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Abstract 

In India and elsewhere  issues of displacement, rehabilitation has become major focus in the 

public policy analysis as well as in governance, as the latter is viewed in terms of the way it 

effectively rehabilitate large number of displaced from their original location. Displacement is 

caused as a result of development paradigm introduced from above, causing cultural , 

identitarian crisis for large number of social categories, in which tribals, dalits, backward castes 

etc have become the major victims. There  are three problems while detailing displacement: 

numbering, location and also social background of categories. Despite best efforts India has not 

been able to come out with a proper rehabilitation policy including the fact that more than 75 per 

cent are yet to be rehabilitated. One of the major reasons is the failure of governance-the latter is 

apparent when governance failed to understand the nuances of displacement,  failed to address 

the issues comprehensively, and also governance failed to understand the cultural specificities of 

social categories.  
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Displacement in India: Dimension and Nature 

 

Over the past couple of years issues of displacement has become a major contentious issue. In 

fact there are different perspectives. Some would view “displacement is inevitable, although it is 

a painful process”. Others would argue that effect of displacement could be compensated by 

adequate rehabilitation package, including monetary package.  

 

 Displacement has taken different forms. In Indian context one of the best-known method by 

which displacement has taken on a massive scale is Development Induced Displacement. There 

has been major debate about it. Many felt that “development induced displacement “ is inevitable 

and inescaple  - as development would usher in economic growth, equity and prosperity. Other, 

particularly the Critical developmentalist would view it differently. They would see the larger 

power nexus between the state apparatus on the one hand and the ruling class or elites on the 

other in almost all the Development Projects. . The latter’s perception goes a step further, and 

view  in every development an  inherent bias against the poor and marginalized. This is because 

of following factors: developmental schemes or projects provide little spaces to the marginalized 



to voice their presence or to contest, and, it takes no cognizance of the presence of marginalized. 

Most of the time developmental projects are imposed upon, rather than taking into account their 

prior consent. Further , developmental projects are decided not in cultural setting of local 

population rather “ outside their realm”- the realm lies either in the capital cities or in the western 

multilateral institutions. Fourthly, developmental projects are imposed or introduced in a 

straightjacket manner without however taking into confidence locality or cultural settings. 

Finally the developmental projects are not backed by a proper rehabilitation policy. In other 

words most of the time, the projects are implemented without a proper rehabilitation package or 

policy.  

 

One of the major problems confronted while analyzing the displacement is numbering. In fact 

numbering or estimate is always essential so as to formulate proper rehabilitation policy. This 

also helps in reducing the number of displacement in due  course.   Couple of studies has 

estimated differently. It is stated that between 1951 and 1990 nearly 213 lakhs or 21.3 million 

populations must have been displaced due to Development. (Walter Fernandes: 2001:87). This 

number might have increased to more than 30 million due to increasing development projects 

that the Indian government has introduced in recent years. .1Conservative estimates put the 

number of families displaced by development projects alone (displacement due to processes such 

as urbanization are not included) at over 20 million up to 1991. Various studies have put the 

figure between 2 million and 56 million. Of them, 75% of families (as per government records) 

are awaiting rehabilitation Smitu Kothari for example an authority on environment and tribal 

issues would argue that” development projects under India's Five-Year plans have displaced 

about 500,000 persons each year- over 40 percent of those displaced from 1950 to 1990 were 

from tribal communities”(Smithu Kothari: 1995). On the contrary Satyajit Sinha estimated that 

33.7 million by 1348 large Dams have displaced during 1952-1979 in India. (P.Raghu 

Ram:2006:91) One estimate that 2“nearly 2.13 crore people have been displaced due to large 

projects since independence”. 3It is also stated “421.3 million people are internally displaced due 

                                                 
1 http://www.infochangeindia.org/analysis33.jsp 
2 http://www.landaction.org/display.php? Article=59 
3 There is one more estimate- 85.39 lakh tribals have been displaced since 1990 
4 http://www.idpproject.org/Sites/IdpProjectDb/idpSurvey.nsf/wViewSingleEnv/IndiaProfile+Summary 



to development projects in India. 5. Many a time the official statistics shows less than the 

independent studies. This is apparent in such studies as 6Hirakud Dam  

 

