Development Projects and Displacement in India post Independence
The trajectory of development in post-independence India is inseparable from the phenomenon of displacement. Beginning with the launch of planned development in 1950–51, the Indian state embraced a model of state-led modernisation, centred on large-scale infrastructure—dams, industries, mining, and conservation projects. While these were envisioned as engines of economic growth and national progress, they simultaneously produced a parallel process of large-scale human displacement, often inadequately acknowledged in policy discourse.
At its core, development-induced displacement in India reflects a structural contradiction: the pursuit of collective national development has generated localized and unequal social costs, disproportionately borne by marginal populations.
After 1950–51 (Planning Era), India adopted a state-led developmental model emphasizing:
· Large dams (irrigation + power) 
· Industrialisation 
· Mining expansion 
· Forest and wildlife conservation zones 
➡ These projects became symbols of modernisation, but also primary drivers of displacement.
1. Magnitude of Displacement

	Indicator
	Value

	Total displaced (1950–1990)
	15.5 million (1.55 crore)

	Rehabilitation achieved
	39.5 lakh (~25%)

	People awaiting rehabilitation
	74.52% (~1.15 crore)




Key Insight:
Development in India has produced systematic rehabilitation failure.
2. Sector-wise Displacement

	Project Type
	Displaced
	Rehabilitated
	Backlog
	% Backlog

	Dams & Canals
	1,10,00,000
	27,50,000
	82,50,000
	~75%

	Mining
	17,00,000
	4,50,000
	12,50,000
	~73%

	Industries
	10,00,000
	3,00,000
	7,00,000
	~70%

	Sanctuaries
	6,00,000
	1,50,000
	4,50,000
	~75%

	Others
	12,00,000
	3,00,000
	9,00,000
	~75%

	Total
	1,55,00,000
	39,50,000
	1,15,50,000
	~75%



Interpretation:
· Around 3 out of 4 displaced persons were not rehabilitated 
· Dams alone account for ~70%+ displacement
3. Dominance of Dam Projects (Central Dimension)
Why Dams Cause Maximum Displacement
1. Large scale submergence (villages + forests) 
2. Rapid expansion post-independence 
3. Multipurpose nature (irrigation + power + canals) 
Key Facts
· ~40% of global displacement annually due to dams 
· India: 
2. 1950: ~5,000 dams globally 
2. 1990s: 45,000+ dams globally 
2. India alone: 
2. 4000+ large dams 
2. 475 under construction (2002) 
· Estimates of displacement due to dams in India: 
· Range: 20 million → 100 million 
· Realistic estimate: ~50 million (direct) 
· Including indirect: ~100 million 
4. Project-Level Displacement (Empirical Cases)

	Project
	Displacement

	Hirakud Dam
	20,000 people (249 villages)

	Srisailam Project
	1 lakh people

	Tungabhadra Project
	55,000 people (90 villages)

	Maharashtra Projects
	1.25 lakh families (2200 villages)

	Sardar Sarovar
	>10 lakh people



5. Tribal Displacement (Critical Dimension)
Disproportionate Impact
	Indicator
	Value

	Tribal share of displaced
	40% or more

	Tribal share in population
	~8%


👉 Conclusion:
➡ Development = structurally unequal burden

Reasons for Tribal Vulnerability
1. Projects located in: 
1. Forest areas 
2. River valleys 
2. Dependence on: 
2. Land, forests, commons 
3. Weak political voice 

Empirical Evidence
· 60% of dams (1971–1990) built in tribal areas 
· In Odisha: 
2. 30.2% land acquired = forests 
2. 28% = commons
Sector-wise Tribal Impact
	Sector
	Total Displaced
	Tribal Displaced
	% Tribal

	Dams
	14,000
	7,000
	50%

	Mines
	2,100
	1,415
	~67%

	Wildlife
	600
	600
	100%

	Others
	500
	200
	40%







Features of Development-Induced Displacement in India
Development-induced displacement in India is not simply about people being moved from one place to another; it reflects a complex structural condition shaped by weak data systems, unequal social impact, poor planning, and invisible suffering. Each feature reveals how development, while appearing progressive at the macro level, produces deep disruptions at the micro level.

