Seminar on Development Issues in the Electoral Agenda 2011: Challenges to Political Parties
Organised by North Eastern Social Research Centre and B. Borooah College

12th and 13th March, 2011


As the Assam Assembly elections are nearing development has once again become central to all discourse. Political parties both those in power and in the opposition are once again singing songs of development or criticising the lack of it. At the broader societal level however, analysts, social scientists, economists and concerned members of society have long doubted the veracity of the oft repeated cliché of ‘India (in our context Assam) Shining’.  Swanky malls, glitzy cars and urbanisation have touched even tiny hamlets. Projects like dams, schemes like NREGA, increased visibility of women through self-help groups, panchayati raj are among the reasons given by the advocates of change as signs of progress. However in a problem-ridden region like the Northeast, such issues become even more complicated. Prior to the elections, the manifestoes of political parties make promises to the voters and offer their solution to diverse problems. In order to deliberate on these aspects North Eastern Social Research Centre and B. Borooah College jointly organised a two-day seminar on “Development Issues in Electoral Agenda 2011::Challenges to Political Parties” on 12th and 13th of March. 2011.
Day 1, 
12th March, 2011: Inaugural Session: Chairperson: Dr Jayanta Madhab

The inaugural session began with a welcome address by Dr. Dinesh Baishya, Principal, B. Borooah College. After it introducing the seminar Dr. Walter Fernandes, Director, North Eastern Social Research Centre, said that as a person born before 1947 he too shared the widely held belief held in the first decade of independence that the fruits of development would reach all sections of society. 64 years later this hope has been belied. The rich-poor gap has grown. Both prosperity and poverty have increased. So he stressed the need for political parties to support equitable development and inclusive growth. In Assam development projects have used more than 14 lakh acres and have displaced over 19 lakh persons 1947-2000. The displaced persons have paid the price with no benefits. They have been impoverished. Their children have been turned into child labourers.

In his keynote address Prof. A.C. Talukdar, Retired Professor of Political Science and Dean of Social Sciences, Rajiv Gandhi University, Itanagar highlighted the issues to be discussed at the seminar. He expressed his reservations over terms like challenges to political parties because they accord no priority to it. The sacrifice of the people who give up their lands for development should be recognised but ironically they have no alternative to what they lose. He stressed the need for realistic availability of funds and spoke of Assam’s low-level absorption of funds. Most cases of corruption and scams are related to developmental and social welfare projects. No government, whatever its party has tangible development plans. For instance medical colleges and universities are announced without a plan. The parties that are opposing the dams have failed to make people understand how such benefits can be got at a much lower cost.

Releasing the book “Uprooted for Whose Benefit? Development-Induced Displacement in Assam 1947-2000“ by Dr Walter Fernandes and Dr. Gita Bharali, the eminent economist Dr Jayantha Madhab said that the book is the result of painstaking efforts by the writers. Never before had he seen a book with such meticulous details and amazing annexes. The data and analysis given in it show the need for inclusive growth. Many projects are hastily prepared to get them sanctioned by the Centre. Once they are sanctioned the planners realise the loopholes that force them redraw the plans and add to the cost. Some projects have taken 32 years to complete with a 600—700 percent cost overrun. But human processes are ignored by the planners and corruption is all pervasive.
1st Technical Session: Theme: “Issues in Development and Political Parties”
Chair: Prof. A. C. Talukdar. Speakers: 

Dr. Akhil Ranjan Dutta, Reader, Dept. of Political Science, Gauhati University 
Prof. Ranju R. Dhamala, Dept. of Political Science, Assam University
Dr. Rajib Handique, Reader, Dept. of History, Dibrugarh University

