Land, Environmental Degradation and Conflicts in North Eastern India
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The environment is understood in the West and by the Indian urban middle class primarily as nature while the traditional communities, particularly those of the poor view it as their livelihood. The concept of natural resource management differs according to this understanding. That is also the difference in the extent of dependence on nature and that can become the basis of a conflict. Also the use and management of land is closely linked to the extent of dependence on, control over and understanding of one’s livelihood. The formal legal system does not recognise the role of land and of other natural resources as the livelihood of the traditional communities. Thus the “modern” worldview or philosophy on which the formal laws are based belongs to a culture that is different from that on which the traditional resource management system based. These two societies depend on different, even contradictory worldviews on land. Also their land use and management systems are different because they are based on different worldviews. This difference can result in conflicts. 

This paper is an attempt to understand the culture around the land and natural resource management systems in India in general and in its Northeast in particular and to study the conflicts that emanate from these differences.
 It is a bird’s eye view of four cultures related to land and the natural resources. The first two are traditional i.e. those of the tribal (indigenous) and caste-based communities of the past. Each of them is based on a set of principles of philosophy or ideology guiding them. Then come the changes introduced by colonialism with its own interests and culture around land. The legal system introduced by the colonial regime continues to be in force even today and that has resulted in more changes and a new culture. That shows the implications of this interaction between tradition and modernity   

The Stakeholders 

To understand the role of land and of other natural resources in people’s lives and the thinking behind their use and management, one has first to study the different stakeholders. That can also help one to understand the impact of land loss and of environmental degradation on various classes. The first stakeholder is the urban middle class to which the environment is “beautiful trees and tigers” or nature to be protected, often from the communities that depend on it (Agarwal 1985: 54). Their understanding of land is that it is only a source of cultivation and construction i.e. an economic source of profit. On the other side are the rural poor and other traditional, particularly tribal (indigenous) communities, to whom land is the centre of their identity, economy and social systems and their very sustenance. The environment would then be an ecosystem with human communities at its centre. Because of the extent of their dependence on these resources some (e. g. Gadgil and Guha 1995: 33-35) call them ecosystem people who have established a symbiotic relationship with land and other environmental resources, have for centuries, managed them as renewable sustenance that had come down from their ancestors and have preserved them for posterity (Sachchidananda 2004: 98-102).

The basic principle of their resource management was equity based mainly on community ownership or the common property resources (CPRs) that provide both tangible and intangible livelihood to their dependants. The CPRs include common grazing land, common land used for jhum (shifting or slash and burn) cultivation, forests that yielded non-timber forest produce such as edible fruits, leaves and vegetables, small timber and medicinal herbs (Bahuguna 2003: 471-476) as well as watersheds, rivulets, rivers, ponds and other community assets. Thus in general CPRs refer to resources which are used in common and are difficult to demarcate. Implicit in much of the discourse is their collective management. Thus the CPRs can be described as the resources on which a community sustains itself through equal usufruct rights. This right of being co-owners is conferred by some type of membership of the community or group such as a village or town. Its central purpose is the use, administration and sustenance of the resource that includes people’s culture, economy, social systems and identity. Tribes have customary laws on their management, exploitation, protection and benefit-sharing (Ahmad 1998: 253).  

That culture has changed considerably during the last century because of the intervention of the remaining stakeholders, especially the third stakeholder i.e. the industrialists  who treats these resources only as raw materials to manufacture goods for the middle class consumer and for their own profit. Because of it some call the industrial sector a lobby of miners of nature in general and of land in particular because they use these resources as raw materials with no concern for their renewal. The fourth stakeholder is the official organs whose task is to control land, forests and other environmental resources and to manage these resources in a sustainable manner. But more often than not they function as the collaborators of industry and commerce in their search for higher profits (Guha and Gadgil 1996: 36-39).

Linked to this raw material orientation of the resources are the land and forest laws that facilitate their “mining” by treating land only as a source of profit. That symbolises the difference of outlook or philosophy between the “ecosystem” and the “modern” communities. These systems are based on different land use practices or “varying activities executed by humans to exploit the landscape, such as hunting or ploughing. The land use pattern primarily determines the landscape pattern in areas where land use is intensifying” (Zonneveld 1993: 31). The principles or worldviews on which the land and resource management systems of these societies are based can be called their philosophy. The next sections will explore them.

