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Development Projects Threat to Tribal Livelihood: Case Study
Gita Bharali( 

     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 have often become a major threat to the people whom they deprive of their traditional livelihood without alternatives. Tribals are the worst sufferers since most development projects such as dams and industries are located in inaccessible tribal areas. Nearly 50-60 million people have been displaced by development projects in India as a whole and tribals constitute at least 40% percent of them. Cash payment does not really compensate the tribals for the difficulties they experience in their lifestyle and ethos. Displacement can lead to violation of the Fifth Schedule( as it deprives them of control and ownership of natural resources and land essential for their way of life. The present paper will try to see the impact of such development on the traditional livelihood of the people thus affected and specially the tribals. Special focus will be on the proposed Pagladia dam in the Nalbari district of Asom that will displace around 105,000 people, 90% of them tribals.  
Displacement and Deprivation

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. Some of them are displaced (DP) away from their homes. Some others lose most of their land and other sustenance but are not physically displaced and are called project-affected persons (PAP). Most projects count among the DPs/PAP only those who are deprived of their individual land. Most of those who are deprived of their community property resources (CPRs) or other livelihood such as service providers depending on the village as a community are rarely counted among them (Dhagamwar 1989: 192). Tribal livelihood is predominantly CPRs.

Studies show that between 1947 and 2000 such projects have caused some 50 to 60 million DP/PAP (Fernandes 2004: 1192). Studies also show that most of the DP/PAP are from assetless rural poor classes. According to one estimate 55.16% of them are tribals (www.tribal.nic.in) but some others keep it at 40% (Fernandes and Bharali 2006: 8). This is also true in case of most of the projects. For the Hirakud dam and the Rourkela Steel plant in Orissa about 2,25,578 acres of mostly tribal land was acquired (Baboo 1992, Srinivasan 1990: 134). As a result, of Orissa’s 16 lakh DP/PAP 1951-1995, 42% are tribals (Fernandes and Asif 1997: 112) while the State has a tribal population of 22.1% (Registrar General and Census Commissioner 2001: Census CD).  In Andhra Pradesh 30.19% of the total DP/PAP are tribals (Fernandes et al 2001: 85) while their proportion in the State is 6.6% (Registrar General and Census Commissioner 2001: Census CD). The situation is worse in the Northeast. In Asom out of 19,09,368 lakh DP/PAP 50% are tribals (Fernandes and Bharali 2006: 108) while the State has a tribal population of 12.4% only (registrar General and Census Commissioner 2001: Census CD). 

Besides, Official sources underestimate the actual data mainly because they exclude the CPR dependants, most of them tribals. Its main reason is that the Land Acquisition Act 1894 (LAQ) recognizes only those individual land ownership deeds (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 State power is overriding (Ramanathan 1999: 19-20). Most of the land used for such development projects is CPRs. Most of those who depend on CPRs do not have any official documents to show their ownership over the land they processed and accordingly deprived of their land. 

Those deprived of their CPRs are a substantial proportion among the DP/PAP in Assam. Our study on ‘Development-Induced Displacement and Deprivation in Assam 1947-2000: A quantitative and Qualitative Study of its Extent and Nature’ shows that official sources give us a total of only 4.5 lakhs DP/PAP in Asom while we came to a total of more than 19 lakhs from 14 lakhs acres of land. Out of 14 lakhs acres of land more than 10 lakhs are CPRs. Assam government recognizes only that it has acquired 3.8 acres of private land from 4.5 lakhs persons. The remaining 14.5 lakhs persons deprived of more than 10 lakhs acres are CPRs dependents, mainly tribals. Much of the acquisition of the CPRs is for unproductive purposes such as building for the administration and the security forces. Out of the total dependents of the 14 lakh acres of land, only the dependents of 3.8 lakh acres have got some monetary compensation. These are those who have patta or land deeds. The CPRs dependents have not got any compensation. Besides, the monetary compensation given was very inadequate to begin life anew. Besides, out of 3,000 projects only 10 have got rehabilitation (Fernandes and Bharali 2006).
 It results in impoverishment and marginalisation. Land is the center of tribal life. When it is lost both its owner and its other dependents lose their economic support, socio-cultural relations, food, work and income. In our study we have interviewed 726 DP/PAP, 25% of them are tribals. We have found that the access to work has decreased from 77.27% before displacement or deprivation to 56.41% after it.  It has decreased mostly among the tribals since most of them depend on CPRs and once it is taken away from them the access to work become less. Before displacement and deprivation each family in an average cultivated 3.04 acres each but after displacement it has been decreased to 1.45 acres. Landlessness has increased substantially among the tribals form 20.55% before displacement to 47.95% after it. These have compelled them to shift their occupation from cultivation to domestic workers, daily wage earners and so on and it ultimately reduced their income and therefore economic status. 

