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DEVELOPMENT DISPLACED AND THE RIGHT TO LIFE: IMPLICATIONS FOR THE NORTHEAST

Walter Fernandes 

Many recent events such as the Supreme Court judgement on the Narmada and the contempt proceedings against Arundhuti Roy have reopened in India as a whole, the debate on “Development-Induced Displacement”. In the Northeast the debate is triggered by the decision to build many major hydro-electrical dams. In particular these events have drawn attention to the number and type of persons that development projects have displaced (DP) or deprived of livelihood without physical relocation (PAP), to the eminent domain according which people are displaced without their consent and to the assumption in the Narmada judgement that the main issue in displacement is rehabilitation. Forgotten in much of the debate is the people’s right to a life with dignity enshrined in Article 21 of the Constitution. Development-induced displacement and deprivation are planned. So their impoverishment and marginalisation are avoidable but the projects that deprive them of their sustenance in the name of national development rarely make provision for them to begin life anew.

This issue has become relevant to the Northeast more than in the past, because the focus of people displacing schemes has shifted to this region. According to a list available to us, around 100 major dams are being planned in the “Seven Sisters” and 40 in Sikkim. 13 are being finalised, 6 have received environmental clearance and some MOUs have been signed. Many more people displacing schemes are on the anvil. They, especially the dams, are presented as basic for development since investment has been low in the region during the past several decades. In fact the dams will bring some income to the States by selling power to others but may not create many jobs in the region. 

These and other schemes raise questions about the people’s right to a life with dignity. Moreover, defence considerations have always influenced the course of the region’s economic development. The fact that militarisation is taken as “normal” has much to do with the manner in which development is defined in this region. In this context we shall take a look at the state of displacement or deprivation in India as a whole and see whether what has happened in the rest of the country can repeat itself in the Northeast. Is people’s marginalisation that results from their displacement and deprivation a deviation from the constitutional imperatives or is it the norm? One is left with the impression that the latter is the case because instead of dealing with marginalisation, the Central Government is planning to amend the Land Acquisition Act 1894 (LAQ) to make acquisition for private companies easier. But the rehabilitation policy is yet to see the light of day. In order to grasp the issues raised, we shall discuss displacement with special focus on the Northeast.

Defining the Displaced

Development DPs/PAPs are only one of many groups of the displaced. The others include voluntary or involuntary migrants, refugees of wars and of natural or human made disasters and process induced migrants caused by economic or technological changes, for example introduction of trawlers in fishing. In this paper we limit ourselves to development-induced DPs/PAPs. Secondly, we do not reject all development but only that which impoverishes and marginalises the weak to the benefit of another class. We believe that those who pay its price have a right to the first benefits of development. Thirdly, we include both the DPs and PAPs. Development literature rarely mentions the latter because they are not displaced though they lose all or part of their patta land or community property resources (CPRs) that are their livelihood. Their loss can be worse than that of the DPs some of whom are resettled. The PAPs have no such possibility even when the project resettles the DPs. They get meagre compensation for patta land but none for the CPRs (Ramanathan 1999). 

Worse than that is the state of the “indirect DPs” who move out “voluntarily” because of the deterioration of their livelihood or environmental degradation. For example, when fly ash from cement or thermal plants destroys their land or explosions, noise and air pollution from mines affect their houses, they have no choice but to move out. They are not even included among the PAPs (Ganguly Thukral 1999). Their number is substantial but we have no choice but to exclude them from our study because it is difficult to make an estimate. We deal only with the project DPs/PAPs. Being planned, it is possible for the decision-makers to prevent its negative impact on the DPs/PAPs. In reality they rarely pay attention to them. They deprive people of their livelihood without their consent and resettle very few DPs. Thus it is a human rights issue. So we study its implications. 

The Northeast: A Region of the Displaced

Even while excluding other forms of displacement from our purview, we cannot ignore the fact that for more than a millennium the Northeast has essentially been a region of internally displaced persons of different categories. Most of its communities are of relatively recent origin, perhaps a little over a thousand years old in the region. In that sense they are communities that found a home after centuries of nomadic life or after being driven away from other regions. 

Both the possibilities are mentioned in their myths. For example, according to the Khasi tradition they are the people of the seven huts of heaven. When the umbilical chord connecting the sixteen huts was broken, seven of them landed in the Khasi Hills (Khonglah 2002; 161-162). This myth indicates that they were forced to move out of their original habitat after a conflict. During a discussion the Aka elders of West Kameng District, Arunachal Pradesh told the present writer that according to their myth of origin, they are descendants of the younger son of the Ahom king. His elder brother sent him into exile as punishment for killing his father. The forest conservation myths of the Angami are based on the fear of the spirit, not on the totem linking the origin of the clan to the protection accorded to its ancestors by a tree or animal, as is the case with the tribal communities in Middle India. That too is an indication that they migrated to this region much after the clan got an identity. So when they came to their new habitat, their main concern was the village, not the clan. They built beliefs in spirits of the village and of the forests, not around the clan as a whole (D’Souza 2001: 56-57). Their myths too are linked to migration and the founding of new villages, not to their origin (Kekhrieseno 2002: 179-180). Similar myths exist among most other communities.

The region continued to be one of immigration also in the 19th and 20th centuries but with a difference in the sense that it resulted from deliberate British policies. Prominent among them are the tea labourers whose plight cannot be understood without conceptualising the effects of the plantation system in Assam. They were displaced from Jharkhand and its neighbouring regions and came to Assam as indentured labour. While the focus of many of those attempting to understand their plight has been on their ‘area of origin’, the issues would seem a lot clearer, if one went beyond it to compare their history with that of other communities displaced in the great extra-economic diaspora of the 19th century push towards the ‘plantation complex’. So their position in Assam can be best understood through a comparison with the plantation related indentured labour in Bengal including the present day Bangladesh, South India, Sri Lanka, the Carribean islands, Fiji and Mauritius among others. These countries received immigrants who were impoverished by the colonial policies and forced to migrate as indentured labourers (Sen 1979: 8-12). The land of the Jharkhand Adibasi and that of communities in its neighbouring areas was alienated as a result of the Permanent Settlement 1793. In Assam the Ahom, Bodo-Kachari, Koch and others lost their land as a result of the Assam Land Act 1834 and the Assam Land Rules 1838 meant to make land acquisition for British plantation companies easy. The impoverished Adibasi and other victims of the Permanent Settlement 1793 were then brought to Assam as indentured labourers in these plantations (Barbora 1998).

