Above from left: a guard from India’s Border Security Force checking a motorcycle for smuggled goods in West Bengal; footage of people detained by security personnel on the Bangladeshi side of the border, after crossing from India; and a buffer zone between the nations.

Armed standoffs on Indias longest border
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dian counterparts of pushing the people
— none of whom carried identifying doc-
uments — in their direction.

The individuals looked afraid, said
Milon Patwary, a local journalist who
witnessed the events and shared videos,
explaining their predicament. “If they
went in either direction, they could get
shot,” he said.

Eventually, the Bangladeshi border
guards used their rifles, sticks and whis-
tles to herd the group back toward the
Indian side, he said.

BORDER POLITICS

Events like these have become more
common since Suvendu Adhikari, the
new chiel minister of West Bengal —
where about half of the Bangladesh-In-
dia border lies — began fulfilling his
election promise to find and eject undoc-
umented immigrants.

Mr. Adhikari, a member of the Hindu
nationalist Bharativa Janata Party, has
said that more than 10,000 people from
Muslim-majority Bangladesh have been
deported and more than 1,000 were in
custody waiting to be sent back since he
began the deportation drive in late May.
Hundreds more have returned home
voluntarily upon hearing about the
crackdown, according to Indian security

nel.

But Bangladeshi officials have con-
tested India’s claims. They say they
have taken back only around 300 depor-
tees through formal repatriation chan-
nels since January, and the Border
Guard Bangladesh has foiled attempts
by Indian security forces to “push in”
around 850 others in the past two
months — a sharp increase since Mr.
Adhikari came to power.

Critics and opposition parties have
accused Mr. Adhikari and other leaders
of the B.J.P. — the political party of
Prime Minister Narendra Modi of India
— of using inflammatory rhetoric to
whip up anti-Muslim sentiment to ad-
dress what is partly a problem of eco-
nomic opportunity.

To get a fuller picture, we visited a few
points on both sides of the border to talk
to village residents, security forces and
some Bangladeshi nationals detained
by the Indian authorities. Border offi-
cials from both countries spoke to us on
the condition of anonymity because they
were not authorized to speak publicly.

The border between India and Bang-
ladesh is a cartographic feat stretching
across marshes, hills, ponds topped with
thatches of water hyacinth, and rivers
that create and destroy sandbars. The
countries agreed in 1975 to leave 150
yards (137 meters) on each side of the

border as a buffer zone, or what locals
call “no man's land" where farmers
could tend to their crops.

India has fenced all but a fifth of its
side of border and built gates to let Indi-
an farmers in and out. Where fencing is
impossible, buoys and pillars mark the
boundary. There are searchlights and
security cameras. But all that, as well as
24-hour patrols on both sides, does not
appear to have deterred migrants or
smugglers.

THE VIEW FROM BANGLADESH

Last month, we headed to northern
, following reports that Indi-

an forces had pushed dozens of immi-

grants — including those with Bangla-

deshi documents, Indian identity cards

or no papers on them — across the bor-

der, and Bangladeshi forces were refus-
ing to take them in without a formal re-
patriation process.

Relations between the countries have
been tense since 2024, when a student
uprising in Bangladesh toppled the au-
tocratic government of Sheikh Hasina,
who fled to India. In the chaotic after-
math, Hindu minorities in Bangladesh
were targeted, contributing to anti-Mus-
lim sentiment in West Bengal.

We talked to farmers like Mr. Rah-
man, who said he had witnessed numer-
ous cases where people were pushed
across the border in Durgapur, in Bang-
ladesh’s Lalmonirhat border district. He
took us to a point just over a mile from
the border, where we could see a fence
India had erected and CCTV cameras it
had hoisted on a pole. Bangladeshi bor-

der guards on bicycles with rifles on
their backs patrolled the area.

Hamidul Islam, 50, who grows corn,
rice and vegetables in Durgapur, said
farmers tending to their crops worried
about getting caught in crossfire during
a border skirmish.

In another border village, a group of
three children, two women and five men
was pushed out of India last month and
refused entry by Bangladesh.

For three days, they remained
stranded in the buffer zone, sitting out-
side through sun and rain not far from
Bangladesh's Panchagarh area, while
officials discussed their fates.

The individuals were unable to prove
their Bangladeshi or Indian identity, ac-
cording to Belal Hossain, a member of
Bangladesh Ansar, an auxiliary para-

IPRAOTOCIARHES Y ATUL LOKE FOR THIE NEW YOS TRES.

Selling dried tobacco leaves at a market in Bangladesh. Across the border in the Indian state of West Bengal, the chiel minister has vowed to expel undocumented immigrants.

military force, who had spotted a couple
of them heading toward Bangladesh.
“The people said they were brought to
the border with other people in three full
buses,” Mr. Hossain said.
Eventually, India's Border Security
Farce took them back, he said.

THE VIEW FROM INDIA

In India, we drove from Kolkata, the cap-
ital of West Bengal, to Hakimpur, one of
the state's biggest border checkpoints.
Dozens of bicycles and motorbikes con-
fiscated from smugglers were stacked
against a wall by the checkpoint, wait-
ing to be auctioned off.

Mr. Adhikari's election slogan was
“detect, delete, deport™: detect undocu-
mented migrants, delete them from vot-
er rolls and deport them to Bangladesh.

Enforcement is controversial and
complicated. There are no reliable esti-
mates of the number of Bangladeshis re-
siding illegally in India, partly because
it"s often hard to distinguish them from
Indians. This is particularly difficult in
West Bengal because many people there
share a language and traditions with
Bangladeshis.

M. Adhikari's government has repur-
posed buildings near the border in West
Bengal into temporary holding centers
for deportees, but it is expected to create
permanent ones.

Pathasathi, agovernment guesthouse
with powder-blue cement walls in Ten-
tulia, about a half-hour's drive from Ha-
kimpur, has been turned into one such
holding pen. Police officers monitored
the facility, which was off limits to vis-
itors. The 200-person-capacity guest-
house was nearly full, according to one
officer. Some detainees sat by windows,
waving as we walked by. Colorful gar-
ments hung from clotheslines. Outside
the gate waited a garishly decorated pri-
vate bus, onto which police officers were
escorting a line of people to take them to
an undisclosed location,

Bangladesh, which says India
is avoiding proper repatriation
channels, has stepped up patrols
to stop the influx.

Alaknanda Bhowal, the superintend-
ent of police in the district covering Ten-
tulia, said that the deportation process
was “ongoing” and that several agen-
cies were involved, including the dis-
trict’s intelligence bureau.

At the nearby Charghat holding camp
— a repurposed emergency center for
flood victims with a maximum occupan-
cy of 116 — there were 19 detainees, ac-
cording to Sumanta Biswas, a police offi-
cer at the site. They were under con-
stant police surveillance but the state
government provided three simple
meals a day and cots to sleep on. The
camp had electricity and a toilet with
running water, and it provided basic
health care.

Abdul Rahim Gazi, a 30-year-old
bricklayer from Munshiganj village in
Bangladesh, was among those being
held in the camp. He said he had made
his way to India around two years ago in
search of better pay, which he secured,
earning 400 rupees (about $4) a day —
100 more than he earned in Bangladesh.

Mr. Gazi said he had a Bangladeshi
voter 1D card. “I am going back volun-
tarily,” he said, from behind the bars of a
padlocked gate.