Dr. Gita Bharali, Research Director, North Eastern Social Research Centre

Dr. Akhil Ranjan Dutta spoke on the “Impact of the Present Model of Development.” He described the paradigms of world social development programmes as i) withdrawal ii) fragmented social security set up and iii) unwarranted investment for developing certain sectors. However, even Prime Minister Dr. Manmohan Singh has departed from his past position because political dimensions are different from what they were a decade ago. Today, regional politics play a much bigger role in national politics, and thereby in the Central agenda. So the Government of India has no comprehensive vision of development. For instance, much work is done under the National Rural Health Mission but the same cannot be said of areas like drinking water. He rued the fact that a law like Armed Forces Special Powers Act that was meant to control insurgency is being used in many places to suppress unarmed anti-dam movements. Neither the middle class nor the political parties set the agenda today. The Government of India’s agenda are determined, rather dictated by international bodies like the World Bank and the IMF. He called upon society to raise its voice. If political parties do not speak, the civil society should play its role. He added that a decentralised full fledged statutory Planning Commission is needed in the place of the present “undemocratic one”.
In her paper “Political Economy of the Present Model of Development” Prof. Ranju R. Dhamala sought to critique development, and examine its lacunae. She ssaid that the Constitution has bestowed all rights on the poor but hardly anyone enjoys them. She felt that the government’s developmental programmes are protectionist in implementation. Globalisation and liberalisation have become the mantra of the development propaganda. She admitted that the Government of Assam while formulating its developmental schemes has to follow the Central directives and formulations, including its economic and foreign policies. When Assam launched its development programmes, its growth rate was almost at par with the national average but today Assam stands at the bottom. Among the causes she identified slow growth of industries and the conflict situation. She criticised the state agencies including the autonomous councils for not doing what they are supposed to do. The post-1990s emphasis on consumerism has resulted in a more visible rich-poor gap. Prof. Dhamala also criticised the handling of the floods. Every year the state and other agencies provide assistance during the floods but do nothing to eradicate them and to tackle problems like displacement emanating from them. The state also fails to ensure adequate food security. There is no proper scheme to monitor the preparation of the list of Below Poverty Line (BPL) families so many of them are included in the list of Above Poverty Line (APL). There are many discrepancies in the Public Distribution System (PDS.). Corruption that is basic to these problems should be put down with a firm hand. There can be no proper development without it.
Speaking on the “Alternative Model of Development, Dr. Rajib Handique gave a historian’s point of view. He equated the Assembly Elections across five states to changing drivers of a vehicle. In that context the notion of an alternative model can be called utopian. Modern science and colonialism have played a crucial role in shaping the present models of development. Post World War–II there emerged two blocs that presented two contrasting models—Capitalist and Communist. To them Dr. Handique offered the alternative modes of thought, economy and development—Socialism, Mixed and the oft forgotten Gandhian mode of development that was meant to ensure all round and equitable development and reduce the rich-poor gap. Unfortunately today one witnesses yawning gaps in income distribution. Together with high unemployment it has created two classes in society—BPL who have no surplus and IPL Indian Premier League that represents people who are extremely rich and have high surplus. Dr. Handique stressed the need to decentralise the economic and developmental set-up in order to go towards socially aware and environmentally friendly development. That requires a revival of traditional agricultural and other methods of preserving yet deriving gains out of the forests, water, fishing, weaving and other resources. From the present top-down model one has to move towards a bottom-up approach. The Northeast had a traumatic experience of colonialism. British revenue policies after the discovery of tea, oil, coal and forest resources combined to make Assam an extremely profitable zone of the empire. These policies have not changed much after 1947. So he called for urgent land reforms in order to rehabilitate persons displaced by disasters, violence and development projects. Donating blankets and mosquito nets cannot be a marker of development of a state.
Speaking on “Development without Displacement” Dr. Gita Bharali told the story of Nunida Terangpi one of the thousands displaced by the Nagaon Paper Mill in Morigaon ditrict. Nunida used to cultivate 5 acres of eksonia patta land and 10 acres of community land. The paper that took her land away paid her Rs 2,000 per acre of private land and nothing for the CPRs that the colonial land law treats as state property. The project did not have a rehabilitation package so today Nunida lives on someone else’s land and feeds her family by working as a domestic help. This is the story of lakhs of people displaced in the name of development. Whereas the proposed benefits of development are to be 1:1.5 i.e. for every rupee spent the returns should be Rs 1.50, in reality her study of the Nagaon Paper Mill, Noonmati Refinery, Karbi Langpi and other projects shows that the returns of many of them are not even 1:1. Assam has displaced over 19 lakh person 1947-2000 for development projects. She asked: for whom is this development? At what cost? She cited several instances of the displaced being paid less than Rs 1,000 per bigha. So one has to change the terminology of development. She hoped that political parties would take up these issues because there can be development without displacement. Rehabilitation should be total when displacement is inevitable.
In the interaction after paper presentations corruption became the main theme. In response to some observations Dr. Dutta stressed the importance of a practical rather than ethical approach to corruption. Ethics are important but to tackle corruption one has to understand also its structural dimensions. Dr. Dhamala spoke of the gap between policies and implementation. Dr. Handique stressed the importance of a paradigm shift.
2nd Technical Session: Theme Development Issues in the Electoral Agenda. Chaired by Dr. Sanjoy Barbora, Panos South Asia and Chandan Sarma, Dibrugarh University. 