Nonetheless one has to accept the fact that there are varieties of displacement. Although 

Development Induced Displacement is the larger framework under which the displacement is 

taking place, however there are different reasons for displacement too. These reasons are: 

Displacement due to Dams, Mines, Industries, and Wildlife etc. Here too there are contradictory 

debates. In fact, the Indian state now accepts the presence of various forms  of displacement. For 

example, Ministry of Rural Development. Estimated that between 1951 and 1990 213 Lakhs 

have been displaced. It includes   those displaced by dams (16.4 million), mines (2.55 million), 

industrial development (1.25 million) and wild life sanctuaries and national parks (0.6 million). 

 

Most important question is which category of population is mostly affected by the displacement. 

Once again it is estimated that Tribal population constitute the big chunck of population affected 

by the displacement, despite the fact that they constitute hardly 7.8 per cent of the total 

population.   It is estimated that not less than 4.5-lakh tribal populations have been displaced due 

to Wild life sanctuaries and National Parks. In fact they constitute 75 per cent of population who 

were displaced due to Wild Life sanctuaries and National parks. (Fig..1). The second important 

category is Dalits. Nearly twenty per cent of Dalit populations have become the victims.  

 

Displacement between 1951 and 1990 (in Lakhs)(fig 1) 
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5 http://www.fmreview.org/text/FMR/08/08.htm 

6 It is estimated that the number of persons displaced by the Hirakud dam was between 1.1 lakh and 1.6 
lakh. This is the estimate of an individual scholar.  On the contrary the official figures are only 1.1 lakh. 
Interestingly World Bank accept the fact that as many as many as 0.6 million people who are displaced out 
of 192 projects of big have not been accounted for in project planning. Meanwhile it also states that each 
time a new dam constructed it displaces 13,000 population  

 



1 Dams 164.0(25.0%) 63.2(25.0) 38.5 

2 Mines 25.5 (25.5%) 13.3(24.8%) 52.2 

3 Industries 12.5 (30.0%) 3.1 (25.6%) 25.0 

4 Wild Life 6.0(20.8%) 4.5(22.2%) 75.0 

5 Others 5.0(30.0%) 1.3(20.0%) 25.0 

 Total 213.0 (25.4%) 85.4(24.8%) 40.1 

 Source: As quoted in Planning Commission, Report of the Steering Committee on 

Empowering the Scheduled Tribes For Tenth Five Plans”, 2001, p.3 from Ministry of Rural 

Development. 

  

 

Initially the Government of India refused to accept the fact that any displacement is taking place 

due to Development Projects. This became apparent when Farakka Thermal Power Project was 

established in West Bengal. Government came to the conclusion that none were affected. 

However over the years it is slowly but firmly accepting the fact that the large scale displacement 

is taking place due to different development policies. This is reflected in different policy 

documents including   Tenth Five Year Plan document 7. The latter clearly admits that    the, “ 

displacement or forced/voluntary eviction (of tribals) from their land and from their natural 

habitats and their subsequent rehabilitation has been a serious problem that needs to be 

addressed”. Similar kind of arguments is apparent in the National Policy on Resettlement and 

Rehabilitation for Project Affected families, 2003. It states that, 8“Compulsory acquisition of 

land for public purpose including infrastructure projects displaces people, forcing them to give 

up their home, assets and means of livelihood. Apart from depriving them of their lands, 

livelihoods and resource-base, displacement has other traumatic psychological and socio-cultural 

consequences.  The Government of India recognizes the need to minimize large-scale 

displacement to the extent possible and, where displacement is inevitable, the need to handle 

with utmost care and forethought issues relating to Resettlement and Rehabilitation of Project 

Affected Families.  Such an approach is especially necessary in respect of tribals, small & 

marginal farmers and women”. 