The Traditional Tribal Culture of Land Use

The traditional tribal systems are based on the concept of nature in general and land in particular as community sustenance that has come down from the ancestors and has to be preserved for posterity. Because of this close link between the identity of their community and land and other natural resources, they have for centuries managed the resources according to their unwritten customary laws that treat them as renewable. The community that was the legitimising factor in their land use and management systems, built a culture and an economy based on their sustainable use (Shimray 2006: 10-11). Land, in this system was a resource which is an asset that is meant to be used according need but not destroyed or exploited for profit.

The tribal traditions of land use in India, in the Northeast in particular, were based on a culture that had three main traits. The first is the sustainable or renewable use of their resource composed of forests, land and water sources that were also their sustenance. Basic to them being renewable was CPRs and community ownership. They did not reject individual ownership completely but combined it with community control. In the Northeast, for example, some like the CPR dependent Aka tribe of Arunachal Pradesh lacked the very concept of individual ownership and had only usufruct rights over the CPRs. In the jhum season every family cultivated as much land as it required for its sustenance. After the harvest or the three-year cycle that plot reverted to the community (Fernandes, Pereira and Khatso 2007: 8-9). Others like the Angami of Nagaland combined individual with clan and village ownership but all of it was within a community ethos. A family managed its assets according to the tribe’s community-based customary law (D’Souza 2001: 11-12). 

In these as well as other tribes, the community included not merely the present but also the past and the future generations. That goes with the second feature of the resource being renewable. That too is linked to the community. The belief that guided the resource management for a renewable sustenance was that it had been handed over to them by their ancestors. They had, therefore, to be used according to present needs and environmental imperatives and preserved for posterity (Sachchidananda 2004: 141-143). That belief itself emanated from the basic principle of sharing and intra and inter-generational equity. Within each generation, their customary law ensured that every family had enough to eat according to its need. The Aka custom of land reverting to the community after using it for jhum is one of its examples. Such control ensured that the resource was used according to need and preserved for posterity. That was inter-generational equity (Fernandes, Pereira and Katso 2007: 38-39).  

The third feature is the relatively high status of tribal women compared to that of women in caste societies. That too is true more of the Northeast than of other regions. However, while attributing a relatively high status to them no tribe treated women as equal to men. The relatively high status too is based on CPR management. As long the resource is community owned, women exercise partial control over it because of the gender-based division of power between the family and social spheres. In most tribes, the village council, made up of men alone controls the resource and political power. In most tribal traditions, the woman was in charge of the family and controlled its economy and production. The man represented the family in his society. In matrilineal tribes both descent and inheritance are through the woman but their tribe too is patriarchal and man controls society (Nongkynrih fortcoming).  

The working of all these principles is visible in the tribal land ownership and management systems, especially in jhum cultivation on which some 25 percent of the tribals in India as a whole and 90 percent in the Northeast sustain themselves (Roy Burman 1993: 176-177). Equity is seen in its decision-making process. Traditionally the village council decided which plot to cultivate in a given year, determined the amount of land to be allotted to each family according to the number of mouths to feed and decided which family with an excess of adults would assist which one with a deficit of workers. After it the man of the house chose the plot his family would cultivate and performed religious rites to mark the beginning of jhum. At this stage the woman took charge of cultivation and organised work. As a result, the division of work was more gender friendly in jhum than in settled agriculture (Menon 1995: 101-102). 

The technology used and the spacing of various crops ensured that land was preserved for the future generations. Jhum was practised on slopes of up to 20-degree gradient. To ensure soil preservation, no plough was allowed to be used on it. Only a hoe could be used. The crops planted were spaced. Before the rains began they sowed root crops that protected the soil on the slopes. They sowed paddy and other crops after the rains began. Weeding too was graded. Some weeds that could preserve soil were left behind. Because of spacing in sowing crops, food was available from October to March since also harvesting was spaced. After March summer fruits became available (Gangwar and Ramakrishnan 1992).
Individual Ownership and Settled Agriculture