The impact of such development projects on the tribals is not limited to the economic field but impinges on the social and cultural aspects. The tribals who live in a different type of society are forced to interact with another culture and society to which they cannot always adopt themselves. We have found that 71.43% of the tribals who had in the past developed a culture of sustainable use of forests have started cutting trees. Once deprived of their livelihood, tribals fall back on the same resource for survival but in this process they make a transition from their traditional constructive to destructive dependence on it. While in the past most of the tribal communities had treated it 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. Besides, as reported drunkenness has increased among the men and it subsequently led to more domestic violence. Most of the families we interviewed said that this is because of the frustration men suffer due to the deterioration of their economic status.

What is said of Asom is equally true of the remaining North Eastern States where the tribes live under four types of administration. Nagaland and Mizoram run their civil affairs according to their customary law the former under Article 371A and the latter under 371G. A second category comes under the Sixth Schedule. It is the case with Meghalaya, like the Karbi Anglong and NC Hills districts in Asom. A third category, for example the Kok Borok of Tripura, like the Tiwa, Rabha and some other tribes in Asom has district autonomous councils (DAC) without the Sixth Schedule. The rest do not have a specific system though a few modifications are made in their favour. Articles 371A and 371G recognise community ownership. Also the Sixth Schedule does the same but in practice transfers power over land from the village to the DAC that controls most departments except law and order, rehabilitation and elections (Fernandes, Pereira and Khatso 2005: 22-23). Most others tribes, for example those of Manipur and Arunachal Pradesh (AP) live according to their community based law but the State recognises only individual ownership.  The Manipur tribes have some protective mechanisms while the AP tribes only have the administrative rules framed in the colonial age (Barooah 2002) but it is difficult to call them protective mechanisms.
As mentioned above the result of the non-recognition of community land is deprivation of the CPR dependants. Studies in the Northeast show that development projects have deprived several lakhs of people of their livelihood but most have underestimated their DPs/PAPs because they exclude the CPR dependants. For example, the Dumbur Hydro Electric dam in Tripura displaced 2,558 families that had pattas but another 5,500 to 7,500 CPR dependent families were not counted (Bhaumick 2006: 62). Much of the land acquired is in regions whose tradition is community ownership without the Sixth Schedule or recognition of their customary law. For example, the 2,000 MW Lower Subansiri Dam in Arunachal Pradesh will acquire mostly CPRs (Menon 2003). Also Tipaimukh will acquire the CPRs of the Zeliangrong Naga, Hmar and Kuki tribals. Of its submergence area of 308.60 sq. km, 209.79 is forests, 11.95 sq. km is village land, 61.6 sq. km horticulture and 25.25 sq. km is agricultural land (Rounglevausuo Dams Update 2004). It is also because of the propensity to acquire more CPRs than in the past in the Northeast as well as in the rest of India. 

This trend will get worse in the future. Based on the declaration of former Prime Minister Mr. A.B. Vajpayee that the Northeast should become the ‘Powerhouse’ of India, 156 massive dams are being planned in the region. On 14th March 2002 the then Minister for Power explained the sanction granted to 13 of them and the fact that 35 others were under active consideration by stating that the Northeast has 58,971 MW of hydel potential or 38% of India’s total (The Assam Tribune, 15th March 2002). More than 140 of the 156 dams are ranked as A and B or of high viability. Besides over 900 mini and micro hydel projects have been identified (Menon et al 2003). Tipaimukh dam will displace around 15,000 tribals (Pamei 2001) and those to be built in Arunachal Pradesh will displace over 20,0000 of them from their CPRs (Hussain 2002: 294-295). Thus, the development projects will displace a large number of people, especially tribals and will add to the thousands who have already been deprived in the region of their livelihood by development projects, political and ethnic conflicts and natural and human made disasters.

