal 19.98 7.4 72.26

Source: (%https://sdgindiaindex.niti.gov.in/#/ranking) (*https.://Junemploymentinindia.cmie.com/,Data up

to July 2021) #Data from 2011 census.

Government Policies and Poor Governance. The initial government’s response to
the uprising was more repressive, considering it was just a law and order situation,
undermining the socio-economic amelioration to resolve the issue. Further, under the
seventh schedule of the Indian Constitution, the subject of police and police order
rests with the state government. Thus, there is a lack of synchronisation of policies
between state and union.

For almost three to four decades, different states dealt with the Naxalite
movement differently. Over the years, the Gol lacked a holistic approach to curb the
menace which gave enough breathing space for Naxalism to flourish. Apart from the
fifth schedule, under Article 244 of the Indian Constitution, The Panchayats
(Extension to Scheduled Areas) Act (PESA), and Scheduled Tribes and Other
Traditional Forest Dwellers (Recognition of Forest Rights) Act, 2006, gave enough
power to the government to decentralise power to local administration and tribal
authority to remove their grievances. However, over and again the states were not
able to properly implement those provisions.'?

Land Rights and Lack of Social Infrastructure & Development. The origin of the
slogan "land to tillers" has always been core to the Naxalite movement since 1967. In
order to give land to the landless, the Naxalites have undermined the laws of the
land. In many cases, they even acted against the small landholders who were
against the Naxalite movement.’* According to the National Sample Survey
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Organisation (NSSO) data, 60 percent of the country's population has ownership in
over 5 percent of the land, and 10 percent of the population controls 55 percent of
the land."® This huge disparity in land sharing makes the poor tribes to support the
Naxalite, who promises them a system which will erase all their agonies.

Further, lack of adequate infrastructural development—road, rail, and telephone
connectivity in the Naxalite affected areas, has crippled the region's socio-economic
development. According to a report by the Ministry of Communication, the Tele
Density in rural areas is 56.71 per cent compared to urban 156.82 per cent. '® The
situation is quite worse for the region affected with Naxalism (except for Andhra
Pradesh) ."It has hugely affected the medical, educational facilities, public
distribution systems, agricultural produces, and many vital public services. This also
created a favourable ground for Naxalism to flourish. In fact, there is a difference
between the grassroot cadre and leadership in Naxalism. The latter is driven by the
long-term strategic goal of overthrowing the state, where the former is looking for
near term improvement in their life.'®

o Favorable Terrain, Availability of Arms & Ammunition and Robust Financial
Support. The so-called 'Red Corridor' region, stretching from Nepal to Tamil Nadu, is
one of the most forested regions of the country. The Naxalites take advantage of the
inaccessible hideout in the forest.Further, the Naxalites have an excellent network
with the militant and criminal groups operating in South Asia.’ They easily get
weapons through Nepal's porous border, from ISl-backed Islamist groups from
Bangladesh, Criminal and Secessionist groups in Northeast and Myanmar, and their
local arms factory. 2°

Also, the Maoists have been collecting more than 140 crores annually from
different sources, the largest being the mining industry, and collection of tendu
leaves.?! Further, in the areas where they are running a parallel government, termed

as Janatan Sarkar, they are collecting ‘revolutionary taxes’ from the people.?
Government Response and Decline in Naxalism

India's COIN initiative amalgamates both ‘population centric’ (winning heart and mind) and
‘enemy centric’ (suffocating enemy through excessive force) approaches. However, the
political strategy was always inclined more towards an ‘enemy centric’ approach rather than
winning the people's hearts and minds. 2 The reason law and order being the state subject,
different states drive different tactics to flush out Naxalism. The centre played a crucial role

in providing support— financially, intelligence sharing, and deploying security forces. The



three states which have been successful in COIN operations are Maharashtra, Bihar, and
Andhra Pradesh.

Andhra Pradesh. The success of Andhra Pradesh’s COIN initiatives lies in its
approach of combining police action with socio-economic development. On one
hand, it pushed Maoists by modernising the police force and creating an elite combat
force named ‘Greyhounds’, and on the other, it undertook serious development
measures to cut down the influence of Maoism in the region.?* This collective
approach has worked effectively to address the grievance of local people inclined to
the insurgent group. The introduction of schemes like Jalayagnam, Indiramma,
implementation of the Rural Employment Guarantee Scheme, and strict police action,
tremendously brought down Maoist activity in the state. (See Table 1 for Maoist
violence in Andhra Pradesh).This dramatic decline in Maoist activity, especially in
Andhra Pradesh, is because the Naxalites are losing their local support and facing
grassroot opposition.?> The youths stand against the Maoists as they feel their
activities disrupt their livelihood and keep their area underdeveloped. In undivided
Andhra Pradesh, the Radical Student Union's banning in 2004 was one of the critical
steps that dealt a significant blow on new recruitments.?® Further, the Andhra
Pradesh Surrender and Rehabilitation Policy, 1997, has been successful as it
focussed on “winning the hearts and mind of the people” and imparting
development.?” Thus, Andhra Pradesh adopted a collective security strategy, political
and developmental response to the prevailing situations.

