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DAMS AND DISPLACEMENT WOES
Walter Fernandes

On May 24, 2003 Mr Vajpayee launched the 50,000 MW hydro-electrical initiative for the Northeast. Earlier the Power Minister had informed the Rajya Sabha that, the Northeast has 58,971 MW of hydro-electrical potential or 38% of the country’s total and that it was to be exploited through 10 major dams under study. The full list contains 158 dams, 35 of which are at the final stage of study and 13 have either received clearance or are close to it. One does not say no to all projects in this region that has been neglected but one asks whether this type of development can solve the problem of the estimated 30 lakh unemployed persons and can create jobs for the students coming out of schools and colleges in the Northeast in which the educational status is high and employment generation is low.
This situation seems to have been ignored in the decision on the proposed dams which are meant mainly to produce power for export to the rest of India and to Southeast Asia. The main need of the region is productive jobs in the manufacturing sector to deal with massive unemployment. According to estimates, with mechanisation the cost of producing a job has risen to around Rs 13 lakhs. So one needs Rs 400,000 crores to deal with the backlog of 30 lakhs and that money is not available. Instead of focusing on it the proposed dams may reinforce the region’s role as supplier of raw materials. Today it exports tea, oil and coal. Once the dams are built it will be power. The State will get some income by exporting it. But instead of creating jobs the dams will deprive more people of their land and livelihood, most of it without replacement because the Land Acquisition Act 1894 according to which land is acquired provides for compensation only to individual owners. The customary law of most tribes in the Northeast is based on community ownership. So those who are deprived of their livelihood may not even be counted among the displaced. 
It has happened in the past. The Tripura tribes have a community ownership culture but the law does not recognise it since they do not come under the Sixth Schedule. By 1970, more than 60 percent of their land was occupied by Hindu refugees from the present day Bangladesh. That is when the State announced the Gumti dam and built it despite their protests. According to official figures it displaced 2,553 families. More than 6,000 families that lived on common land according to their customary law were not counted among them. The 2,553 families received niggardly compensation but were not resettled. The families that were not counted among the displaced were not even compensated. Studies attribute much of the unrest in Tripura to the impoverishment that followed after it.
It is happening today. According to official figures, the proposed Pagladia dam in the Nalbari district of Assam will displace 3,271 families but field data point to 20,000 affected families, 90 percent of them from the Boro and other tribes. According to official sources the 2,000 MW Lower Subansiri dam in Arunachal Pradesh will displace only 38 families while field data point to a bigger number. Their land is community owned according to their customary law but the law recognises only individual pattas. So they may be deprived of their livelihood with no alternative. That can result in more unrest as in Tripura. For example, studies on the Hmar-Dimasa conflict of April 2003 attribute it partly to the threat the Hmar tribe of Manipur faced of being displaced by the Tipaimukh dam. So they had to find land elsewhere.
Such conflicts are understandable, because dependence on land is high in the “Seven Sisters” that have only 214 industries, 166 of them in Assam. Many of them are sick or have been closed down. So over 70 percent of the workforce in most States depends on land against the national average of 67.5 percent. The other source of employment for the well educated population is the administration. Around 23 percent depend on it against 20 percent in India as a whole. Fewer than 7 percent work in industries against the national average of 11.5 percent. Neither land nor jobs in the administration can expand. An effort to monopolise jobs and land has led to the Assamese-Bihari and other conflicts.
Instead of solving this problem, the proposed massive dams will deprive many more of their livelihood. It can mean greater disillusionment and more unrest. So one has to search for viable alternatives to them. The present capital and resource intensive investment pattern is not one such alternative nor is the move to privatise rivers to build the dams. This intention was expressed at an exhibition organised at The Hague, Holland in November 2000 to attract foreign capital to India. Those who visited it reported that many of its pavilions were named after geographical landmarks, especially water bodies in the Northeast and that it gave a clear message that its biodiversity and water resources were at the disposal of the companies to be used for their own profit. That will deprive many more of their livelihood but will not create jobs even for the displaced, leave alone deal with the backlog of the unemployed. 
That requires a search for alternatives. By saying it one does not oppose all projects. One only states that decisions cannot be taken purely from the perspective of exploiting the raw material, in this case water, to the benefit of people outside the region. One does not propagate an isolationist stand either of thinking of the region alone. One has to go beyond it to others but not at the cost of the local people. They cannot be impoverished in the name of national development. National and regional needs have to go hand in hand. One does not see it happening in the case of the proposed dams.  
One does not even say that no major scheme is needed. Some like the Gas Cracker Plant can build the infrastructure. However, one should find alternatives to the schemes that impoverish many more to the benefit of a minority. Economic data show that two thirds of China’s hydro-power comes from medium dams that do not cause much damage to the environment and displace very few people. India has taken a purely engineering view of development and has opted for massive schemes. One can ask whether in the biodiversity rich Northeast one can search for alternatives that optimise land use and process its produce through low cost technology rather than create one more raw material for export. That requires a move away from the engineering outlook of development and the builder-politician nexus and towards schemes that can solve the problems of the ordinary people. 