Tribal Livelihood and Displacement 


The tribal communities from whom this land is alienated are thus deprived of all their livelihood because most of them live in a natural resource based informal economy that depends on the one hand on agriculture, both settled and jhum and on the other on the non-timber forest (NTFP) such as medicinal herbs, edible flowers, leaves and fruits. They also get their small timber and firewood from the forest. Hence development is bound to affect their agricultural and forest land which is the primary source of their livelihood. The development process pushes them from an informal to a formal economy that is new to them without any preparation. They had depended on agricultural land and forests, both of which they lose to the project. When they receive compensation it is monetary with which most communities living in the informal economy are not familiar. As mentioned above in most cases the CPRs are not compensated.  

As explained above most DP/PAP in the Northeast as well as in the rest of India have not been resettled. Those who are resettled on land have not got the quality of land they had earlier. Our study in Assam shows that the rehabilitation is extremely weak. Most projects have stopped at monetary compensation for patta land and fewer than 10 out of more than 3,000 projects have resettled their DPs. Most have not been given even the little money required to resettle themselves. Compensation for private land is low. For example, in the mid 1970s people displaced by the Dekadong dam in Sonitpur were paid an average of Rs 1,487.84 per acre. Besides, when resettled, the land given to them is not cultivable. Some mention job compensation but most projects consider their DP/PAP fit only for unskilled daily wage jobs and exclude them from others since they lack the skills they require (Fernandes and Bharali 2006). If that is the case with private land, the situation is much worse for the predominantly tribal CPR dependants. 

The Case of Pagladia

Based on this analysis we shall move to the proposed Pagladia dam to be built in the extremely backward Thalkuchi village in the Nalbari district of Asom near the Indo-Bhutan Border and see how it will affect the traditional livelihood of the future DP/PAP. Since a majority of them are tribals, mostly Boros, this analysis will help us to understand their transition from the informal to the formal economy. Both tribal and non-tribal groups inhabit the area but 90 percent of them are tribal. This area is a stronghold of the All Bodo Students Association (ABSU) and comes under the Boroland Territorial Council (BTC).

Based on an investigation conducted by the Central Works and Planning Commission during 1968-71, the Planning Commission sanctioned it as a Flood Control Project for Rs 12.8 crores at 1971-72 prices. In 1984-85 it was taken over by the Brahmaputra Board. Irrigation was added to it and its cost was raised to Rs 287.89 crores at 1988-89 prices. The Technical Advisory Committee on Irrigation, Flood Control and Multi purpose projects of the Ministry of Water Resource Development (MOWR) studied it in 1990 and recommended the addition of Hydropower generation and conjunctive use of surface and ground water to ensure the optimum development of the ground water resources. Finally, in August 1995, the Technical Advisory Committee of the MOWR on Multipurpose River Projects cleared it from the techno-economic angle. 

Clearance of the Ministry of Environment and Forests was obtained after getting a No objection Certificate from the Government of Asom and after raising its estimated cost to Rs 540.99 crores at 1999 prices. The Public Investment Board of the Central Government sanctioned it at Rs. 526.62 crores in March 2000. The Union Cabinet Committee on Economic Affairs approved it in November 2000 at a cost of Rs. 542.9 crores for implementation by the Brahmaputra Board. Thus originally conceived as a flood control project, it has now become a multipurpose one. It claims that it will save about 40,000 ha from floods and erosion covering 190 villages in the Nalbari district. It also proposes to irrigate 54,160 hectares of land in 145 villages and produce 3 MW of electricity and is scheduled to be completed in 2007. But work has not yet started because of opposition from the people.

People’s Livelihood before Displacement 


The main livelihood of the people to be affected by the dam is natural resource-based, agriculture on the one hand and CPRs on the other. The tribals in particular are CPR dependants and are skilled agriculturists. They use traditional ways of irrigation from the hill streams. Some records show that they pay a water cess to the Bhutan officials, mostly in kind for drawing water from the streams (Roy 1995: 20). Their cultivation is traditional and they believe that use of any manure except cowdung and burnt weeds can destroy the fertility of their land. They also do multiple cropping and use many traditional methods to improve land fertility (Brahma 1992: 45-48). So most of them are self-sufficient in agriculture and collect their other necessities from the CPRs. They continue to depend on agriculture with minor deviation. Some of them also have non-agricultural alternatives.   