Apart from land alienation linked displacement also the British administrative structure brought immigrants to the region. Since their administration was substantially different from that of Assam, the Bengalis who were conversant with it came to the State as their administrators (Gopalakrishnan, Jhunjhunwala and Shalaja 2002: 52-53). That had implications for several communities. For example, in the Barak Valley, the Bengali speaking service class of clerical and semi-skilled workers who came with the railroad and the colonial administration turned their language into the medium of instruction in the region. Even today, government-run schools teach the Dimasa student in Bengali. Due to these factors induced during the colonial rule, the Dimasa have had to struggle to retain their cultural traditions, history and identity (Bordoloi et al. 1987: 42-43). That has resulted in a situation of conflict. Today they are reacting to what they consider imposition of an external culture on them, and are trying to re-invent their original identity and of “going back” to their traditional culture and identity (Fernandes and Barbora 2002a: 56-58). 

The problem has continued after independence partly because of conflict and partly as a result of poverty. The region witnessed massive immigration of Bengali Hindus at the Partition in 1947. It has continued later. An estimated 12 lakh Bangladeshi Muslims have entered India since then (Bhuyan 2002). A relatively large number of Hindus too have been migrating from Bangladesh, mostly to Tripura. As a result, the proportion of tribals in that State has declined from 56% in 1951 to 28% in 1991 (Sen 1993: 13). According to estimates, there are more than 200,000 Burmese refugees in its neighbouring countries, over 40,000 of them in the Northeast, mostly in Mizoram (Das 2002: 75). Immigration continues also from North India because of poverty (Bhuyan 2002). Probably two thirds of the immigrants are from the Gangetic Plains and a third from Bangladesh (Fernandes and Barbora 2002b: 84-86). There are also the Tibetan refugees of 1959 (Subba 2002).

The Northeast, Immigration and Conflict

Displacement and immigration have caused much tension in the Northeast. The Bodo-Kacharis are an example of the tension caused by it and by British trade expansion. After the conquest of their land and of Arunachal Pradesh, the Udalguri mart, till then their main barter point, became an important trading centre. The Bodos were not very familiar with monetary transactions. So merchants from Tezpur, Barpeta and elsewhere took control of trade. The Barpeta traders came to control Bodo cultivation since much of the trade was in agricultural produce. It increased land alienation that had started after the Permanent Settlement 1793 and the Assam Land Act 1834. In the early 20th century came the move to settle Bengali peasants on “wasteland” which was their livelihood. 90% of the settlers were Muslims. That was followed by Nepali immigration (Roy 1995: 24-31). These processes have resulted in the Bodo-Adibasi conflict on the one hand and, on the other, laid the foundation of the Bodo-Assamese conflict as well as tension with the Muslims.

The tension itself is understandable because in many cases the immigrants or refugees displaced the people of the Northeast. That, for example, was the result of the coming of the East Pakistani refugees in 1947 and Nepali and Bangladeshi immigrants in later years. The push factor for present day migration is poverty and unemployment and the pull factor is land and unskilled jobs. Land is the livelihood of the local populations. Its alienation results in tension between them and the immigrants (Gurung 2002). Also other types of immigrants deprive the locals of their livelihood. Among them are the Chakma in Arunachal (Chakravarti 2002), the Bangladeshi migrants to Tripura and the Dimasa who feel dominated by the Bengali administrators and service personnel. The link between immigration and the Assam movement of 1979 is well known (Behal 2002: 144-145).

The conflicts in their turn have caused more internal displacement. For example, a cause of tension in Mizoram is the presence of refugees from Myanmar and of a large number of workers from the neighbouring Manipur (Lianzela 2002: 243-244). Another case is their displacement as reaction to the insurgency of the 1960s led by the Mizo National Front. The Government reacted to it by forcing the people out of their ancestral villages, destroying their houses and regroupintg 464 villages into 109 centres between 1967 and 1970. The Mizo leaders approached the Guwahati High Court that issued a stay order on it. So regrouping was withdrawn in 1970 but resentment against it continues (Sen 1992: 44-50). One can add to the list others like the Rongmei in Manipur and others displaced by conflicts in Tripura, Meghalaya and elsewhere (Fernandes and Bharali 2002). 

However, the issue at stake is not migration or displacement as such but the competition for livelihood that results from it. As we shall see later, there has been very little investment in industry in the Northeast. As a result, most people of the region depend on the primary and tertiary sectors. Land and forests are thus a precious resource that they cannot afford to part with. Immigration results in an attack specifically on these resources. Conflicts result from it. Development-induced displacement too will affect the land and forests that are their livelihood. Hence the need to study its implications. One may add that by livelihood one does not mean only its economic component but their whole culture and identity that are linked to their land, forests and other natural resources.
Creating a Database 

An important issue in the debate on development-induced displacement is the absence of a reliable database on the number and type of DPs/PAPs and the state of their rehabilitation in India as a whole as well as the Northeast. No rehabilitation is possible without it but today one has to depend on estimates. Arundhati Roy speaks of 56 million DPs of large dams alone. On the other extreme, based on the average worked out by Indian Institute of Public Administration, Surjit Bhalla (2001) gives a ridiculously low figure of 1,360 DPs per large dam. In an estimate of DPs/PAPS 1951-1990 we arrived at a conservative figure of 213 lakhs DPs/PAPs by all types of projects in the whole country (Fernandes 1998: 251). We have by now done data based studies on all displacement 1951-1995 in Orissa (Fernandes and Asif 1997) Andhra Pradesh (et al 2001), Goa (Fernandes and Naik 1999), Jharkhand (Ekka and Asif 2000) and Kerala (Muricken et al. 2000) and have preliminary data from West Bengal and two other States. The data got from these studies do have some gaps. For example, they do not include Chattisgarh and some other high displacement States. But we consider this database reliable since it is well documented through studies done systematically. 

We did the studies in three phases after dividing the projects into water resources, defence establishments, transport and communications, power plants, industries, mines, human resource development and others. In States where tourism is important, we added this category. In West Bengal much land was acquired for refugee rehabilitation. So we added that category too. In Phase I we studied all the Gazette notifications 1951-1995 under the LAQ and other State and central laws. We also made a list of all the projects in the State, both in the private and public sector in order to make an estimate of the extent of land got by all other than through official acquisition. In Phase II we studied the land records in the district collectorates and supplemented it with data from other studies, documentation centres and knowledgeable persons. Phase III was primary data collection from a representative set of projects according to their type, age and district. From these projects we interviewed a representative sample of 800 DPs/PAPs from 11 schemes in Orissa, 635 from 14 in AP, 700 from 15 in Kerala, 90 from 4 in Goa, 800 from 18 in Jharkhand and 724 from 14 in Bengal.