Basic to the “modern” or formal system is individual property. This system is closer to the caste society based settled agriculture of the past than to the tribal jhum or other cultivation. The caste society did keep a community dimension but without equity that is basic to the CPR-based tribal sustenance. One caste owned the land in the village and the rest were service castes that rendered services as priests or barbers, agricultural workers and in other forms. In reality the leaders divided land between various families and each service caste family was attached to a family from the land owning caste. After the harvest the land owning family distributed grains to the service caste families, the quantity depending on its social status (Fernandes 1996: 141-143). There was similar discrimination in water management too. Men from the land owning caste controlled water and ensured equitable distribution among themselves with focus on irrigation for agriculture. So their water management system paid very little attention to subaltern needs or to drinking water that was the woman’s domain (Sengupta 1991: 56-58).   
But unlike in the tribal societies that maintain a separation between the family and society, in settled agriculture that is practised by the caste society, the man controls both the family and social spheres. He owns land, takes decisions on what crops to grow and determines the division of work. Men do work like ploughing that is considered difficult and allot to women tasks that involve standing in wet fields and bending for a long time (Fernandes and Pereira 2005: 74-77). In that sense its division of work comes nowhere near the tribal shifting cultivation system in which the woman has decision-making power because of her partial control over the CPRs. Because she is in charge of family production division or labour in this system is somewhat gender-friendly.  

However, there were some commonalities too and many differences between the caste-based and tribal systems. Both of them belonged to the informal society. But the caste-based system had some written documents particularly when a king gifted land to a community, a temple or an individual. But village land was managed by the caste that owned it, by and large based on the word of mouth. This caste can be called a community in a broad sense but it was not based on equity that governed tribal sustenance. Both the caste and the tribal land management systems accorded the central role of ownership to men but the former added the role of the caste and reflected the supremacy of the king who could gift land as he desired. That too negated equity that the tribes practised. The caste-related system also had some systems of sharing the CPRs such as the water resources and grazing grounds that belonged to many families but this sharing  was linked to agriculture, not to equity (Sengupta 1991: 59-61). 

Gender equity is one more difference between these systems. As stated above the tribal woman had a relatively high status. The man was in control of the resource and had social power while the woman was in charge of production. Since she controlled family production the division of work reflected some gender equity. Her control over the family economy turned her into an economic asset and provided the basis for her relatively high social status. In the caste-based societies, on the contrary, the man was in charge the resource as well as of production and controlled both the family and society. Thus her subordinate status both in the economy and in her society resulted in the caste woman being accorded a lower social status.

These two systems were thus based on two contradictory sets of principles that can also be called their cultures. Both were based on communities. But the tribal system depended on an inclusive and equitable community while the caste community was exclusive and was founded on a caste and gender-based hierarchy. Power was concentrated in the hands of men from one caste while in the tribes it belonged to men of the whole tribe with some share, though not equitable, accorded to women in the form of control over family production. Both organised their land use system around the concept of sustenance. But the tribes perceived land as the sustenance of the whole community while the caste societies arranged it around the power of men from one caste. The remaining castes had to depend on the land-owning caste. In that sense, this system ensured the material sustenance of all the castes without society equality.         

Transition to the Formal System

Both the systems made a transition to a formal status in the colonial age but with different power equation. The formal or “modern” legal system is based on individual property and the written word and is founded on the principle of the State’s eminent domain. In this view land is only a commodity for cultivation and construction. This ideology of the formal law ignores the view of land as people’s sustenance or part of an ecosystem with the local community at its centre and imposes its own outlook on people’s communities. This view became prevalent in the 19th century when the colonial regime enacted land laws to suit its need of exploiting the resources of South Asia to the benefit of the British Indus​trial Revolution. Though legitimised in the name of the civilising mission of Europe, the objective of colonialism was to change the economy of the colony and turn it into a supplier of capital and raw material and a captive market for the finished products of the :Industrial Revolution (Rothermund 1981: 2-4). 

Basic to achieving the objective was monopoly over land for schemes like railways, roads, coalmines and plantations. That required laws meant to turn people’s liveli​hood into a commodity and facilitate land transfer to the profit of the capitalist owners. The process began with the Permanent Settlement 1793 meant to ensure capital flow through land tax, continued in the laws of the 19th century and culminated in the Land Acquisition Act 1894 (Upadhyay and Raman 1998). Through these laws the regime took over power to acquire land to suit its needs. These laws that continue to be in force today, authorise the state to acquire individual land without the owner’s consent and pay some compensation. It can appropriate the CPRs without recognising them as the sustenance of their dependants. To these laws should be added others on biodiversity and forests that too were for centuries the sustenance of the “ecosystem people”. But the laws turned them into state property. Their dependent communities came to be considered encroachers in their own habitat and were deprived of their rights over the resource. That created a disjunction between them and their sustenance (Ramanathan 2008: 28-30).