Maharashtra. Although the Naxal movement in Maharashtra is not recognised,
spillover effects of neighboring states like Chhattisgarh, Madhya Pradesh and Andhra
Pradesh can be seen in its bordering districts. In Maharashtra, the districts like
Gondia and Gadchiroli became the ‘Red bastions’ while Chandrapur, Yavatmal,
Bhandara and Nanded districts remain prone to Naxalism. However, Nagpur has
been a safe haven. The state efforts in the past two decades have reduced the
influence of Naxalite in the state drastically (See Table 1 for Maoist violence in
Maharashtra).

On the ‘enemy centric front’, the state response was to empower the police

machinery in the border district and raise the district level force— the C-60 Commando.

Also, various incentives and facilities are provided to police personnel dealing with Naxalism

.2%This penetration of the state deep into Maoist territory brings back locals' confidence in the

state machinery. The state’s Surrender and Rehabilitation Policy (YEAR) led to the

surrender of more than 500 Maoist in the last one decade.® To support the police action on

the ‘population centric front’, the state government pushed for more development projects
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and addressed the longstanding irrigation, health, and education challenges of the district
affected by Naxalism, especially Gadchiroli.

e Bihar. The Bihar Government emphasised on the ‘population centric’ strategy to
tackle Naxalism and found a political solution besides utilising the ‘enemy centric’
strategy. An initiative like 'Apki Sarkar Aapke Dwar— Your Government at Your
Doorsteps— program to improve public service and infrastructure in the villages,
changed the dynamics of Naxalism in Bihar.*' The state government implemented
the national schemes like mid-day meals and national employment guarantee
schemes, incentivising schoolgirls by giving cash awards for buying bicycles, etc.
Further, the state developed the road infrastructure to penetrate deep into the
Naxalite areas and revamped the state's Public Distribution System (PDS). The
developmental measures combined with political representation of different classes,
curbed violence and eliminated the Maoist base in the state.®?

To further push the Naxalite, the Bihar Government focused on reducing crime
and worked on speedy conviction of criminals. The utilisation of the Arms Act proved to be a
potent instrument against Maoists as it led to decline in mass killings. 3 Further, the state
created a 400-member special task force and Special Auxiliary Police for counter-insurgency
operations. The use of adequate hard power and developmental measures resulted in the
steady decline of the Maoist attack in the state in the subsequent years. (See Table 1 for
Maoist violence in Bihar).

The efforts of states like Maharashtra, Andhra Pradesh, and Bihar in coordination with
the central government have decreased the violence caused by Naxalism in the respective
states. However, there still lies a pitfall in the overall COIN strategy of the nation. With all
efforts in place, Naxalism is not uprooted. The reason lies in its strategy and understanding
of the overall situation. Studies and various reports have shown that Special Forces like
Greyhounds (Andhra Pradesh) or C-60 (Maharashtra) have not defeated the Maoists but
merely displaced them in their neighbouring states of Chhattisgarh and even Jharkhand. 3
Therefore, states like Chhattisgarh and Jharkhand still have a sizeable presence of

Naxalism.

e Chhattisgarh. Today, Chhattisgarh is considered a Maoist hotspot, and the Bastar
region comprising Dantewada, Bijapur, Narayanpur, Bastar, Kanker, Sukma and
Kondagaon districts remains its epicentre. The state response of strengthening the
vigilant group, ‘Salwa Judum’ (or Purification Hunt), was one of the biggest mistakes.
This strategy led to the killing of many Adivasis and gave rise to suspicion among
people within the tribes (of being unsafe).®*In numerous cases, the family members
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were pitted against each other, and therefore the concept of arming the tribal against
the radical tribal did more harm than benefit. The situation has worsened so much

that the Supreme Court, in 2011, had to direct the state government to disband it.3¢
Learning from the ‘Salwa Judum’ episode and the experience of states like
Andhra Pradesh and Maharashtra, the state government changed the strategy. However,
this too was more enemy-centric and focused more on neutralising the enemy than ‘winning
the hearts and mind’ of the locals. The state pushed for the modernisation of police forces,
including creating a new battalion of Special Forces and upgrading intelligence. Besides
such bold steps, the state remained at the fulcrum of Maoist insurgency—reason being
decades of absence of government and security forces in the region. The trust deficit is
enormous, and villagers work overtly or covertly for Maoists.®” In such situations, the
counterinsurgency operation suffers from the principle of secrecy, and our jawans become
the easy scapegoats for Maoists. The fact remains that, the development of infrastructure in
terms of roads had undoubtedly enhanced the region's connectivity but Maoist presence,
especially in the Bastar region, still remains a matter of concern. The core reason is the