                                                 
7   Tenth Five Year Plan, P.458 
8 http://rural.nic.in/rrpolicy.doc 



 

Other than that Planning Commission of India (Planning Commission: 2001:37) now has come 

to conclusion that  “ that 21.3 millions have been displaced, during 1951-90 .Of whom 8.54 

million (40 %) are tribals”. Its estimate is almost similar to that of the estimate of Ministry of 

Rural Development.  

 

Interestingly even World Bank is now accepting the fact of  displacement. In 1994 it estimated 

that 63,325 persons were displaced which include Project Affected Persons too.  

 

Nonetheless one should not over look the fact that multiple displacements also taking  place. 

This is apparent in different parts of India. In Karnataka, the Soligas and Jenu Kuruba tribes were 

again and again displaced – once due to the construction of Kabini Dam and later on due to the 

Declaration of National Park or Wild Life Act. Similarly “ the Rihand Dams outstees were 

displaced not less than four times. “ In Orissa, the Chikapar village near Sunabeda displaced by 

HALMIG complex were displaced again by the Uppper Kolab Dam and a third time by the 

Naval Armament Depot (Walter Fernandes: 2001:89) 

 

Governance , Resettlement and Rehabilitation:  

Rehabilitation is one of the major issues, which is much debated (Hari Modi: 2006: 246-67) in 

recent years.. It is estimated that nearly 75 per cent of the total population, who have been 

displaced over the years are yet to be rehabilitated- this is true in the case of Tehri Dam( 

B.K.Sinha and H.C Pokhiyal:2001:110-143) In fact, World Commission on Dams indicated 

that more than one time people have been displaced. This is apparent in the case of Dam projects 

such as Rihand, Koyna, and Sardar Sarovar.However World Commission on Dams has 

recommended that : the stakeholders in the development projects should be taken into 

confidence; that before implementing any project assessment should be made with all “ options 

strategically and comprehensively”... 

 

Indian government including its different units at provincial level has formulated different 

rehabilitation policies.  . In fact, National Policy on Resettlement and Rehabilitation for Project 

Affected Families, 2003 is one such Policy which recognizes the need to minimize the 



displacement, including a dialogue for effective implementation of packages However, this 

policy has come under sever contestation. Its first draft came in the year 1993 and many a time 

the same has been revised.   This has been treated as regression from the earlier policy. This is 

because of the fact that earlier policy believed in “total rehabilitation “ On the contrary the new 

Policy document does not fix a time frame for rehabilitation9. Further it limits each family to 500 

in plain land and 250 in hilly region.  

 

The central government in recent years has come out with a Scheduled Tribes (Recognition of 

Forest Rights) Bill; 2005- this is the first time that historical rights of the tribals have been 

recognized. This is where it comes closer to World Bank and United Nations; the latter 

recognizes the rights of indigenous population. Here is an attempt to rehabilitate the tribals in 

their own locality. Even different ministries have formulated different policies: in 1994, the 

Water Resource Ministry came out with “Draft Policy for the rehabilitation for reservoir project 

affected persons (Ministry of Water Resources: 1994). There are different states too, which 

have introduced rehabilitation policies. Maharashtra, for example has Maharashtra Rehabilitation 

Act, 1986, Karnataka has introduced Karnataka Resettlement of Project Displaced Persons Act, 

1987, and, Orissa is now having Draft Resettlement and Rehabilitation Policy. (Manipadma 

Jena2006) Other states such as Bihar, Madhya Pradesh, Gujarat, Punjab, and Andhra Pradesh too 

have resettlement policy. Here the policies try to be comprehensive so as to minimize the agony 

of displacement. Some states have further liberalized their policies. 10Gujarat. And Madhya 

Pradesh falls into this category. In other states the issues of land general or project-specific 

directives basically govern acquisition and resettlement. Other than that there are sectoral 

policies (e.g., Coal India Ltd., Maharashtra State Electricity Board) and several parastatal 

policies (National Thermal Power Corporation). 

