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Land, Commissions and Politics

Walter Fernandes

More than 25,000 landless persons from all over India marched to Delhi in late October to demand their constitutionally guaranteed right to a life with dignity. The reaction of the Union Government was to appoint a commission to look into the issue. Nandigram is exploding again in West Bengal. Singur was in the news a year ago. The reaction of the State Government is to allege that political parties are behind the unrest and that Naxalites are active in the area. The Tatas are said to have stated that the problem in Singur was created by their competitors. 

Amid these accusations and counter-accusations, one does not hear much about the people who are going to be affected by land takeover. One cannot deny that political parties have hijacked some of their movements. But by focusing on them or by appointing commissions people in power seem to obfuscate the issue and divert attention from the people who are the victims of land takeover. 

Commissions have become a good way of delaying a decision and finally forgetting an issue. For example the Liberhan Commission that was appointed to study the demolition of the Babri Masjid has been given 42 extensions and is yet to give its report fifteen years after the event that resulted in communal massacres and divided the country in the middle. The Nanavati Commission appointed to study the Godhra incident and the communal massacres of 2002 in Gujarat, is yet to give its report. The Government and the police know who perpetrated these crimes but are using the commissions as delaying tactics since they do not want to take action against them. When the reports come they are ignored as has happened with the Sri Krishna Commission and others.

There is adequate information on land distribution and one does not need a commission to know the status of its distribution and ownership. One only needs courage to implement the land reform programmes. That is what is lacking because the bureaucrats and legislators are also among the biggest landowners. They make the law in which they keep enough loopholes to protect themselves. The same has happened with the laws banning child labour, dowry and bonded labour. Those whose duty it is to implement them are among the biggest perpetrators of these crimes. When some socially conscious elements make noise about it they appoint a commission and sweep it under the carpet.

However, those who do not implement the land reforms legislation are ever ready to deprive others of land. The Centre has appointed a commission to study the land issue in response to the demonstration of the landless. But it needs no commission to decide to acquire lakhs of acres for the special economic zones and render many millions landless. More than 200 SEZs are being planned on over a million hectares, most of it fertile agricultural land.

When people resist the acquisition of their sustenance, attention is diverted from their misery by speaking of the involvement of political parties in their movement. That the parties are involved is beyond doubt. They are exploiting the situation to their own advantage. But where are the people? In West Bengal, for example, the ruling party is using its muscle power to suppress those who are demanding their right to a life with dignity. The opposition parties exploit it for their own gain because no attention is paid to their needs. 

Lack of interest in the people is not new. Our study on development-induced displacement shows that development projects in West Bengal have deprived 70 lakh persons of their sustenance 1947-2000. Only 9 percent have been resettled, most of them by the Damodar Valley projects in the 1950s and by World Bank funded projects in the 1980s and 1990s. Around 20 percent of them are tribals, 30 percent from the Scheduled Castes and another 20 percent the poorest of the backwards. Most of them are not even counted among the displaced or compensated for the land lost because they were living on common land. The colonial land laws that continue to be in force in India recognise only individual ownership. So the tribals who have lived on that land for hundreds of years before these laws were enacted are considered encroachers. So according to the law they are not displaced from it but evicted and not even compensated for the land lost.

  The State certainly needs development to create jobs and goods for its people but those deprived of their livelihood in its name have a right to begin life anew. It is an obligation of the State and is a human rights issue. But experience in much of India shows that those who are displaced in the name of national development are ignored. The experience of Assam is similar to that of West Bengal. Out of 19 lakh persons displaced from 14 lakh acres, only some 4 lakhs displaced from 3.9 lakh acres are counted. The rest do not exist because they lived on common land. Only some 10 projects had some sort of a rehabilitation package. The rest have to fend for themselves. Besides, much of the compensation is lost on bribes.

Impoverishment is the consequence. More than 60 percent of those deprived of their sustenance have gone below the poverty line. 49 percent of the families in West Bengal and 56 percent in Assam have pulled their children out of school and turned them into child labourers to earn an income. A large number of women have been forced to sell their bodies, the only asset they own. Many others have taken to crime to earn a living. That is where one has to ask again whether people matter or whether development is only the infrastructure and industries. 

Political parties are bound to exploit their resistance for their own advantage. That is no reason to divert attention from the plight of the people. One cannot speak of development when millions are pushed below the poverty line for the comfort of the middle class. One cannot speak of democracy when millions are deprived of their livelihood without their consent and without alternatives. Is this national development? Do the millions thus impoverished belong to the nation? Or has India been sold to the powerful?

It is time one stopped obfuscating the issue. The State needs development but not by impoverishing its people. There cannot be national development without people’s development. That challenge has to be faced in Assam and the rest of India.
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