
Furthermore, equality can only be achieved 
if the law takes into consideration the spe- 
cial circumstancesofwomen 's lives in which 
they are denied access to education, eco- 
nomic independence, etc. For instance 
women's reproductive roles as it is defined 
today proves to be a handicap when legiti- 
mately claiming their-right to work and 
economic participation. Therefore, by stress- 
ing the differences in the conditions of men 
and women, feminists have asked for spe- 
cial concessions so as to make equality a 
reality. However, claims for special treat- 
ment also have their own limitations as they 
can inadvertently force women into clearly 
demarcated areas defined as feminine with- 
out changing the gender ideology [Cossman 
1990]. 

At yet another level, feminist critique of 
the discourse is encapsulated within the 
semantics of 'rights talk' as enumerated 
within the Universal Declaration of Human 
Rights and the Indian Constitution. They 
posit that it is placed within the patriarchal 
world view, and is based on an artificial 
dichotomy between the public and the pri- 
vate spheres. These documents specifically 
define the relationship between, the indi- 
vidual and the state within the public arena. 
Women lives remain circumscribed within 
the private area of family and are therefore 
considered outside the purview of state pro- 
tection. Violence within the home for in- 
stance gets ignored as the attempts of the 
state to adjudicate them is criticised as 
violation of the right to family and privacy 
of the individual (read man). Yet what fails 
tobe accounted for is that by not interfering, 
the state fails to protect the far more impor- 
tant rightsof women, namely, that tolife. To 
assume that the family and the rights to 
privacy within it is inviolable is a miscon- 
ception as the same state intercedes in fam- 
ily matters when it formulates laws govern- 
ing property and inheritance [Eisler 1987]. 

There isalsowithin the movement a grow- 
ing disillusionment with the existing legal 
structure to impose gender justice on the 
community. The law reflects society and 
has a tendency to reinforce the dominant 
values. Compared to other ideological insti- 
tutions, the law is relatively powerless to 
initiate social change [Fineman 1991]. 

Placing the human rightsdiscourseswithin 
this broad canvas is essential to realise its 
complexity. A systematic analysis of its 
basic premise indicates that gender has a 
decisive role in the allocation and denial of 
rights in precisely the same way as other 
social categories such as race and class. 
Attempts toactualise these rights must there- 
fore begin by recognising these underlying 
tensions. 
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Subarnarekha Proj ect 
Singhbhuni's Sorrow 
Ashish Chadha 

'Ho' tribals are being systematically deprived of the ownzership of their 
means of production, the product of their labour and of the very means of 
existence in the process of building the Subarnarekha Project. 

THE Subarnarekha Multipurpose Project 
(SMP) was first mooted in the year 1973 at 
an estimated cost of Rs 129 crore. Under this 
project two major dams, two barrages, 
three command area storage reservoirs 
and seven canals were approved for con- 
struction. (A dam at Chandil and a barrage 
at Galudih on the Subarnarekha river apd a 
dam at Icha near Chaibasa and a barrage at 
Ganjia near Adityapur are on the Kharkai 
river, a tributary of Subarnarekha, and seven 
canals of a total of 342 km.) The 
Subarnarekha emanatesfrom Ranchi in Bihar 
passing through Orissa and West Bengal 
and flows into the Bay of Bengal. The 
catchment area of the project is around 
18,950 sq km. Kharkai, Karkari and Kanchi 
are the main tributaries. East and west 
Singhbhum district in the basin of this river 
are storehouses of iron, bauxite, copper and 
uranium. Despite abundant rainfall, much 
of the rain water in this region flows into the 
Bay of Bengal. Being an interstate river the 
plan of SMP could make headway only in 
1978 when the chief ministers of Bihar, 

Orissa and We$t Bengal approved. The 
World Bank is fuinding this project, the 
total cost of which was estimated in 1981 
at Rs 481 crore and escalated-to Rs 1,428 
crore in 1990. Already Rs 700 crore have 
been spent on it and a senior SMP official 
feels by the time the project is finally com- 
plete it would cost around Rs 2,500 crore. 

According to the official report of the 
irrigation department of Bihar, the main 
objectives of SMP are to provide reliable 
watersupply for irrigation of about 2,55,000 
hectares of cultivable command area in the 
three states, to provide water for industrial 
and municipal use mainly in Singhbhum 
district and to reduce flooddamage in Orissa 
and West Bengal. In addition the project on 
its completion by 1996 will also -create 
potential for generating about 400 mega- 
watts of hydel power. 

Even though it has been envisaged and 
publicised as mainly an irrigation project, 
maximum to provide water for Bihar, a 
World Bank report indicates that this land 
is not suitable for canal irrigation. To quote 
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the report, "This Bi har command area forms 
an inclined plain from east to west. The 
physical terrain of the area is undulating and 
broken alternatively by ridges and depres- 
sions, which for the most part forms ditches 
and streams". 