Another source of livelihood is animal husbandry. They have a natural propensity to rear animals like pigs, goats, cows etc. During our field visit we saw that every family has cows and bullocks. The latter are used for ploughing. Fishing is another source of income, mainly practised 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 (Sen Choudhuri 2004: 37). They also collect food and medicines from the forest. Weaving is another occupation and according to T. C. Sharma (1983: 57) the Boros introduced the art of rearing silkworm and spinning and weaving silk clothes in Asom. Apart from the income they get from them, these occupations also give women some economic autonomy and a fairly high social status. 

What after Displacement? 


That is why the people feel that the dam will threaten their livelihood and socio-political practices that are integrated and deep-rooted in their ancestral lands. As mentioned above, it will uproot about 1,05,000 people in 38 villages, 90 percent of them tribals but its beneficiaries are mostly non-tribals on the southern bank of Pagladia. The dam will permanently damage 34,000 hectares of fertile agricultural land that is their primary sustenance. The land they have been promised in return is sandy and infertile. After our visit we realized that what they about the land to be given as compensation not being fertile is true. 

Besides, a model village has been constructed to resettle the potential DPs in a village in the same district. But it is under the occupation of the 1947 East Pakistan Refugees and others who came later. So resettling them on that plot is a recipe for a major conflict. Besides, they consider the so called model village of a single house unfit for tribal lifestyle. Its limited space will not permit them to rear animals that is a primary source of their income. Weaving is one of their major occupations but the model house makes no provision for hand looms. The dam will also deprive them of the river which is an important source of sustenance. Thus, they consider the dam an attack on their culture, land and livelihood. Most importantly the Rs 47.89 crore rehabilitation package is for 18,473 persons from 3,271 families while the people claim that around 105,000 persons from 20,000 families in 38 revenue villages will be uprooted, 90% of them are tribals (Bharali 2004).
People’s Resistance 

So, from 1968 the people to be displaced have been protesting against the dam and have brought their movement under an organisation Pagladia Bandh Prakalpar Khatigrasta Alekar Sangram Samittee. Its President told us that the protest is needed because the dam will uproot the already marginalised tribals as well as non-tribals living on the North bank of the river. The people claim that for five decades since independence they have been deprived of their due of developmental schemes and funds required to improve their lifestyle and that the imposition of this project on the already marginalised tribal farming communities endangers their traditional livelihoods and inalienable rights as indigenous people. So they consider it against their interests, culture and ethnic identity. Besides, the issue of tribal interests has come to the fore and because most of its beneficiaries are non-tribals. It is likely to push the entire debate into the emotional tribal versus non-tribal controversy.

Hence, to save their livelihood, culture and ethnic identity the potential DPs organised peaceful protests against the dam through bicycle rallies and Dharnas in front of the DC’s office. In these demonstrations they get the support of a number of tribal political parties and groups since the dam will affect their livelihood. Among those who joined them in the demonstrations are the activists of the All Boro Students’ Union (ABSU), All Rabha Student’s Association (ARSU) and All Boro Employees Federation (ABEF). Because of the these protests, Chief Minister Tarun Gogoi has requested the Central Government to conduct a fresh survey of the dam to allay the misgivings of the tribal people. If the findings reveal that it will do more harm than good then some alternate scheme can always be worked out. However, the people are afraid of the future role of the BTC as well as the State though the former has supported them before the constitutional recognition of the BTC. 

Conclusion: 

The analysis given in this paper shows that though development projects are important for the progress of the nation they tend to become a major threat to the traditional livelihood of the people affected by them. It is true more of the CPR dependants than of the others. That cannot be accepted if development is understood as a method of bringing about changes for the better. In reality many of them seem to destroy the economic base of the people. So there is a feeling that the development minority impoverishes the majority. Case studied from all over India as well as the Pagladia dam shows this reality. They also create division instead of enhancing unity. Hence it is difficult to call it genuine development. It is, therefore, essential to search for non-displacing and least displacing alternatives.
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( Fifth Schedule of the Constitution says about the ‘Scheduled Areas’ and the tribals. 