1. Absence of Reliable Databases on DPs and PAPs
A major feature of displacement in India is the lack of accurate and comprehensive data on those affected. There is often confusion between:
· Displaced Persons (DPs) → those physically relocated 
· Project Affected Persons (PAPs) → those who lose livelihoods, access to forests, or water, even without relocation 
In most official records, only physically displaced people are counted, while millions who suffer economic or ecological loss remain invisible.
For instance, in large dam projects like the Sardar Sarovar Project, official statistics primarily counted those whose homes were submerged. However, fisherfolk downstream, forest-dependent communities, and those losing access to common resources were often excluded from compensation frameworks.
This creates a situation where:
· The true scale of displacement is underestimated 
· Policy responses remain partial and inadequate 
Thus, displacement in India is not only a physical reality but also a statistical invisibility problem, where entire categories of suffering remain unrecorded.

2. Low Level of Resettlement and Rehabilitation
Another defining feature is the persistent gap between displacement and rehabilitation. Despite large numbers of people being displaced, only a small proportion receive proper resettlement.
Between 1950 and 1990:
· About 15.5 million people were displaced 
· Nearly three-fourths remained unrehabilitated 
This indicates that development projects have historically prioritised:
· Construction and completion targets
over 
· Human rehabilitation and welfare 
A clear example is the Hirakud Dam, where thousands were displaced in the 1950s. Many affected families reported that:
· Compensation was delayed or inadequate 
· Alternative land was either infertile or unavailable 
Even decades later, some displaced families continued to struggle with landlessness and economic insecurity.
Thus, rehabilitation in India often becomes a secondary concern, resulting in long-term marginalisation rather than recovery.

3. Backward Social Composition of Displaced Populations
Displacement in India is not socially neutral. It disproportionately affects:
· Tribal communities (STs) 
· Scheduled Castes (SCs) 
· Marginal farmers and rural poor 
Although tribal populations constitute a small percentage of the total population, they account for a disproportionately large share of displaced persons.
This is because most development projects—dams, mining, forest reserves—are located in:
· Forest regions 
· River valleys 
· Mineral-rich areas 
These regions are traditionally inhabited by tribal communities.
For example, in projects like the Sardar Sarovar Project, a significant proportion of those displaced were:
· Small farmers 
· Tribal populations dependent on forest and river ecosystems 
Similarly, mining projects in states like Odisha and Jharkhand have displaced tribal communities from their ancestral lands, disrupting not just livelihoods but entire cultural systems.
This pattern reflects a deeper structural issue:
➡ Development in India often involves the transfer of resources from marginal regions to more powerful economic centres, resulting in what some scholars term “internal colonialism.”

4. Lack of Long-Term Planning in Rehabilitation
Rehabilitation policies in India are typically short-term and compensation-oriented, lacking a sustainable, long-term vision.
Most policies focus on:
· Monetary compensation 
· Allotment of land (often of poor quality) 
However, they rarely address:
· Livelihood reconstruction 
· Skill development 
· Social reintegration 
For instance, in the Tehri Dam, displaced populations were relocated to new townships. While housing was provided, many people struggled because:
· Their traditional occupations (agriculture, local trade) were no longer viable 
· They lacked skills suited to the new environment 
As a result, many displaced individuals faced:
· Unemployment 
· Economic instability 
· Social dislocation 
This demonstrates that displacement is not resolved by relocation alone. Without long-term planning, it leads to secondary displacement, where people are forced to move repeatedly in search of livelihood.

5. Non-Quantifiability of Displacement-Induced Suffering
Perhaps the most complex feature of displacement is that much of its impact is non-quantifiable.
While governments can calculate:
· Land lost 
· Compensation paid 
They cannot fully measure:
· Loss of community 
· Cultural disintegration 
· Psychological trauma 
· Loss of identity 
For example, in the case of tribal communities displaced by forest or dam projects, the loss is not merely economic. It involves:
· Separation from sacred landscapes 
· Disruption of traditional knowledge systems 
· Breakdown of collective cultural practices 
In projects like the Narmada Valley Development Project, affected communities repeatedly highlighted that:
· Monetary compensation could not replace ancestral land and cultural belonging 
This reveals a crucial limitation:
➡ Development policies operate within an economic framework, whereas displacement produces social, cultural, and psychological losses that cannot be monetised.
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Final Analytical Insight
Taken together, these features demonstrate that development-induced displacement in India is:
· Statistically underrepresented 
· Institutionally mismanaged 
· Socially unequal 
· Temporally short-sighted 
· Conceptually incomplete 
Thus, the central issue is not merely displacement itself, but the failure to recognise its full human cost.
In essence, development in India has often produced:
visible infrastructure but invisible suffering