In Phase II access to land records was often difficult. Many collectorate staff did not co-operate with us. We filled the gaps through the other sources mentioned above and by extrapolating from the data available. While phase I gave us data on the total acquired through the notifications, phase II gave us information on the type of land acquired, the compensation paid, the number and caste/tribe of the DPs/PAPs, the number resettled and other data such as cost and time overrun. From these studies we can conclude that at least 6% of the State’s landmass has been acquired. It works out to 15 to 20 million ha in India as a whole, around half of it CPRs including 25% forest land. 

The Debate on the Numbers

Our first conclusion from these studies is that we need to revise our estimate upwards.  The 6 States including West Bengal from which we have reliable data, have caused around 100 lakh DPs/PAPs 1951-1995, or about 50% of 213 lakhs given in our estimate for the whole country. Over 50 lakhs of them are by dams. Our studies also show that for every 10 DPs, dams cause 6 PAPs. So we tend to put the number of dam DPs/PAPs at 40 millions till today, 25 millions of them DPs and 15 million PAPs. We had come to 12.5 lakh DPs/PAPs of industry. AP and Orissa account for half that number. We had put wildlife sanctuary DPs/PAPs at 6,00,000. Jharkhand, Orissa and AP together exceed this figure. We had put the transport and communications DPs/PAPs at 5,00,000. Orissa and AP account for that. Our figure for mines was 23.5 lakhs. AP, Orissa and Jharkhand account for more than 10 lakhs. Based on these studies and preliminary data from others we tend to put the total number of project DPs/PAPs from 1951 till today at not less than 50 millions. 

This number is thrice as much as the estimated 15 millions transferred between India and the two wings of Pakistan at the Partition. The country is yet to recover from that trauma. But despite the enormity of the problem, the millions deprived of their livelihood in the name of national development have not entered India's national consciousness. Besides, case studies indicate that most official figures are underestimates. For example, by official count 110,000 persons were displaced by the Hirakud dam in Orissa (Govt. of Orissa 1968). Researchers put their number at 180,000 (Pattanaik, Das and Mishra 1987: 53-58). The Farakka Super-Thermal Plant in West Bengal has officially affected none. But the World Bank (1994) speaks of 63,325 DPs/PAPs. The estimates for Sriramsagar in Andhra Pradesh range from 100,000 to 140,000 (Guggenheim 1990: 14). Many more such cases can be given. What is clear is that the numbers are underestimated.

In this context we consider the number arrived at by Arundhuti Roy, Surjit Bhalla and IIPA erroneous. The reason for their miscalculation is that they take all the “large dams” (above 15 metres) as homogeneous and calculate an average for all of them together. To be realistic one has to divide them into major and medium according to their irrigation potential (IP). Displacement is linked to land and IP is based on the land submerged. That is also the calculation recognised by irrigation specialists. By doing that we realised that a little over 300 of India’s 4,200 large dams are major, each of them affecting between 25,000 and 2,50,000 persons. At least 15 of them have displaced more than a lakh each. The remaining large dams are medium and they affect 400 to 6,000 persons each. So one cannot accept a single average for all the large dams. One has to add that the average of 1,360 given by Surjit Bhalla is an underestimate even for medium dams.

State of Rehabilitation

Thus an enormous land area has been acquired and people have been deprived of their livelihood without their consent but their sustenance is rarely replaced. Compensation is paid only for patta land and it is low in most cases. Nearly half the land acquired is CPRs and no compensation is paid for it. Besides, the country lacks a rehabilitation policy or law. The few existing sectoral policies speak of R&R (resettlement and rehabilitation) as though they were identical. In reality resettlement is one-time physical relocation only of DPs with or without other support like jobs or income generation schemes. Rehabilitation is a long process involving replacement of the cultural and social systems and economic base of the DPs/PAPs, psychological preparation to deal with the new society and economy they are inserted into and other components meant to ensure that their lifestyle is better after than before the project since they pay the price of development. It concerns also the PAPs. 

The studies justified our estimate that only about a third of the DPs were resettled. Orissa has resettled 35.27% of its DPs 1951-1995 (Fernandes and Asif 1997: 135), Andhra Pradesh has resettled 28.82% of its DPs 1951-1995 (Fernandes et al. 2001: 87) and Goa has resettled 33.28% of its DPs 1965-1995 (Fernandes and Naik 1999: 57-58). The worst are Kerala, West Bengal and Jharkhand. Kerala and West Bengal said to be high on human development have resettled the DPs of not more than a dozen schemes each. Besides, one of West Bengal’s biggest acquisitions is for refugee rehabilitation. The State enacted a draconian law in 1948 to ensure quick acquisition for it. The local people were displaced but not rehabilitated to resettle the refugees. 

Besides, resettlement is higher in the post-1980 World Bank funded projects or in those in which the people agitated than in those before it. For example, in the 1970s the Ukai dam in Gujarat did not have an R&R package but has one for Sardar Sarovar. In West Bengal projects like the Budge Budge Thermal Plant and the Kalyani Industrial Estate that experienced agitation or the World Bank funded Farakka Superthermal Plant have resettlement schemes but not other massive schemes like the Mayurakshi dam and Teesta Barrage. In Jharkhand the World Bank funded Subarnarekha has a resettlement package but not the Kutku dam of the 1980s. In Orissa the World Bank funded Upper Indravati and Rengali dams have resettlement schemes but not Upper Kolab built around the same time. The Bank is interested in getting land without encumbrances for the big companies but demands rehabilitation to satisfy the human rights activists in the West. However, 55 years after independence, India that swears by swadeshi resettles its citizens displaced in the name of “national development” only when they agitate or when the World Bank tells us to do so. 

Misery is the consequence of livelihood alienation without rehabilitation. For example some 30,000 of the 150,000 construction workers of the Asiad facilities in 1982 were slave labourers from Orissa and Chattisgarh brought to Delhi by labour contractors with promise of a job in Baghdad. Once in Delhi they were kept in concentration camp-like conditions with no hope of ever returning home. Hirakud and other projects had displaced them. Impoverished, they followed the contractor. Such persons form a big section of construction and brick kiln workers today. Bonded and child labour are common among them (Fernandes 1986). Even when resettled, hardly any measure is taken for their rehabilitation. Impoverishment its consequence turns children into two hands to work with and not a mouth to feed and forces their parents to keep them away from school. Even where there are resettlement schemes, low priority is given to schools and other facilities. So their literacy status may even deteriorate as it did in the Salandi dam in the Keonjhar district of Orissa. It displaced people from near a town with a fairly high number of schools whichmost children attended. They were resettled in a forest area. Several years passed before a school was built. Land given to the DPs was poor in quality with no irrigation though they were displaced for an irrigation dam. So their economic status deteriorated. By the time the school was built, poverty had forced their children to work for an income and they had lost the habit of going to school (Fernandes and Raj 1992: 157-159). This situation continues today. For example, the rehabilitation package of the proposed Pagladia dam in the Nalbari district of Assam makes no mention of building high schools though the area to be submerged has many of them (Dutta 2003).

