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Development-Induced Displacement: A History of Transition to Impoverishment and Environmental Degradation

Gita Bharali


‘My Land is my backbone……….I only stand straight, happy, proud and not ashamed about my colour because I still have land. I can dance, paint, create and sing as my ancestors did before me……my land is my foundation. I stand, live and perform as long as I have something firm and hard to stand on. Without land……we will be the lowest people in the world, because you have broken down our backbone, took away my arts, environment, history and foundation. You have left us with nothing.’








-Aboriginal Leader from Australia


Development-Induced displacement of people from traditional habitats causes much trauma to the affected persons.  Compulsory acquisition of land for construction of dams and roads, quarrying and mining operations, industries and reservation of forests for national parks and environment protection forces people to leave their traditional abodes and land – their main sustenance. Thus, development projects undertaken for economic growth have often become a major threat to the people whom they deprive of their traditional livelihood without alternatives. The negative aspects of such development are impoverishment on the one hand and environmental pollution on the other. 

Industrialization is a major component of this entire development paradigm based on economic growth. On the one hand, industrialization has made economic growth possible and on the other led to an ecological crisis and environmental pollution. One of its results is a rise in diseases. Based on an ongoing study of the Nagaon Paper Mill under Hindustan Paper Corporation, situated at Kagajnagar, Jagiroad in Morigaon district of Assam, the present paper will try to see both the aspects of impoverishment and environmental degradation. While looking at these aspects it will focus on those whom the project has displaced (DP) or deprived of livelihood without physical relocation (PAP) in order to look at the process of their impoverishment that is one of the causes of environmental degradation since it forces them to overexploit forests, fisheries and other resources that their tradition had treated as renewable. New diseases enter their area. By studying some of them this paper will try to see the link between ecology and people. 
I. Development Projects and Impoverishment

A growing number of environmentalists and social activists have misgivings about development projects such as dams, industries, mines, railways and roads which impact people’s livelihood in different ways. Studies show that between 1947 and 2000 such projects have caused some 50 to 60 million DP/PAP (Fernandes 2007: 204). Studies also show that most of the DP/PAP are from assetless rural poor classes. According to one estimate 55.16 percent of them are tribals (www.tribal.nic.in) but some others put it at 40 percent (Fernandes and Bharali 2006: 8). Besides, Official sources underestimate the actual numbers mainly because they exclude the common property resource (CPR) dependants, most of them tribals. Its main reason is that the Land Acquisition Act 1894 (LAQ) recognizes only individual land owners (patta). Land without an individual patta is State property. Besides, the State alone has the right to decide a public purpose and deprive even individual owners of their assets. This eminent domain of the State is overriding (Ramanathan 1999: 19-20). Much of the land used for development projects is CPRs and most of its dependants do not have a patta to show their ownership over the land that they are deprived of. 

As a result of its deprivation, landlessness increases enormously among the DP/PAP. For example, in AP landlessness increased among the DP/PAP from 10.9 percent to 36.5 percent (Fernandes et al 2001: 112-113). In Assam landlessness grew from 15.56 percent to 24.38 percent, the average area cultivated declined from 3.04 acres to 1.45 acres and the proportion of cultivators from 72.58 percent to 40.24 percent. Similar data can be given from other States. Common to them is the fact that after the project small and marginal farmers became landless and medium farmers joined the ranks of small and marginal farmers. Also support mechanisms such as ponds, wells, poultry, cattle and draft animals that supplement their income declined (Fernandes and Bharali 2006:188). One of its results is a shift in the occupational pattern and downward occupational mobility. In AP 45 percent of those who were involved in agriculture before displacement became landless agricultural labourers and other daily wage earners after it. Equally important is reduction in access to work. In AP it declined from 83.72 percent to 41.61 percent (Fernandes et al 2001: 112-113; 143). In Assam the number of daily wage earners, domestic and other unskilled workers increased proportionately. Access to work declined from 77.27 percent to 56.41 percent (Fernandes and Bharali 2006:188). 

This did not happen among the CPR dependants alone but they suffered more than the others did because the CPRs are considered Government property. The study on development-induced displacement in Assam shows that those deprived of their CPRs are a substantial proportion of the DP/PAP 1947-2000. A quantitative and Qualitative Study of its Extent and Nature’ shows that official sources give only 3,43,262 DP/PAP from 3.9 lakh acres but we came to more than 19 lakhs of them from 14 lakhs acres of land, more than 10 lakhs of them CPRs. Since the State does not recognize the CPRs, more than 15 lakhs out of the 19 lakh DP/PAP who are CPR dependants are not counted. Most of them are tribals or inhabitants of the char areas. As a result, only the patta owners of 3.9 lakh acres have been paid some monetary compensation. The CPR dependants have got no compensation. Even the monetary compensation was inadequate to begin life anew but the CPR dependants did not even get it. Besides, out of 3,000 projects we found data on rehabilitation in only four (Fernandes and Bharali 2006:109). We might have missed out a few but not more than ten projects would have rehabilitated their DPs.