The principle on which these laws are based is called eminent domain in the USA and terra nullius (nobody's land) in Australia. White colonisation of native land in Australia, New Zealand, southern Africa and the Americas was based on this principle that land without an individual title belonged to none, so anyone could occupy it. In 1992 the Australian judiciary declared some land takeover under it unconstitutional (Brennan 1995: 4-5) but India continues to base its laws on its American version. Its first facet is that land without an individual title is state property and the second is that the State alone has the overriding power to define a public purpose and deprive even individuals of their assets in its name (Ramanathan 1999: 19-20). 

Land Alienation and Impoverishment

This changeover came without the involvement of the “ecosystem people” and with no preparation to join the formal society. The colonial state imposed the land laws based on this worldview on the traditional communities. This imposition affected the dominant castes as well as the tribal communities. But many of the former had access to education and other modern inputs. So they had some preparation to deal with the changes. Most traditional tribes, on the contrary, lived on mineral and forest rich land that the colonialist required as raw materials. That turned the imposition of the formal system on the informal societies into an unequal encounter. Land alienation from the traditional to “modern” communities was a consequences since the latter were unable to deal with the changes imposed on them (Bebarta 2004: 63-69). 

This unequal encounter continues to be the basis of a disjunction and of conflicts between the two systems because the colonial laws continue to be in force in the country. One of its consequences is environmental degradation. The legal system that recognises only individual ownership is a major cause of land loss and environmental degradation. Since the CPRS are not recognised as their sustenance, the communities depending on them cannot prevent outsiders from encroaching on that land. For example, in Tripura in North Eastern India, the tribal proportion has declined from 58 percent in 1951 to 31 percent in 2001 because immigrants have encroached on 60 percent of their community owned land with the help of individual-based laws (Bhaumik 2003: 85). Equally important is loss of forests which catered to many needs of the tribal and other rural poor communities. The state handed many of them over to industry as raw material. They were treated as sources of profit and destroyed with no concern for their dependants or for conservation. That impoverished people (Gadgil 1989. 

The third source of land loss is acquisition for development projects. The law that empowers the state to acquire land recognises only individual ownership. More than 25 million hectares have been used in India for such projects 1947-2000, around 14 million of them forest and other CPRs. Their inhabitants, most of them tribal and other rural poor like fish and quarry workers are considered encroachers and are not compensated and often not even counted among the displaced (Fernandes 2008: 92). Often records of the CPRs are not kept since they are considered state property and their inhabitants are encroachers. For example, according to official accounts, in Assam the state used 159,017.37 hectares of land for development projects and displaced 343,262 persons from them 1947–2000. The reality is 1.9 million persons displaced from 567,281.29 hectares (Fernandes and Bharali 2006: 107).  More than 1.5 millions displaced persons and 410,261 hectares were not counted because according to the law these CPRs are state property and their inhabitants are encroachers with no right to live there. 

The Vicious Circle

. 

One can mention many other modes of land alienation. The above examples are given only to show the processes that lead to alienation of the people’s livelihood. Because of the unequal nature of the encounter, also the reaction of these systems to the problems that the process causes differs. That too is based on their worldview on land and the natural resources all of whose dependants feel the negative impact of the transition from the traditional to the modern economy and new values. But the rural poor, particularly the tribes and other forest dwellers feel its impact more than the remaining groups do because it is an attack on their tradition of judicious use of resources and on the systems they had developed to manage land, forests and CPRs as their renewable sustenance (Guha and Gadgil 1996: 36-39). 

Loss of their sustenance begins the vicious circle of impoverishment that forces the dependants of these resources to overexploit them and cause further environmental degradation and more poverty. As the former Brazilian President Fernando Henrique Cardoso (1998) said, the first danger to the environment from people’s impoverishment is loss of biodiversity and linked to it, loss of the values through which the communities depending on it had managed the resource as renewable. Studies show that loss of this value system or ideology is basic to the vicious circle that leads to further environmental degradation. But reaction to this process differs according to the class one belongs to and one’s ideology or culture. To the urban middle class land alienation and environmental degradation are loss of their recreational spaces while to the rural, particularly tribal, communities it results in loss of their livelihood and consequent impoverishment from which follows further land alienation and destruction of more natural resources. Conflicts are a natural consequence of this contradiction (Chopra and Gulati 2001).