                                                 
9 http://www.infochangeindia.org/analysis33.jsp 

10 Now the Gujarat government has recognized the major sons as joint holders. Even it is preparing to 
give to two hectares of land for encroachers, including the landless agricultural labourers, it is now 
allotting one ha agricultural land to each of the landless outstees. Madhya Pradesh is now advancing Rs 
40,000 for all the outstees particularly landless agricultural labourers, SCs/STs Even it has declared 
major unmarried daughters as separate family. See http://www.nvda.nic.in/policies.htm 

 



 All these do not mean that the policies have   completely changed the life style including the fact 

that it has increased the Social and Human Development of Displaced. Only in some case the 

social and Human Development has increased. This is visible in those places wherein 

governance has become effective, accountable, and responsive. For example in the case of 

Almatti Project the Human and Social Development of all the social categories has increased. 

This is not the same with some social categories such as Scheduled Tribes in other parts of India. 

It is observed that “There is a relative difference of 32 per cent between the human development 

indices (HDI) at the national level and those of Scheduled Tribes, - this became a fact mainly due 

to the loss of productive resources to the construction of dams and mining (The Hindu: April 29 

2006). Barring one or two cases in majority of the cases studies point towards the increasing 

impoverishment of the Displaced persons (Walter Fernanades: 2001:88). There are reasons why 

such a trend is growing 

 

Firstly, the governance has  not been able to focus on the major issues. One important issue is the 

absence of recognizing the community land. In fact the land, which has been acquired under 

Land Acquisition Act of 1894, recognizes only the individual Patta than the community right. It 

is true that there are large number of tribals who have been living inside the National Parks are 

without any title deeds. The Wild Life Act of 1972 for example has either converted them as 

“encroachers” or non  ‘titled” categories. This situation has made the task of large-scale 

displacement much easier.  

 

Secondly, ineffective governance    has further marginalized the already marginalized. This is 

apparent whenever the displaced have been rehabilitated in far off places, wherein the economic 

opportunities are not available. In many places, such as National Park or Dam ( Kabini, Rajiv 

Gandhi National Park ) the displaced have been rehabilitated in such places wherein they would 

not get anything for their own sustainability. They have been rehabilitated in barren or dry land 

or far off places from their original habitat. There are hardly any employment opportunities 

available in the newly rehabilitated places. The new places have become centers of cultural 

crisis, centers for identity crisis including the crisis of the self. Many a time the rehabilitations 

packages are defeated, and in the process tribals or displaced are further marginalized.  

 



Thirdly absence of political commitments  of the governance also defeated  the rehabilitations. 

Given the slow nature of functioning of bureaucracy or the government, the packages are seldom 

introduced in one go or in meaningful way. Most of the time packages are announced as a 

political gimmick or ploy rather than due to the real concern. This is the reason why the packages 

take years to reach the affected one (classic case is the case of Kudremukh National Park in 

Karnataka wherein Karnataka government thrice  declared packages to contain Naxalites, 

however it is yet to reach the tribals living inside the National Park). 

 

Most important is the power relations in the governance . This has further placed the displaced in 

disadvantageous position. Given their relative  weak nature, the displaced have not been able to 

demand effectively their rehabilitation. Whenever they demanded their rights, displaced have 

been treated as those challenging the edifice of the state or political structure. This has increased 

the friction between the state on the one hand and the marginalized on the other 

 

However the governance  has  no clear-cut idea about the growing poverty. Poverty is not only 

rooted in the absence of a comprehensive rehabilitation policy, but also in the hold over land. In 

many places the issue of  land has become contentious issue- the tribals are demanding the right 

over land; the farmers too are demanding adequate land. Recognizing the historical right over 

land would help in alleviating poverty level of tribals.. However if there is any definition of 

poverty, -lack of entitlement, calories intake, purchasing power, distribution of land et- all these 

definitions of poverty will suit large number of displaced, especially project affected people. It is 

here the paradox of development lies- one side it should help protect and alleviate the people 

from their poverty level, and on the other it should help in development. It does not do  both the 

things simultaneously . Large number of displaced still struggle to retain their identity, struggle 

to “enlist “their presence in the political discourses and struggle to remain as social categories.  
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