Through this process, the projects lay the foundation of the impoverishment of the DP/PAP. Its impact on the DP/PAP is not limited to the economic field but impinges also on the environment. Ecological degradation is intrinsic to the present economic growth oriented development paradigm. The mega projects, especially industries make their surroundings unsustainable due to the loss of the biodiversity and degradation of the natural resources (Dewan and Chawla 1999: 3). While the project causes environmental degradation, the DP/PAP add to it because of their impoverishment. In Assam, for example, 71.43 percent of the DP/PAP who had in the past developed a culture of sustainable use of forests have started cutting trees (Fernandes and Bharali 2006: 178). 

The difference between the industry and the DP/PAP is that the former does it for profit while the latter do it for sheer survival. Once deprived of their livelihood, they fall back on the same resource and overexploit it. They thus make a transition from their traditional constructive to destructive dependence on it. While in the past most of the communities had treated their livelihood as a renewable resource that had come down from their ancestors that they had to use according to their needs and environmental imperatives and preserve it for the future, once impoverished by displacement and loss of land, they treat the same resource as their only source of income (Ganguly 2004: 72).                                                          

II. The Case of Nagaon Paper Mill (NPM)

This process of impoverishment and transition from constructive to destructive dependence is visible also in the Nagaon Paper Mill, a unit of Hindustan Paper Corporation Limited situated at Kagajnagar in the Morigaon district of Assam This public sector enterprise was incorporated in 1970 to produce 100,000 MT per annum of writing and printing paper. NPM, the first paper mill in the world to produce Kraft pulp in Kamyr Continuous Digester with 100 percent bamboo as raw material, started commercial production in 1985. It attained 100 percent of its installed capacity in 2000-01 and since then it has been showing continuous rise in production attaining 106.30 percent of its installed capacity in 2004-05. It has also been exporting paper to countries like Sri Lanka, Bangladesh, Egypt and Iran. It has 1,399 permanent employees and 1,100 casual labourers.

According to the information got from its Public Relation Officer D.K.Barthakur, the first Notification to acquire land was issued in 1979 and the acquisition began from 1980. A total of 602 acres have been acquired for it out of which 397 acres are for staff quarters and only 205 acres for the main project. Out of the total 602 acres of land 427 acres were private including permanent and temporary patta, 125 CPRs and 140 acres under the Forest Department. However, our field data shows 608.12 acres and records of some more land could not be got. 

The work of the NPM was supposed to start from 1974 but due to some problems it began in 1977. Against the target data of 1983, its construction was completed in 1984.  It started commercial production from October 1984. The planned cost of the project was 250 crores but it went up to 287 crores. According to official sources 93 families were displaced, 71 of them tribal, 12 dalit and the rest from the upper castes. Other sources point to 232 families, mostly tribal (Fernandes and Bharali 2006: 87). Most of the missing families are tribals. We interviewed 197 of the 232 families or 85 percent of them. Out of the 197 families, 150 or 76.14 percent are tribals and the remaining 47or 23.86 percent are Nepali and Muslim, Bengali and Kalita. 62 percent of the tribals are Lalung, 36 percent Karbi and 2 percent Deori tribals.

A. People’s Livelihood before Displacement 


The main livelihood of the DPs and PAPs of Nagaon Paper Mill was natural resource-based, agriculture on the one hand and CPRs on the other. The tribals in particular were CPR dependent skilled agriculturists. They used traditional ways of irrigation from the hill streams. In their cultivation they believed that use of any manure except cowdung and burnt weeds could destroy land fertility. They also did multiple cropping and used many traditional methods to improve land fertility (Brahma 1992: 45-48). It is true also of the DP/PAP of Nagaon Paper Mill, most of whom are tribals and are Bodo sub group (Sen 1999: 136).  Most of them were self-reliant agriculturists and collected other needs such as food and medicines from the forest. They continue to be agriculturists with minor deviation. Some also have non-agricultural alternatives but not enough land.


Another source of livelihood was animal husbandry. They have a natural propensity to rear animals like pigs, goats, cows etc. Every family has cows and bullocks. Fishing is another source of income, mainly practiced by women who get much of their sustenance from the river. They go to the local hats (markets) to sell their homegrown vegetables and other produce. Weaving is another occupation (Stack 1997: 10). 