‘government approach and poor governance’.

o Jharkhand. Jharkhand is another area which has been the focal point of Naxalism
since its birth on 15 November 2000. The favourable topography, substantial Adivasi
population, and mineral rich regions, make it profitable for the Naxalites. Like other
states, Jharkhand, too, considered it a law-and-order issue and saw Naxalites as
misguided youth.3® However, only after 2010, the state beefed up the security forces
to form Special Forces to lead anti-Naxal operations. The state launched ‘Operation
Anaconda’ (2011) and ‘Operation Anaconda —II’ (2012), with central forces deployed
in Saranda forests followed by a development plan.3® The success of the operations
prompted policymakers to strengthen the security forces further and keep supporting
the enemy-centric strategy. It is not that the government did not focus on constructing
basic infrastructures like roads, bridges, schools, and Panchayat’s buildings. Still, the
primary focus remains on striking down the Naxalites. Although there has been some
decline in the Naxalite movement, areas like Hazaribagh, Palamu, Latehar and
Ranchi districts still remain a challenge.

o The Centre’s Response. For decades, as mentioned before, India’s COIN operation
remained enemy-centric, especially after the merger of the Maoist faction in 2004.
The blueprint for India’s approach can be seen in the UPA government’s 14-point
Policy, which enhances police response against Naxalite.*? The initial step to ban the
CPI (Maoist) under the Unlawful Activities (Prevention) Act in 2009 provided a
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specific target to policymakers. Further, action was taken to revamp the technical and
human intelligence network throughout the Naxal affected states. The centre
allocated substantial funds to modernise the state and central security force.
Subsequently, in 2015, the present NDA government came out with a National
Policy and Action Plan. Also, the Central Government’s implementation of the ‘Non-
Plan scheme for reimbursement of Security Related Expenditure’ (SRE) was one of
the critical initiatives that vested enough power in the hands of the state security
forces. Later, in 2017, the SAMADHAN initiative was announced by the Ministry of
Home Affairs.#' The acronym SAMADHAN stands for S — Smart Leadership, A —
Aggressive Strategy, M — Motivation, and Training, A — Actionable Intelligence, D -
Dashboard Based KPIs (Key Performance Indicators), and KRAs (Key Result Areas),
H- Harnessing Technology, A — An action plan for each theatre and N- No access to
Financing. The aim was to choke the Naxalites by use of force and to monitor their
activity extensively. Further, in 2018, a new CRPF battalion named ‘Bastariya
Battalion’ was commissioned comprising the tribal youth.#? Also, the armed forces
were allowed to use Unmanned Aerial vehicles (UAV) and mini-UAVs in critical
Maoist infected areas for better surveillance and monitoring. The fact of the matter is
that extensive use of force to subdue Maoist does play an essential role in bringing

down the Maoist threat, but elimination is far from reality.

Later, after realising the importance of a population-centric strategy, the government pushed

for its immediate implementation, which can be seen in the launching of Integrated Action
Plan (IAP) 43 for 60 Selected Tribal and Backward Districts. It was launched to build public

infrastructure and services such as School Buildings, Anganwadi Centres, Primary Health

Centres, Drinking Water Supply, Village Roads, and Electric lights in public places such as

PHCs and schools, and many more. Later, after abandoning IAP, a new scheme called

‘Special Central Assistance’ (SCA) was launched to accelerate the pace of development and

bridge the gap between the tribal areas and other regions.** The aim was to win the

confidence of local people through socio-economic development and good governance. In

achieving this objective, the government also pushed for reforms.

Forest Right Act, 2006. In order to recognise the right of the Scheduled Tribes and
other traditional forest dwellers, the government introduced the Forest Right Act,
2006. The aim was “sustainable use, conservation of biodiversity and maintenance of

ecological balance and thereby strengthening the conservation regime of the forests



while ensuring livelihood and food security of the forest dwelling Scheduled Tribes
and other traditional forest dwellers”.45

e National Rehabilitation and Settlement Policy, 2007. The policy was introduced
for the healthy dispersion of people affected by industrial growth. It envisages
reducing the psychological, socio-cultural consequences on the marginal section of
the society. Further, it also talks about providing opportunities beyond monetary
compensation and providing employment opportunities to the worst affected
families.*6

e Right to Fair Compensation and Transparency in Land Acquisition,
Rehabilitation and Resettlement Act, 2013. It was to provide adequate
compensation, greater security for forcible land acquisition and proper resettlement
to the people. It also aims to provide greater compensation to farmers for their

acquired land along with humanitarian relief.