But SMP intends to irrigate the command 
area through a network of canals which 
presumably repeat the fate of another irriga- 
tion scheme, namely, the Roro Canal Irriga- 
tion Scheme situated in Chaibasa. Vast ar- 
eas of good agricultural lands belonging to 
the tribals were acquired by the project 
officials. The surplus land has reportedly 
been leased out to friends of the officials for 
some years. Now they are used for building 
colonies for non-tribals, officers and em- 
ployees of the project, leaving the tribal 
farmers landless. 

The total irrigated area in Singhbhum 
district is about 3.5 per cent of the total 
cultivated area. This has perpetuated the 
existence of a large number of bogus and 
official irrigation projects and departments 
and crores of public money is spent on 
construction, maintenance and supervision 
of major, medium and small irrigation 
projects. This is executed in such an unsci- 
entific manner that almost all of them have 
become not only useless but are also hazards 
to the surrounding human and animal habi- 
tations. 

It is estimated that on an average Rs8 lakh 
have been spent on each acre of land which 
this project was supposed to have irrigated. 
In fact, according to the data given in the 
District Census HandbookA the gross area 
irrigated in the whole of Singhbhum district 
has fallen from 1,52,244 acres in 1941 to 
58,530acres in 1980, i e, a fall of 43 percent. 
"There seems to be something wrong some- 
where, for it is unthinkable that we should be 
sliding backward with all our Five-Year 
Planning", says the Census Hanzdbook of 
1961. 

The official project report paints a rosy 
picture of SMP but fails to impress 
Singhbhum's indigenous farmers belong- 
ingto the Ho tribe. They consider the project 
a curse rather than a blessing. They are 
systematically and methodically being dis- 
possessed of the ownership of their meansof 
production, of product of their labour and of 
the very means of existence. Their values, 
their identity and their communities are 
being disintegrated. Once the dam is com- 
pleted their home and hearth will be under 
deep water. And from being proud Ho farm- 
ers they will be forced to become wandering 
labourers. The SMP is expected to sub- 
merge thousands of acres of cultivable land 
and homestead land. 

THE DiSPOSSESSED 
According to the project report on land 

acquisition and survey (April 1985), for 
Chandil dam alone a total of 46,000 acres of 

land have been acquired. The Icha dam 
reservoir on Kharkai will cover a total area 
of 21,000 acres in Singhbhum and 10,500 
acres in Orissa. The two canals emerging 
from this dam will cover 58,700 acres in 
Singhbhum and 1,52,100 acres in Orissa. 
The project authorities as yet have provided 
no information about the amount of land 
that would be required for five canals and 
two barrages, roads and colonies. The ac- 
quired land included large areas of 
'gairmazarwa' or common land on which 
the tribalsgraze theircattle and about 10,000 
acres of forest on which the indigenous 
people depend on for their livelihood will be 
wiped out. 

The Chotanagpur Tenancy (CNT) Act 
prohibits the alienation of tribal land to non- 
tribal. In spite of the restriction given in the 
CNTAct large areas of tribal land have been 
legally sold by State, and it is the adminis- 
tration which instead of protecting the tribal 
land has been a major party to the alien- 
ation. The fact is aggravated in the SMP 
where another 37,000 acres of land, exclud- 
ing submergable area is being acquired for 
Chandil dam to provide for 10 feet of water 
for a flood cushion. This might submerge a 
large area fora maximum of 48 hoursduring 
the year. According to the project authori- 
ties they will lease out such submergable 
land to the original owners. Past records, 
however, show that such lands will be used 
for other purposes or leased to those who 
can bribe the local officials and politicians. 
Further, if their lands are going to be leased 
out to the original owners then there is no 
need to acquire them. 

A major controversy related to the project 
is the rehabilitation of almost one lakh dis- 
placed people, the majority of whom belong 
to the Ho tribe. The Chandil reservoir will 
submerge 32 villages fully and 84 villages 
partially in Chandil, Nimidh and Ichagarh 
block displacing a total of 6,773 families. 
The Icha dam will submerge 20 villages 
wholly and 41 villages will submerge par- 
tially in'Chaibasa, Tantnagar and Rajnagar 
blocks displacing 5,600 families. The num- 
ber of families that will be displaced due to 
the construction of barrages, canals, roads, 
and colonies are not yet known. 

The area submerged due to Icha dam is 
called Kolhan isalso known as 'HO Dissum' 
or the land of the Hos. Most of the tribals 
like their ancestors under pressure from 
alien forces, will gradually retreat into the 
forest, especially to the rich Saranda forest, 
or move southwards to Orissa. 

Construction work on the Chandil dam is 
now almost complete with a height of 177m 
already achieved. Only the gates are to be 
installed so that the proposed height of 
192m can be attained. The project authori- 
ties are now busy constructing canals along 
the dam. On the other hand, the canal work 
of the Icha dam has been completed, whereas 

the initial work is yet to begin. But accord- 
ing to the official schedule, the Bihar com- 
ponent of the project should have been 
completed by 1990, but till mid-1989 only 
60 per cent of the work has been completed, 
when all construction work stopped owing 
World Bank refusal to sanction fresh loans. 
This happened when the Bank was yet to 
sanction loan for the Orissa component of 
the project. Pressure from various interna- 
tional human rights organisations, large- 
scale misappropriation of funds and the 
failure of Bihar government to formulate an 
effective rehabilitation policy for the oustees 
forced the Bank to stop the flow of funds. 
The World Bank's action and agitations by 
voluntary organisations finally compell'ed 
the government to come up with.a new 
policy in November 1990 but it failed to 
futfil the aspirations of the people. 