In this session different political parties were to present their approach to development. However, though all of them had given their formal consent, only the All India United Democratic Front (AIUDF) attended the seminar. Zinnat Mullah its representative spoke of several issues plaguing Assam beginning with the foreigner issue. He admitted that there are foreigners in Assam; their presence has adversely affected the state’s development. For the last 30 years no party in power has been able to solve the problem. The state should deal with it with a firm hand. One of its first steps is to seal the Indo-Bangladesh border and then detect and deport the foreigners. He added that the fight against corruption needs a change in people’s mindset. Punishment and laws cannot check it nor can change in the ruling party. After the transfer of power in 1947 from white to coloured men greed has remained intact. Human nature has not changed. He emphasised that his party had a dream to begin this change in mindset. He referred to the Assam State Electricity Board suffering losses for a long time till it was taken over by a private company. So none mentions losses today. He spoke of rampant corruption and the deterioration of different areas in society. There is corruption in the check gates like Shrirampur. He criticised the mid-day meal scheme. Children in the rural areas go to school simply for the meal and the teachers are busy cooking. As a result, the child of a poor farmer who goes to such a school has to compete with the child of a corrupt official who studies in an English-medium school and then goes to Delhi, Bangalore or even abroad. Such a wide gap creates divisions in society. Mr. Mullah also rued the division of Assam into many states and attributed it to bad governance. He feared further break up of Assam and stressed good governance as central to development and social unity, Its absence breaks social harmony. He called for equal treatment of all—irrespective of linguistic, ethnic, religious differences. He then answered questions put to him. 

In his closing remarks Dr. Sanjoy Barbora said that during elections some myths are recreated, which end up as clichés that political parties use to create a convenient political vocabulary. Situations have changed. When we speak of migration we forget that entire villages of young men in Assam migrate to other parts of the country in search of livelihood. Much of India’s mobile working class belongs to Assam. He hoped that political parties would give thought to these men too. Mr. Chandan Sarma called India a land of committees and conditions. None wanted to think outside the box. There was serious disjuncture between theoretical exercise and political implementation, between intellectual formulations and the political parties paying heed to them. That none of the major political parties except AIUDF turned up for the session despite their formal consent was one of its signs. Dr. Dinesh Baishya thanked the AIUDF member for his paresence and commended the party’s desire to clear the cobwebs. He hoped that political parties would work towards a scientific handling of all problems of society.
Day: 2, 13th March, 2011

3rd Techincal Session: The theme was: “Alternative Development”
Chairperson: Prof. Ranju R. Dhamala.
Speakers: Dr. Arupjyoti Choudhury, Head, Dept. of Political Science, Cotton College, Guwahati; Dr. Archana Sarma, Director, Women’s Studies Research Centre, Gauhati University’ Dr. Chandan Kumar Sarma, Dept. of Sociology, Tezpur University