Recalibrating the Strategy for Eliminating the Menace

It is undeniable that the government's ‘enemy-centric approach’ and initiative to launch a
‘population-centric approach’ by imparting development, have led to a massive decline in the
Naxal attack over the past decades. However, the question generally arises, why, despite all
sorts of efforts, the Naxal still causes mass casualties to the security forces. As they did in
April 2021, when Maoist attacked a joint team of Central Reserve Police Force (CRPF),
including elite elements of Commando Battalion for Resolute Action (COBRA), District
Reserve Guard (DRG), and Special Task Force (STF) at Terram, killing 22 jawans and
leaving 30 injured. 4 The simple answer is poor governance and lack of proper
implementation of policies on the ground. Further, in many cases, lawmakers' policies

negate the various safeguards available to schedule tribes under the constitution. 48

For a successful counterinsurgency campaign just adopting a military means will not bear
the desired fruits. The presence of insurgents may be subdued temporarily or remain
suspended until a strong police presence. However, in the long-term, a more significant
focus on ‘winning the hearts and minds’ of the local population is a must. Statistically,
military means have solved only 7 percent of insurgency while 43 percent of insurgency is
solved through political dialogue backed by a strong military presence. #° Thus, focus must
be on ‘population-centric strategy’ while keeping the security forces to safeguard the
developmental projects. The focus must be on winning the trust of the people through social

integration. For decades, the tribal people have felt neglected by the government. This



negligence must be avoided by giving proper forest rights to the forest dwellers, giving more

power to tribal leaders, and solving their basic issues of food, water, and shelter.

The Indian COIN strategy is based on the 'Clear, Hold and Build' approach.? India, over the
years, has been able to clear the strong foothold of the Maoists in the region. It is also able
to hold the situation as very few incidents took place over the year. However, India is still
unable to 'build' the region. Building the region requires the confidence of all the members
residing in the society, including tribals. It requires collective effort of the local, state, and
central governments to address the concerns of all the stakeholders. ‘One solution fits all’
can never be the real solution. The tribals, landless peasants, are aboriginal and have all the
rights over their land, water, and natural resources. Thus, India must now shift focus to a

‘population-centric approach.

Decades of Maoist insurgency have reduced the state’s presence in core Naxal areas. The
state must ensure the infrastructure build-up on a priority basis i.e., fortified police stations,
building roads and telecommunication facilities, and improving public distribution systems.
However, this only amounts to the infrastructure build-up aspect; the ‘ethical security and
ethical governance’ ®' approaches must be adopted for complete eradication. The
grassroot government official must be trained to interact with tribals ethically and not as an
agent of exploiters.

e The state is relying heavily on its COIN operations on CRPF. Instead, the recruits
must be drawn from the local population as per the ‘greyhound’ model of
Andhra Pradesh. Further, after serving for some years, the recruiter must become
part of the regular police force. Also, state-of-the-art equipment along with the best
training must be made available to the armed forces.

e The issue of rights over their land and the issue of land ownership is the ignition point
of Naxalism. Learning from the successes of the Telangana peasant rebellion
(1946-51), the state must redistribute land records, revamp the justice delivery
system, and restore the rights of the indigenous people, especially Adivasis, on land,
forest, and natural resources. Further, the native must be given a share in the profit
of industrial activity in the form of better education, transportation, communication,
and healthcare facilities.

e Electoral representation is one of the critical areas of concern in Naxal affected
areas. Lack of proper representation leads to the disenfranchisement of people with
the government. The Panchayats (Extension to the Scheduled Areas) Act, 1996, was
passed by the government to empower the people of scheduled tribes. However,
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even after 25 years of its existence, the concerned state is yet to frame law. Thus,
implementing such a law on the ground is vital for eliminating alienation at the
grassroot level. A case study on implementation (PESA) Act in Andhra Pradesh
reveals it's non-conformity with original idea and spirit of giving more power to local
government.>?
The Naxal-influenced areas are rich in minerals and have massive potential for industrial
growth. However, the growth shall be as per the natives, and utmost priority must be
given to indigenous people in employment. The aim is to win hearts and minds’, which is
not possible without stable employment opportunities for youth. Further, the resettlement
and rehabilitation policy must be implemented on the ground as lawmakers make them. The
private player involved in the mining activities must comply with laid policies under strict

monitoring of independent authority (preferably the High Court or Supreme Court).

Conclusion

India's success in counter insurgency operations is commendable; however, to eliminate
Naxalism, the authorities need to move ahead to win the ‘hearts and minds’ of the people.
Recalibrating strategies require a framework to implement policies on the ground as they are
shaped in the parliament. Just eliminating the top leaders by military means does not
guarantee the end of Naxalism. Only the consolidated efforts of locals, state, centre, and
even armed forces compelled with socio-economic reforms can tackle the problem of

Naxalism.
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