B. What after Displacement: From Poverty to Impoverishment 


Displacement is intrinsic to their history of transition to impoverishment and the consequent environmental degradation. Our data show that prior to the project these 197 families from villages have lost a total of 608.12 acres or an average of 3.09 acres per family, 50 percent of it CPRs. Also our study of displacement in Assam shows that landlessness has increased substantially among all the DPs (Fernandes and Bharali, 2006: 130). Though we have not found any case of landlessness of the DP/PAP of NPM there is evidence that the project has led to the impoverishment of the peasantry. Most own just about an acre of land. The number of marginal farmers owning 1 acre or less has gone up from 0 to 154. The number of families owning 1.01 to 2.5 acres of land has doubled and of those owning 2.5 to 5 acres has come down to a third after displacement. The number of families with 5.01-10 acres has declined by 90 percent and none owns more than 10 acres today. Along with the decline in the size of the holdings, the average productivity per bigha has been decreased from 15-16 mounds to 6-7 today. Thus, though none is landless, there is clear evidence of impoverishment. As stated above, that can result in environmental degradation. The opposite too is true. The people cultivate land around the factory and loss of its fertility can lead to impoverishment among them.


Impoverishment is the first step. Land was the prime source of their livelihood. Its alienation has resulted in loss or shift of occupation. In a few cases it is upward mobility but for most it is a downward shift. The proportion of cultivators among the land losers of NPM has come down from 27.5 percent to 11.9 percent. 20 percent of those who were engaged in cultivation have become agricultural labourers or other daily wage earners or do petty business. An examination of past and present income showed that the number of families below the poverty line has risen from 19.75 percent before displacement to 74.04 percent after it. It is because of loss of land with no alternatives. Besides, there is a substantial decrease in the support mechanisms, such as livestock, trees etc. Before displacement, these families had 6,383 heads of cattle or goats and other animals and 8,987 trees of different varieties. After displacement their number has declined to 3,320 and 3,306 respectively.  


One possibility of preventing impoverishment is to rehabilitate them properly. But the picture we got is very pathetic. Out of the 197 households we interviewed 158 or 80 percent got some monetary compensation of Rs. 6,000 per acre of permanent  patta  and Rs 2000 per acre of temporary patta land which was inadequate to begin a new life. 49 CPRs dependent households got no compensation but none was resettled. However, 49 of them got temporary jobs and that helped them to tide over the initial loss of income. Only a few of them got permanent jobs later. The rest went back to land.

C. Transition to Environmental Degradation


As stated above, the economic impact of the project on the people is not limited to the economic impoverishment but impinges on the environment. Among the NPM DP/PAP, 52 percent of the households who had in the past developed a culture of sustainable use of forests have started cutting trees. Once deprived of their livelihood, people fall back on the same resource for survival by making a transition from their traditional constructive to destructive dependence on it. This is not merely an economic decision but also cultural change. They do not treat the environment as their sustenance any more but fall back on the same resource for survival. Their culture gets weak with their impoverishment or the influence of the commercial forces. That is seen also in water, air and noise pollution.

The quality of drinking water is important for health which depends to a great extent on nutrition, clean water and air. 25.93 percent of the respondents complained of water pollution. The project has also resulted in noise pollution. Common to the factory and increased vehicular traffic is disturbance the project causes to the people around. It may even have health implications. 96 percent of the households in NPM complained of environmental and noise pollution. Others reports too show that the area has become completely dangerous to live in (Sarmah 2006).   


One of its consequences is new diseases or a rise in what used to exist already in the region. Studies in other States show that water borne diseases increase substantially after the project (Fernandes et al. 2001: 153). That is the main reason why we include diseases in the environmental impact of the project. In NPM the number of family members in these 197 households who suffered from different type of fevers increased from 172 to 768 persons. The number of persons suffered from dysentery increased from 82 to 358. It is same in case of some other deceases, like eye problem, skin diseases. 

Soil Pollution 


Soil samples were collected from different locations from 0.5 to 1 km around NPM. Also a sample of lime sludge was collected from the area. A wide variety of both inorganic pollutants are present in the effluents from the brewery, tannery, dyeing units of the project. The pollutants include oils, greases, plastics, metallic waste, suspended solids, phenols, toxins, acids, salts, dyes etc. many of which are not readily susceptible to degradation. 


Low productivity mentioned above is related to this soil deterioration. Because of it, availability or soil nutrients is low. It may decrease due to an excessive amount of industrial effluents and lime sludge from the mill and directly affect agricultural crops. The soil gathered from the area showed that the sludge affected the land of all of them and its result is loss of fertility. We have mentioned above the decline in the production per bigha. Its reason is the degradation of land because of the sludge and other pollutants. Other studies too show that they cause lower productivity, destroys ecological balance and results in desertification, degradation, soil pollution etc (Virmani 1991).  

Conclusion: 


It is obvious then, that in the perception of the DP/PAP the environment has deteriorated as a result of the project. This paper has shown the history of their transition to impoverishment and the consequent environmental degradation. It has explained how the development projects led to impoverishment and environmental pollution. Its main reason is that the project treats the environment only as a commercial commodity. That is basic to the impoverishment of the DP/PAP and to environmental degradation.
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