Dr. Arupjyoti Choudhury spoke on “Conflict in Rural Polity: Search for Positive Peace in India’s North East”. He stressed that his paper presupposes a philosophy of its own. He noted that as a society we have developed speed but shut ourselves in negativity. He elaborated upon his notion of ‘Positive Peace’ as a legitimate, spontaneous relationship within a democratic framework. Gandhi’s ahimsa and truth are the fundamental framework of positive peace. Dr. Choudhury offered two hypotheses in this context—a) Diagnostic and b) Prescriptive. Borrowing from medical metaphors he diagnosed the condition of Assam as ‘clerosis’ in the handling of ethnic assertion. He explained as a kind of paralysis in the system. He critiqued what he termed, ‘internal colonialism’ that extracted Assam’s resources without Assam gaining in reality. Such development is not sustainable so he favours a massive restructuring of the political system and that is not possible without positive peace which is actually segmental peace that comes between frequent collisions between deepening democracy and rising waves of insurgency. 
In the interaction that followed Holiram Terang emphasised the need to look beyond the existing paradigms in order to find solutions to the problems. Dr. Walter Fernandes remarked that most groups speak of political decentraliszation with no economic strategy.  Dr. Choudhury added that political decentralisation was a means to the end of achieving economic development and positive peace is not merely peaceful coexistence. It is a participatory process, both at the individual and community levels.
Dr. Archana Sharma described the widening gap between the developed and developing segments of society and emphasised the need to bridge this gap. After the initial years of the mixed economy, studies in the 1970s on the condition of women showed that nothing concrete had been done for them. The Assam government depends on central funds so its plans have to be in tune with those of the Centre. Even the 73rd and 74th Amendments belonged to an international agenda. Thus most steps initiated for women’s development are imposed from above. She noted that the developmental efforts are not gender sensitive. Probably due to this, there was no real improvement in the condition of women at the grassroots level. Despite panchayati raj and programmes like NREGA women’s status has not improved to the level it should have. Moreover, even the panchayati raj system ran according to party affiliations. Thus even if women who are in positions of power in the village have to follow the party agenda. She added that despite increasing visibility of women through self-help groups development is not participatory. Prof. Sarma also highlighted the social security problems of women, as in displacement due to development projects like factories, roads etc. She called for a proper gender audit of the government’s policies and programmes. She added that women status in the Northeast are ‘thrice-marginalised’—i) they belong to a ‘marginal’ area ii) they are below the national economic parameters iii The socio-ethnic situation of this region is complex
The interaction that followed saw several queries to Dr. Sarma. Dr. Dinesh Baishya asked what role educated women can play in the development of rural women. Dr. Sarma replied that at a certain level educated women too had their limitations or struggles but being in a relatively better position they had to raise their voice and make themselves heard. They should have the courage to address and oppose all that is ‘bad’ in their society but the new education policies silenced even the educated woman’s voice.
Dr. Chandan Kumar Sarma spoke on “Development that respects tribal culture”. Referring to bauxite mining at the Niyamgiri hills and despite the threat that it poses to the Dongria Kondh tribe Vedanta had not been prohibited from making inroads into a hill that is considered sacred by them Dr. Sharma rued the fact that in the name of development we were imposing “our civilisational dreams” on the tribes. He added that the tribes are not homogeneous. In the colonial era the British regime realising the inter-dependence and proximity of the people in the hills and the valleys drew artificial borders to control the hill tribes for they knew that the hills were particularly dependent on the valleys. Tea gardens came up in the foothills. This way the hills and plains were drawn apart. Many tribes also had to shift themselves in order to evade British revenue systems. Shifting cultivation was castigated. After independence the Constitution promised the tribes the right to evolve on their own with no external pressure. Tribal land rights were to be respected but that never really materialised. Dr. Sharma called for a comprehensive policy on tribal development. He cited mega-dams in Arunachal Pradesh that threatened to wipe away, forever the culture of entire tribes. He pointed out that due to dams and displacement people had fewer resources left and that gives rise insecurity. He pointed out that the way the 6th Schedule is working; discursive spaces within tribal societies are increasingly being extinguished. He admitted that a section of the tribals spoke the language of the corporations and agencies whose ‘developmental’ activities threatened them.. In other words, community leaders’ decisions were going against tribal welfare. In the interaction that followed Shri Terang remarked that it was important for all communities, tribal or non-tribal to respect each other. He also added that we need a common approach to address these issues for we are to coexist.
4th Technical Session: Chaired by Prof. Gautam Biswas, Dept. of Philosophy, Assam University. The theme was “Development: Civil Society’s perspective”
Dr. Nani Gopal Mahanta, Reader, Dept. of Political Science, and Coordinator, Peace and Conflict Studies, Gauhati University spoke on “Democracy and Electoral Practices: From Procedural and Substantive Democracy”. By ‘procedural’ he meant its ornamental aspect. He laid down five factors determining electoral favour—
i) Primordial factor: includes the dominance of ethnicity, religion, language, caste.
ii) Money and muscle power make Indian democracy was increasingly elite.

iii) Candidate factor: This included his behaviour, his charisma et al.
iv) Party: Even today 20% of the voters vote according to the party, not the candidate.
iv) Development agenda