Another cause of impoverishment is the long time gap between displacement and resettlement. In most cases the DPs live in temporary shelters for two to four years. For example, among the few West Bengal projects that resettled their DPs only the Budge Budge Thermal Power Plant resettled most of them within a year. In the others they had to wait for an average of two years. In Goa, the Salaulim dam was completed in the late 1980s but resettlement of its DPs was in progress at the time of our study in 1998. In Orissa the Machkhund dam DPs were resettled a decade after displacement. The DPs of the Tungabhadra dam in AP were resettled five years after their displacement. That is the case with most projects all over India. That makes it impossible for the DPs to begin life anew. 

Depriving People of Jobs

Basic to impoverishment is the absence of alternatives to the livelihood lost. Very few projects give jobs to the DPs/PAPs. For example, in AP, in our sample of 635 families, 27 were in the process of displacement or deprivation. Of the remaining 608, availability of employment had declined from 509 (83.72%) before the project to 253 (41.61%) after it (Fernandes et al. 2001: 141). The project gave very few of these jobs. In Orissa out of 266,500 families of DPs/PAPs for which we got data, we have confirmation of one job given by the project to only 9,000 (Fernandes and Asif 1997: 137-139). In West Bengal, in our sample of 724 families, 125 (20%) were given a permanent job each, most of them by two recent projects. No job was given in Goa and very few in Kerala.

Moreover, most jobs given to the tribals, particularly women, are unskilled, often on daily wages. For example, in West Bengal only 8 permanent jobs went to women. Of the 45 semi-skilled jobs, none went to tribals or Dalits and 2 to women. 6 more men and 5 women got temporary jobs. 90% of the jobs got by tribals in AP were unskilled, often temporary. In Orissa, some tribals got semi-skilled jobs in the NALCO unit at Damanjodi, Koraput district because a voluntary agency trained them in some skills. Otherwise, all the skilled jobs go to persons from the dominant castes as we saw in the second NALCO unit in the upper caste dominated Angul district. Some projects are ready to give technical training to the DPs/PAPs who have adequate educational qualifications. But even among the dominant castes, in most cases only boys study up to the high school. So girls even of these castes and boys and girls from the subalterns lose out (Fernandes and Raj 1992: 141-142). 

The few R&R policies that exist are discriminatory on this component. For example, Coal India stipulates that a job be given for 3 acres of land acquired. In the 25 mines being planned in the Palamau district of Jharkhand it is reduced to 2 acres for matriculates. So even in the tribal villages sons of non-tribal Rajputs get the jobs. The T. N. Singh Formula 1967 was the only provision with a semblance of an effort to rehabilitate the DPs. It stipulated that public sector mines and industries give a job per family they displaced. It had many shortcomings. For example, many families have more than one adult but only one job is given, almost always to a man considered its head. Women, particularly tribal, deprived of the land and forests that are the source of their relatively high status and of economic utility, rarely get a job. Despite these and other shortcomings it was a step in the right direction and should have been pushed further. Instead, the Standing Committee of Public Enterprises (SCOPE) abandoned it in 1986 since mechanisation that had started with the beginning of liberalisation in the mid-1980s had reduced the number of unskilled jobs (MRD 1993: 4.3).

That has special implication for tribal women in particular who have a relatively high status linked to their land and forests. Once deprived of their livelihood they have to depend on the single salary of their husbands. If they get jobs outside the project, they are mostly daily unskilled. Many men who work as peons or maintenance staff in the project office refuse to allow their wives to take them up because it is “below the dignity of an office worker to have their wives doing menial work” (Menon 1995). So women are reduced to being housewives alone from their earlier role of being contributors to the family economy. However, their role as caretakers of the household remains unchanged but have to buy even their basic needs like food that they used to get from their land and forests. But influenced by the outsiders who come to the project, men spend a substantial amount of their earnings on clothes, entertainment and other trivia, thus leaving a relatively small amount for them to run the household. Malnutrition is its consequence (Fernandes and Raj 1992: 153-157).   

Besides, even when they are given a job, the DPs/PAPs are inserted as workers into the new economy and culture of an industry with no social and psychological preparation for it. This society and economy has a timeframe and culture that are different from theirs. So many of them lose their job after getting it. For example, a large number of DPs employed by the Rourkela Steel Plant in Orissa lost their jobs because of what the management called drunkenness or indiscipline. In reality they had to make a shift from an agricultural economy and timeframe to an industrial discipline without any social or psychological preparation. Moreover, the trauma of forced deprivation is not dealt with. Their coping mechanism is drunkenness and that is how they lost even the job that was meant to be a substitute for the livelihood they had lost to the project (Viegas 1992: 40-45).

The situation has deteriorated after globalisation. “Employment Adjustment” a euphemism for reducing the number of jobs is an IMF conditionality. Mechanisation is its main reason, the others being reduction or elimination of subsidies and portfolio investment. We have stated above that in 1986 SCOPE abandoned the T. N. Singh Formula since mechanisation has reduced unskilled jobs. Studies and field experience show its impact. For example, all the subsidiaries of Coal India (CIL) together gave a job each to 11,901 (36.34%) of the 32,751 families they had displaced 1981-1985 (Govt of India 1985). In the mid-1980s CIL began to mechanise its mines and to transfer employees to other mines instead of giving jobs to new DPs. Its impact is seen, among others, in the 25 mines being planned in the Upper Karanpura Valley of Jharkhand which, if implemented, will displace 1,00,000 persons, over 60% of them Dalits and tribals. The first 5 of them gave a job each to only 638 (10.18%) of the 6,265 families displaced till 1992 (BJA & NBJK 1993: 36). Another case is the NALCO mines in the Koraput district of Orissa. Traditional transport would have created 10,000 jobs. In the 1980s the Upper Kolab dam in the district had deprived 50,000 persons of their livelihood. The NALCO Plant had displaced 6,000. Many of them would have been employed and their income would have created more jobs in the informal sector. But the mines are fully mechanised and have created a little over 300 skilled and semi-skilled jobs. All of them have gone to outsiders (Pattanaik and Panda 1992).