The first step of this process is impoverishment of the economic status they are reduced to by the alienation of their sustenance. It begins with landlessness. Then comes joblessness. For example, studies of families displaced by development projects show that in Andhra Pradesh in South India, the proportion of the landless rose from 10.9 per cent before the project to 36.5 per cent after it and in Assam in the Northeast from 15.56 to 24.38 per cent. Even among those who retain land, the average area owned declined, for example in Assam from 1.2 to 0.6 hectares per family. In every state most small and marginal farmers became landless, and medium farmers joined the ranks of small and marginal farmers. They also witnessed a decline in the support mechanisms such as the number of irrigation ponds and wells, poultry, cattle, and draught animals that used to supplement their agricultural income declined (Bharali 2007).

Joblessness is the next step. The land and other resources that are alienated from them used to provide them work. They lose this resource with no alternative to take its place. Joblessness resulting from it takes two forms. The first is lower access to work and the second is downward occupational mobility. In Andhra Pradesh, for example, 83.72 per cent of the land losers used to work on their land or elsewhere before its loss. After land loss access to work declined to 41.61 per cent. In West Bengal it declined from 91.02 to 53.18 percent and in Assam from 77.27 to 56.41 percent. The second is downward occupational mobility. In most states, more than 50 percent of the land losers who were cultivators before it became landless agricultural labourers or daily wage earners after land loss (Fernandes 2008: 112–113). 

Also displacement can continue as a result of environmental degradation. For example, a new industry often forces people to move out of its neighbourood because after its construction environmental or other consequences such as fly ash and dust generated by the thermal, aluminium, nuclear, cement and other plants destroy the land around it and render it unusable. Its dependants cannot sustain themselves on it and are forced to move out (Ganguly Thukral 1999: 11). Also the noise and dust pollution and constant blasts in the coalmines often force people to leave their homes (Fernandes and Raj 1992: 151). 
Absorbing a New Culture

The changes do not remain external but enter the community itself through the internalisation of the dominant culture. The major change is the culture the community in general and its elite in particular internalise, of viewing their sustenance as commodity alone. It is seen firstly in the demand the leaders make that individual ownership become the norm in their communities. For example, in the Garo tribe of East Garo in Meghalaya in Northeast India the leaders accepted the culture of individual ownership in the 1980s. A study two decades later shows that 30 percent of the tribal families in this district had become landless since their elite had monopolised much of their land (Fernandes and Pereira 2005: 138-140).

These changes also have gender implications. As stated above, even the matrilineal societies are patriarchal. Their leaders absorbs the culture of greater patriarchy and express it in their land relations. That can be seen among the Garo who are a matrilineal tribe but individual ownership is through men. Among the Khasi of Megalaya who too are a matrilineal tribe, the male leaders who control the village council exploit their power to their own advantage and turn community-owned land into their private property (Mukhim forthcoming). Such change of gender attitudes is seen in other tribes too in the manner in which men interpret their customary law and property relations in their own favour (Fernandes and Barbora 2002: 145-150).       

Communities thus deprived of their resources absorb the same culture in another form. The first is the vicious circle of viewing their resources as a commodity alone. Once they are deprived of their resource and are impoverished, for sheer survival they overexploit the same resource for an income. For example, studies in all the tribal areas show that once they lose their land, the deprived families fall back on their forests that they had preserved for centuries and cut trees for sale as firewood or timber, and cause more deforestation (Gadgil 1989). 

The second to view their own bodies as a commodity. For example, 49 percent of the families displaced by development projects in West Bengal and 56 percent in Assam pulled their children out of school in order to turn them into child labourers. Women began to view their bodies only as a source of income. Because of it prostitution grew enormously among the families that had lost their land (Ferandes 2008: 96-97). All these instances point to a major change in subaltern culture. These communities lose hope in their future and think only of the present. As a result, children who are an asset for the future become commodities only for the present and are used as a source of income for survival. The same is the view of women’s bodies. In other words, women and children become commodities more than men do.   

Conclusion

This paper which is an overview of the changes in land relations, has shown the new culture that grown as their result. It shows that imposition of another culture on a traditional group can result in a culture that is destructive of a community in general and of women in particular. The solution is not either going back to their tradition by opposing modernisation or absolutising the modern system. One cannot prevent all individual ownership either. One has to find an alternative in beginning with the tradition community values and combining them with the traditional community. Tradition has to be modernised and not replaced completely.
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