Dr. Mahanta criticised the growing money power in politics. Based on statistical data he showed the relative possibility of candidates getting tickets/being re-elected according to their income. Thus, winning elections is merely a reflection of electoral management. He called the oft-repeated slogans of the parties as myth. Parties do not really represent people. Today the distinction between civil society groups and political parties is blurred but added that not all civil society groups were so. Moreover the electorate does not make a difference between a ‘good’ and a ‘criminal’ candidate. He offered a break-up of expenses involved in a single district during elections. He rued the fact that the state treated the people as beneficiaries not as stakeholders and stressed that it was not distribution of blankets and mosquito nets but empowerment and skill building that are the true markers of development. He criticised the failure of the autonomous areas to ensure equitable development. Rather political parties focused on area advantages.
 Meghali Senapati, Asst. Professor, Tata Institute of Social Sciences spoke on “Women’s Development and Governance”. She said that all the policies generally end where they begin. Of the different components of society, the community and the family are the most difficult to change. Women get sucked into political movements—whether of the Bodo or Telengana and then they disappear. She stressed that power politics at home is to be addressed. People need to be motivated for women’s development. When women’s organisations are funded their strategic work is to be monitored. 
Mrinal Hazarika, ex-commander of the 28th Battalion of ULFA said at the outset that he was going to speak on the basis of his life experience. He asked “what is development and how is it going to be achieved? He pointed out that development plans were prepared by the government following IMF, WB and Washington directives so they do not tally with the hopes, aspirations and problems of the people of Assam that has more than 43 communities, some with a population of only about 1,500. He rejected the popular notion that Assamese are lazy and idle. Citing several instances from Tinsukia and Jorhat he highlighted how hardworking farmers, businessmen had a hard time surviving in the face of competition due to lack of availability of governmental support. He sugfgested that a law be enacted to ban political parties and politicians who fail to fulfil their promises in their election manifestos from contesting in the next election.
After these presentations representatives of four civil society groups gave their views. The Dakhin Kamrup Janaswartho Surakhya Samiti presented the problems of their area as suburbia of a growing city. The state ignores these local problems and the potential of local means of livelihood such as weaving and fisheries and imposes industries and gives licenses to MNCs The 5 wetlands of South Kamrup home to numerous aquatic plants and birds are under threat of extinction due to the state giving licenses to liquor and other industries on those lands. He asked political parties to include in their manifesto these issues of people’s culture, identity, and dignity.
The All Bodo Students Union (ABSU) representative spoke of the deprivation of the Bodos and called upon lawmakers to retain their values. He criticised the fact that power and opportunities were vested in the hands of the ministers and bureaucrats who were good to the political parties. He called for mutual respect amongst all communities. They should give space to each other. He offered data that showed how the government had long deprived the Bodos and Bodo dominated areas. The representative of the Dimasa Students Union called for equal development of all sections and communities. He spoke of poor infrastructure in the Dima Hasao area and added that their unique needs should be addressed by the Government. He criticised the decadence in the system and corruption that swindled all the money meant for their development. The Karbi Students Union representative mentioned several demands that needed to be considered. These include—
i) Development of agriculture
ii) Delopment of traditional skills

iii) Development of human resources

iv) Effective utilization of funds

v) Realistic availability of funds

vi)  Mode of campaign ought to be less money oriented and have greater credibility

vii) Rehabilitation of those displaced by violence.


After these presentations, simultaneous interaction and the chairperson’s remarks Dr. Walter Fernandes thanked everyone for their enthusiastic response and hope that this seminar would be a beginning nd that in the near future there would be another seminar where intellectuals, conscious citizens, people from the political hemisphere and civil society groups would converge to deliberate upon a way out of the present state.
Follow Up

The follow up has taken many forms. The most important step was taken on March 19, 2011 when Anwesha, North East Network, Ahom Nagarik Samaj, North Eastern Social Research Centre, STEPPE, some members of the press club, student bodies and the Guwahati Bar met at the Anwesha office to reflect on possibilities during and after the elections. The meeting chaired by Mr Hare Krishna Deka formed itself into an informal network of “People’s Campaign for Good Governance, Assam”. It decided to hold a public meeting for this purpose. Despite the Assam bandh on April 2, the meeting held at the ITA Centre, Machkowa got more than 350 persons together. Most participants took an active part in it. The consensus was that the elections were only a step towards the future. This alliance would continue to be active to put pressure on the political system for end to corruption, for clean politics and inclusive development.
5th April 2010                                                               Stuti Goswami, B. Borooah College
                                                                                      Sujata Hati Baruah, NESRC 