Failure to Rehabilitate

Even the product of the project that can be made available to the DPs/PAPs does not reach them. For example, persons displaced by irrigation dams like Mayurakshi and Teesta Barrage in West Bengal, Ukai in Gujarat and Kutku in Jharkhand have not been provided irrigation. The Nagarjunasagar dam in Andhra Pradesh provided the facility to its DPs four decades after their resettlement. Upper Kolab in Orissa resettled 18% of its DPs on dry and totally unproductive land. So many of them left the colony within 5 years. As a result the production of food grains declines. For example, in West Bengal, the respondents of the projects studied other than the Digha Tourist Centre were on an average growing 4,804 quintals of paddy before deprival. It has come down to 2,985 quintals now. Similar is the case with other crops. In other words, jobs are not given and the food available has declined. Impoverishment results from it.

Of the more than 100 projects we studied only 4 show some potential of helping the DPs to go beyond resettlement to rehabilitation. The Machkund dam in the Malkangiri district of Orissa, built in the late 1940s gave five acres of forest land and some housing material to around 20% of its DPs in the mid-1950s and asked to look after themselves. With no other input they resettled themselves according to their former villages and recreated the social system they had lost. At that time their region did not have outside moneylenders, merchants and other exploiters. So they were able to develop their land without interference. Till the time of our study in 1991 none had lost land. The DPs/PAPs of the Digha Tourist Centre, Midnapore district, West Bengal, were not resettled but occupied common land and developed it. They grew new crops to cater to the tourist resort. As a result they have improved their lifestyle with no inputs from the State. In Nagarjunasagar the people are beginning to see some benefits four decades after the project. One can add to this list the DPs of NALCO in the Koraput district of Orissa. Because they agitated against it they were given a resettlement colony and a job per family. Since a voluntary agency trained some tribal DPs, a few of them got semi-skilled jobs in the project. In none of these partly or fully successful cases can the project authorities claim credit for successful rehabilitation. The situation of the DPs/PAPs of most other projects has deteriorated. For example, in Andhra Pradesh in our sample of 635 families the income of only 30 has improved after the project. That of most others has declined by 25 to 50% and in some cases even more (Fernandes et al. 2001: 111-113). 

The State views compensation as rehabilitation though it is given only for patta land and none for the CPRs. Besides, “market price” is calculated on the basis of the registered price for 3 preceding years. It is well known though not easy to document, that what is registered is rarely more than 40% of what is paid. Besides, land price is low in the administratively neglected “backward areas” inhabited by the tribal communities. Most of these areas also have more CPRs than the so called "advanced" regions do. So they get inadequate compensation for the little private land they own. It makes it difficult for them to begin life anew. For example, of the two NALCO units in Orissa built in the mid-1980s, the first is situated in the middle caste medium farmer dominated Angul and the second in the tribal majority Koraput district. Only 18% of the land acquired for the former was common like schools, roads and tanks while two thirds of that acquired for the latter was CPRs like forests, pastures and other livelihood. Compensation was paid only for patta land. Besides, most persons in Angul lost their land and not their house while those in Koraput were DPs. The Angul PAPs got an average of Rs 25,000 per acre but in Koraput it was Rs 2,700 for the very little private land owned (Fernandes and Raj 1992: 92). In Goa, the DPs of the Salaulim dam approached the High Court demanding higher compensation and got it raised by about four times but the Apex court reduced it by about half. The case took over a decade. In the meantime, inflation and legal charges had eaten up the extra compensation they received (Fernandes and Naik 1999: 57).

Limited Policies and Eminent Domain

Despite the enormity of the problem, the DPs/PAPs cannot demand rehabilitation as a right because India does not have a rehabilitation policy or law. Maharashtra, Karnataka and MP have rehabilitation laws, Orissa, MP and Rajasthan have policies for irrigation DPs. The Karnataka law passed in 1987 had to wait till 1994 for the President’s assent. It has not been implemented in a single case till today. The public sector NTPC and Coal India policies promulgated in the 1990s depend mainly on self-employment or income generation, often without physical resettlement. Besides, they are called R&R policies but as stated above, resettlement and rehabilitation are two different processes. The problems around displacement begin long before physical relocation and continue for years after resettlement. Rehabilitation involves rebuilding their cultural, economic, psychological and social systems. The R&R policies ignore this process and in most cases also the PAPs, most of whom are worse off than the DPs if the latter are resettled. They get compensation for patta land and none for the CPRs. The policies stipulate that a job be given to land losers most of whom are from the dominant castes. The mostly Dalit and tribal landless and CPR dependants have to be satisfied with self-employment and income generation schemes, mostly limited to production. Marketing that is the centre of exploitation is ignored and continues to be under the control of the traditional vested interests.


At the national level India has neither a policy nor a law. In 1985 a committee of the Ministry of Welfare that prepared a policy for tribal DPs suggested that a national policy be prepared for all the DPs, that rehabilitation be integral to every project above a certain size in the public as well as the private sectors and that the policy should be binding on the Government and the implementing authority (Govt. of India 1985). It took eight years for the Ministry of Rural Development to formulate a policy draft in 1993 (MRD 1993). It was revised in 1994 (MRD 1994). In 1994-95 more than 1,500 activist groups joined thousands of DPs/PAPs in reflecting on it and preparing an alternative to it and to the LAQ. They presented them to the Secretary, Rural Development, in October 1995. The Ministry concerned did not even acknowledge it.

However, two years later in November 1997 the Committee of Secretaries, Government of India approved a new draft. It has many good points and shortcomings, most of the former taken from the above alternative draft but it does not question the main thrust of the 1993 and 1994 drafts that more land acquisition is integral to liberalisation. The 1994 draft began by stating “With the advent of the New Economic Policy, it is expected that there will be large scale investments, both on account of inter​nal generation of capital and increased inflow of foreign in​vestments, thereby creating an enhanced demand for land to be provided within a shorter time‑span in an increasingly competi​tive market ruled economic structure" (MRD 1994: 1.1 & 4.1). Thus even the draft rehabilitation policies support the idea of acquiring more land and turn rehabilitation into a palliative. 

Our studies show that most States have implemented seriously the decision to acquire more land during the 1990s. For example, in Orissa around 40,000 ha were acquired for industries 1951-1995. The trends showed that it would acquire around 100,000 ha for them in 10 years (Fernandes and Asif 1997: 68-70). In AP 65,000 ha were acquired for industry during these 45 years. Around half of it has been acquired during 5 years after it (Fernandes et al. 2001: 48-49). 11.2% of Goa’s landmass is on perpetual mining leases, 38% under the forest department and 4.43% was acquired from 1965 (when the LAQ was made applicable) to 1995. If the future plans are implemented another 7.72% of its landmass will be acquired in 10 years though the population density of the State was 316 in 1991 (Fernandes and Naik 1999: 76-77). Mines are the special targets of foreign companies. So attack on mining land is great all over India. These lands also coincide with the migratory path of wildlife and tribal habitats. So both wildlife and people may be deprived of their livelihood.


Moreover, the private sector goes where roads, railways and the rest of the infrastructure is built. So fertile land is acquired when alternatives are available. For example, the agitation around the Konkan Railway in Goa was not to stop it but to save the khazan lands, a pre-Portuguese irrigation system on which depend thousands of fishing families. Their technology and flora and fauna have not been studied. Studies on similar systems in Kuttanadu in Kerala and Gujarat show that bisecting them without a drainage system leads to more mosquitoes and malaria (Ecoforum 1993). Some 40,000 ha of abandoned mining land would have been available if the line was diverted. But it was built on the coast. Today fertile land is being acquired on both sides of the line for new industries (Fernandes and Naik 1999: 74-75). In West Bengal, the land to the North of the Midnapore railway station is rocky and undulating while that near Kharagpur is fertile. But being close to the highway, 200 acres of the latter were acquired for Tata Metalliks in 1992 and 96 acres for a Birla firm that has not taken off. So over 1,000 Lodha tribal families have been sacrificed to private profit. 

Taking the statement about the need to acquire more land seriously, in 1998 the Ministry of Rural Area and Employment that formulated the 1997 policy draft also prepared the Land Acquisition (Amendments) Act 1998 (LAB) to make acquisition for companies easier than in the past. It contradicts the policy document on most issues. While the policy recognises the need for resettlement, LAB only puts rehabilitation in the statute book when it says that where a law exists, those entitled to it should stake claim to it. The District Collector will decide its nature and deduct its cost from the compensation. The policy includes among the DPs/PAPs all those inhabiting the area 3 years before the first notification. LAB includes all those who own assets on the day of the notification but restricts it to patta owners alone. Extending it to the date of the notification helps the exploiters who hear about the project in advance and spread gossip to motivate the people to sell their land by instilling fear in them. They buy the land at a low price and get the benefits meant for the DPs/PAPs. The policy speaks of replacement value for compensation. The Bill limits it to market value. As such LAB 1998 takes away the few rights the DPs/PAPS have under the LAQ. The Union Cabinet is reported to have approved it in October 1998 but rejected the policy. However, under pressure from the DPs/PAPs and civil society at a meeting he convened in January 1999, the Minister for Rural Development gave the impression that he was open to the idea of formulating a policy first and then drafting a law based on it. Today one is left with the impression that the Government is non-committal on the policy but wants to enact the LAB. 

There are also reasons to believe that except the Maharashtra Act, the other documents were formulated under pressure from the World Bank. When something is done under pressure, those who implement it are not committed to it. In fact many of them have not been implemented properly. For example, to date MP and Karnataka have not applied their rehabilitation Acts to any project. Narmada in MP and Upper Krishna schemes in Karnataka that have resettled their DPs have their own packages and do not need these Acts. 

Displacement and the Eminent Domain

Besides, these documents are in sharp contrast to the stand of the DPs/PAPs, activists and researchers who hold that people cannot be displaced without a search for non-displacing and least displacing alternatives to the project and without the prior informed consent of those to be affected by it. The project and its public purpose should be presented to them in a language and form they can understand. They should be involved in the identification of the assets to be acquired, DPs/PAPs and the norms for compensation and rehabilitation. Replacement value should be the norm for compensation. The DPs/PAPs should be the first beneficiaries of the project that deprives them of their livelihood. Their lifestyle should be better after the project than before it because they pay its price. Rehabilitation should be a fundamental right and its cost should be borne by the project. 

Basic to the issue the failure to follow these norms is the eminent domain called terra nullius (nobody's land) in Australia. White colonisation of the Aborigene land there and in the Americas was based on the thinking that land without an individual title belongs to none as such can be occupied by anyone. In 1992 the Australian judiciary declared it unconstitutional (Brennan 1995: 16-17). However, it continues in India under its American version of eminent domain. Its first facet is that land without an individual patta is State property. The second is that the State alone has the right to define a public purpose. The LAQ based on it accepts public purpose as the basis of displacement. But it has not been defined.  So, displacement remains arbitrary (Ramanathan 1999: 20-21). 

As a result, abuses are inevitable, a major one being acquiring more land than required and transferring it for other purposes. For example, less than a third of the 3,764 ha ac​quired for the HAL‑MIG plant at Sunabeda, Koraput district, Orissa in 1966, has been used till now. The rest is lying vacant but its 468 predominantly tribal displaced families have not been resettled. Some of it is reportedly being sold to a private party at a high profit. A part of the land acquired for BHEL in the Medak district of AP was used for ICRISAT (Fernandes et al. 2001). Much of the land acquired for a public purpose on both sides of the Roro Irrigation canals in the Singhbhum district of Jharkhand has been transferred to relatives of project officials for a housing colony (Areeparampil 1996). The Managing Director of the Korba Thermal Power Station has a bungalow situated on 16 acres of land. But the people it displaced have not been resettled. In some cases, for example the FCI Plant at Talcher in Orissa, the township occupies up to 40% of the land acquired (Fernandes and Raj 1992).

Who Are the DPs/PAPs?

The reasons for such callousness can be understood when one realises that most DPs/PAPs are from assetless rural poor classes such as landless labourers and small and marginal farmers. The tribals are estimated to be more than 40% of the DPs/PAPs. Another 20% are Dalits. An unknown but big proportion of the rest are other rural poor. Thus mostly powerless and voiceless people are displaced without their consent and ignored (Mahapatra 1990). This callous attitude is noticed also in the absence of long term regional planning and multiple displacement that results from it. For example, many Rihand dam oustees in MP, of the early 1960s have been displaced four times in 30 years (Ganguly Thukral 1989). The Soliga tribals in the North Coorg district of Karnataka displaced by the Kabini dam in the 1970s are threat​ened with displacement again by the Rajiv Gandhi National Park (Cheria 1996). Many fishing families displaced by the Mangalore Port in the 1960s and resettled as agriculturists were displaced again by the Konkan Railway in the 1980s, after they had adapted themselves to farming. Chikapar village in the Koraput district of Orissa has been displaced thrice in three decades. The DPs of the Salandi dam in the Keonjhar district of the same State are expected to be displaced again for some mines (Fernandes and Raj 1992). 

What it means is that the project authorities are meticulous in planning the financial and technical aspects but make little effort to get a clear idea of the people to be affected by it or to plan their reset​tlement. The poor are displaced and left to fend for themselves. But no compromise is made on the engineering and economic aspects. Economic growth gets priority over them. That in itself is not surprising because most decision-makers view development primarily as economic growth. So despite the enormity of the problem they think of displacement as sad but inevi​table (Rau 1990: 60). That explains the absence of a rehabilitation policy or law though the LAQ contradicts Article 21 of the Constitution which the Apex Court has interpreted as right to a life with dignity. Besides, Article 19.1b confers on every citizen the right to inhabit any part of the Indian territory, by implication the right not be displaced without their consent. However, the LAQ allows the State to displace people without their consent and with no obligation to resettle them. Compensation does not replace the livelihood lost. So despite the Constitution, people’s fundamental rights are ignored.

Equally important is the fact that clearly identifiable classes pay the price of development and its benefits reach equally identifiable classes. Besides, the tribals and Dalits, women in particular have relatively little exposure to the external world con​trolled by the formal system. Displacement pushes them into its economy and society without adequate preparation. Thus deprivation of livelihood results in their economic impoverishment and socio-cultural marginalisation. By marginalisation we mean deterioration not merely in their economic condition but also in their social status and psychological attitudes. Apart from depriving the already powerless of their material resources these changes also deprive them of the motivation they require to improve their socio-economic status. When they are pushed into the powerful external world without adequate preparation, they internalise the value system of the dominant society and begin to consider their own society and culture of little value and incapable of developing themselves. Such internalisation makes it impossible for them to rebuild their lives, leave alone im​prove their lifestyle. So their material standard, social status and psychological attitudes deteriorate (Fernandes 2000: 212-213). That provides the base for their exploitation and ongoing dependence on the powerful. National development thus becomes a process of transferring the natural and other resources of the traditional rural communities to the middle and upper classes or to the corporate sector as a raw material to produce consumer articles or a source of profit, and two implications for those deprived of their livelihood for it: (a) economic deterioration; (b) loss of the social and psychological infrastructure.

The North East and Development


The developments in the Northeast have to be analysed within this context. The region is rich in bio-diversity and other natural and mineral resources, all of them on land that is the sustenance of the indigenous communities. The only known explorations for minerals remain those of oil and coal. To this list one may add uranium mining in Meghalaya where the Government has begun the initial survey. This case brings out the contradictions between the eminent domain and the existing social norms in the region. While the State sees uranium as a vital component of its “scientific nuclear project”, it cannot begin mining it because land in Meghalaya is supposed to belong to the indigenous population. For four years, the government and the people have been locked in an impossible battle. 

In this context several arguments on the issue of development have been thrown around by all concerned. Development is a concern of all sections of the broader political spectrum in the region. Dissidents cite the lack of meaningful development as the root cause of insurgency (Baruah 1999: 40-47). In an ironic twist, both the State and the armed opposition see underdevelopment as a legitimate reason of violence. Hence the State too has a vested interest in ensuring that development takes place in the region, more so because it would take away one of the major reasons that supposedly lead to insurgency. However, without entering the nitty-gritty of the effects of the policy on extremism we shall concentrate on what this process entails for the marginalised in the region.  


An important consideration in the discourse on development-induced displacement in the Northeast is the absence of any conclusive database since 1947. Some data are available on the large numbers displaced in the colonial period (Jha 1996: 150) especially on the movement of people from Jharkhand to Assam as indentured labour. Data on the displacement of people due to road building and wartime construction work are available, as part of information on the colonial economic systems and the dislocation caused to the local economy (Barbora 1998: 56-60). Yet, there is very little information on displacement since the 1950s. After the Sino-Indian war of 1962 the process of associating defence sensibilities with development received sanction in the Five Year Plans. Much land was taken over for defence installations. Added to it was the relocation of villages into what was known as the “grouping system” carried out in the 1960s in Mizoram and Nagaland, in order to cut off the supplies and support base of the rebels. 


Defence related acquisition is a major source of displacement but by no means the only one. Some projects like oil refineries and cement plants have displaced people. The focus today is on the power sector viewed as continuation of the projects that began in the 1960s after completing the task of rehabilitating East Pakistan refugees. The Umium Hydro-electric project near Shillong and three thermal plants at Chandrapur, Namrup and Bongaigaon in Assam displaced several thousand families. The Dumbur hydel project in Tripura deprived an estimated 200,000 persons of their livelihood. The Kaptai Dam in Arunachal Pradesh displaced people some of whom moved to other States including Tripura. The unrest in Tripura is partly linked to these schemes. The oil sector has been another source of displacement, so also the Nagaon Paper Mill and other industries. Urbanisation too has displaced people near Guwahati, Shillong and elsewhere. Displacement is expected to increase during the next decade. The Reliance Gas Cracker Project originally planned at Tengakhat near Duliajhan has been shifted to Lapekatta about 12 km from Dibrugarh. It will affect several thousands of mostly tribal families and will also displace tea garden labourers of Jharkhand origin who have been de-scheduled in Assam. They were displaced from the tea gardens and will be displaced a second time. They are not opposed to the scheme if they get adequate compensation and proper rehabilitation. But that has not been settled till now (Hussain 2002: 285-290). 

We have also mentioned several other major dams that the Centre seems to be keen on implementing. The tempo of displacement is increasing because of them. In reply to a question the Power Minister outlined in the Rajya Sabha on 14th March 2002, plans to finalise 10 major hydroelectric dams in the region whose power potential he estimated as 58,971 KW or 38% of the country’s total (The Assam Tribune, March 15, 2002). Most of the schemes are in the tribal areas where lands are protected under the Sixth Schedule of the Constitution. As these projects are situated in areas where the population density is low, there is the danger that the relatively low figures of DPs may be used as an argument in favour of their construction. The fact that these lands are the only sustenance of the indigenous communities is ignored though it should be the main consideration. 


It is so because there is no systematic manner by which the project planners have addressed the issue of replacing the existing economic base. In the years to come, it will be a cause of great concern. For example, the proposed Tipaimukh dam in Manipur has raised several key questions with regard to compensation for traditional land. One of the concerns has to do with the alienation of lands that have immense symbolic value for the indigenous tribes of the region. The manner in which the local people have been denied a part in the planning process of such big ‘national projects’, is also a recurring concern of the indigenous peoples (Pamei 2001: 1054). Another question concerns the very concept of compensation of community assets when the basis of the LAQ is individual lands. This is seen also in the case of other proposed dams in Assam and Arunachal Pradesh, for example Pagladia and Lower Subansiri. 

High Literacy, Low Development

Whatever the intricacies of the development discourse some facts need to be read along with the desire for a realistic model that gives the people their due. The overall resource base is heavily dependent on agriculture. Industrialisation has been lopsided and slow, not for lack of education. The literacy rate in the Northeast is among the highest, especially in Mizoram, Meghalaya and Nagaland. Mizoram has overtaken Kerala as the most literate State. The problem is the refusal to invest in industry. The primary sector includes agriculture, forestry, fisheries and mineral extraction. The secondary sector refers to industry and tertiary to the services that include tourism, commerce, information technology and related fields. Since fields like tourism and commerce are not flourishing in the region, much of the tertiary sector represents employment in the administration. 

The primary sector is by far the largest area of participation of the educated workforce in the region. Investment and employment generation in the secondary sector is very low. In 1996 the region had 214 major and medium industries, 166 of them in Assam against 374 in the industrially “backward” State of Orissa. The outstanding feature of the region’s economy is the predominance of the primary and tertiary sectors. In 1996, 75.26% of the Nagaland workforce, 74.81% of Meghalaya, 73.99% of Assam and 70% of Manipur was in this sector against an All India average of 67.53%. The “secondary” sector i.e. industry employed around 4% of the workforce in five out of the seven States and around 8% in the remaining two, against an All India average of 11.97%. The “tertiary” sector employed around 23.9% of the workforce of Arunachal Pradesh, 20.45% of Assam, 21.46% of Meghalaya and 21.26% in Nagaland against an All India average of 20.5% (D’Souza 1999; NEC 1995: 149; Dubey and Gangopadhyay 1998). These sectors are saturated and cannot offer jobs to the educated youth. Many in the region survive on shifting cultivation. The spectre of unemployment is real. These conditions are the setting for an understanding of development in the region.

The decision-makers use this situation as justification for the above projects. In taking this stand they forget that these projects will deprive many more people of their livelihood without an alternative to it. Most of their DPs may even be resettled. However, most of the land is CPRs. Their inhabitants do not have a claim to it under the present law though it may be possible to claim it under the Sixth Schedule. That too is a limited claim. As a result, most CPR dependants will be ignored. Besides, these projects cannot produce jobs for all their DPs/PAPs, leave alone deal with the backlog. Inaugurating the ICSSR Seminar on “Prospects of Peace in Assam," in late August 2001, Chief Minister Mr Tarun Gogoi stated that Assam has a backlog of 20 lakh unemployed and needs to create jobs for them. If that is true then one can put the backlog for the whole of the Northeast at not less than 30 lakhs. The cost of creating a new job was around Rs 10 lakhs in 1998 and must have risen to 15 lakhs today. So at least Rs 450,000 crores are needed to attend to the backlog. What are the implications of depriving many more lakhs of people of their livelihood?

The question is not whether development is needed. It is clear that the region needs it not merely to deal with insurgency but also out of a sense of justice to its youth. Depriving many more of their livelihood without a viable alternative will result in more frustration and a sense of being discriminated against. It is not merely an economic issue but also one of identity. The projects are planned from a purely engineering perspective and these human issues are all but ignored.

Search for Alternatives

In this context, what is needed is a search for alternatives. It is clear that projects that deprive such big numbers of their livelihood are not the answer to the problems of the region. It is equally clear that given the technology used and the heavy capital investment involved, such projects cannot produce the number of jobs required though they may produce some income for the State. On the other side, one cannot deny the need for power generation. The question to ask in this context is whether the same results can be obtained through another form of development based on the rich natural and human resources of the region.  


These alternatives cannot be only economic or technical but have to be based on a combination of technical and social components. Their economic aspects cannot be ignored but one has to move away from a purely engineering view of development as building the physical infrastructure of roads, dams and factories. There can be no development if it impoverishes the people. Development has to be based on the resources and societies of the region. The main resources of the region are its fertile land and educated people. Technical alternatives have to be found to the projects that can use these resources. It would involve moving away from capital intensive technologies that deprive people of their livelihood for the profit of a few enterprises. Development has to be based on labour intensive and low capital investment technologies that require both social and technical investment. The former takes the form of upgrading the human resources, for example to diversify agriculture and on agro-industries that need to be controlled by the local communities with the co-operation of the State and the private sector. Their communities need to be trained to take control of production and marketing of the products. 

In other words, land that is a non-expandable resource can be expanded by making it a source of a new type of livelihood of the communities. Employment for the educated population needs to be based on better development of the same land and forest resources that are being destroyed today. This development can make them renewable while at the same time meeting the livelihood needs of the people. It requires much research on the technologies required and also training of the people to take control of their resources and develop them in a new manner. Power potential too can be developed but a new non-destructive approach can be found for it. It requires an inter-disciplinary approach between technical and social scientists and the people’s communities.

Conclusion
This paper points to impoverishment and marginalisation by development-induced deprivation. The process began in the colonial age and got intensified after independence. Already the colonial times witnessed some struggles against displacement. The freedom fighters joined some of them as integral to the freedom movement. But they had themselves internalised the colonial value system including the eminent domain. So when they became the country's rulers, they used the same colonial legislation to displace people in the name of national development. As a result, there have been many more cases of dispossession and struggles after independence, the one against Sardar Sarovar being the best known. Their common theme is the right of the poor to a life with dignity. Within this perspective they reject projects that displace or deprive them without their consent and further impoverish and marginalise them. 

The same situation exists in the Northeast. Hundreds of massive projects are being thought of on a long-term basis or are being planned in the name of development. However, the information that is available about them leaves one with the impression that what has been done at the national level is being repeated in this bio-diversity rich region. It is also the people’s livelihood. Thousands of people may thus be marginalised when lakhs have already paid the price of internal displacement not all of it by development projects. Thus what the people of the region demand is not a stop to all the projects but a search for alternatives. Theirs is a demand for another type of development that is expressed in different ways, some of it taking the form of insurgency. So a holistic picture of what actually constitutes the rights of displaced persons in the region has to be drawn along with the issue of existing development paradigms and the impact that they have had on the social structure in the region. An approach that puts people first is the challenge of peace with justice. 
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