The first submergence took place in 1988 
when two villages were partially affected 
and the villages were temporarily shifted. In 
1989, due to inundation, most of thevillages 
Ruani, Borabinda, Gopalpur, Kashipur, 
Harsundarpur and Keshavgaria were per- 
manently shifted to other places. Some of 
them went to the proposed rehabilitation 
colonies where they got 12.5 decimals of 
land to construct houses. The inundation 
took place because the project authorities 
had closed the shire gates to check the 
efficiency of the dam and strengthen the 
construction. Though SMP had announced 
that only 14 villages would be inundated by 
August 25, 1992, 54 villages were affected. 
Durre village was completely inundated and 
the villagers had to seek shelter at Ichagarh 
school. 

In the beginning the state government and 
SMP had committed themselves to provid- 
ingadequatecompensation andhelpingthem 
tosettle in a locality familiar to them. Though 
they promised that the rehabilitation would 
be done in a manner that would only better 
the present living standards, the employ- 
ment opportunities provided to the displaced 
have benefited only a minority. Further- 
more SMP promised 100 per cent grade IV 
jobs and 50 per cent grade III jobs in the 
project to the displaced. Accordingly itmade 
a list of affected families for rehabilitation 
on the basis of 1981 Census and old records. 
This was completed by 1987 and each fam- 
ily was given an identity card. But 600 jobs 
meant for the evicted families had been 
given to outsiders. It has been assessed by 
the Delhi based Public Interest Research 
Group that for every 10 to 12 displaced 
families, only one job has been mnade avail- 
able. 

Devdas Chhotray, SMP administrator 
admitted that jobs meant for oustees have 
gone to northern Bihari due to 'bhai-bhatija' 
syndrome as he puts it. The whole operation 
was marked as transfer of staff from other 
divisions, many of the temporary staff were 
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made permanent. This is all the more pain- 
ful as the project can only provide 10 per 
cent of the jobs promised. The rest are to be 
provided through other state government 
agencies. 

Even in terms of promises of resettlement 
policy stated above, no provision of alterna- 
tive agricultural land has been made with 
any certainty in Bihar. This at a time when 
it is widely realised on the basis of previous 
projects that payment of only cash compen- 
sation cannot be adequate for rehabilitation 
of displaced tribal and land at alternative 
sites should be provided to them. The tribal 
welfare commissionerbased in Ranchi wrote 
in 1983 in an official note. "As regards 
government policy of rehabilitation 
programme, the tribal demand for settle- 
ment of agricultural land is genuine as they 
are mainly agriculturists and without land 
they are doomed. Therefore, it is essential to 
settle economic holding (2.5 acres) of agri- 
cultural land with each displaced family. 
The displaced families can be settled on 
government land or degraded forest land or 
some land of big cultivators that could be 
acquired in the proposed command area. 
Compensation in the form of money will not 
suffice to rehabilitate them". 

However, even the payment of cash com- 
pensation has been marred by irregularities 
andlackof properand fair estimating proce- 
dure. In the beginning the rate of compensa- 
tion fixed was very low. Since sale of land is 
not competitive and free in Chotanagpur, 
compensation should be worked out on the 
basis of yield per acre in various projects. In 
the past very low compensation, sometimes 
as low as Rs 200 per acre had been paid on 
the basis of sale deed 'patta'. As the move- 
ment for proper rehabilitation on the lines of 
Sardar Sarovar dam led by Visthapit Mukti 
Vahini gained popular support, the Bihar 
government announced a new rehabil i tation 
policy. Unlike the previous policy which 
gave financial assistance of Rs 750 to each 
displaced family, the new policy doubles 
it. Those getting compensation between 
Rs 1,000 and Rs 5,000 were also to be given 
money for damages caused by inundation. 
The displaced from the non-agricultural sec- 
tor were supposed to be given Rs 3,000 for 
vocational training and Rs 2,500 as loan. 
Those displaced from agriculture were sup- 
posed tobe given a minimum of twoacresof 
government land and Rs 20,000 for con- 
struction of houses. While this is definitely 
a more generous stance, the type of land 
that the displaced wvill be able to purchase 
at Rs 5,000 per acre will need at least 10 
years of preparation before becoming culti- 
vable. 

There was also a plan for self-employ- 
ment. Nearly 2,200 oustees were supposed to 
be given training and help in the institute at 
a cost of Rs 1,800 per head. Money was to be 
nade available fromvoluntary organisations, 

block and government agencies. There was 
also a plan to impart training in piscicul- 
ture because the Icha and Chandil dams 
were conjectured to provide 3,000 tonnes 
of fish. 

Though work on the new policy has al- 
ready begun Vahini leaders allege that most 
of the affected villages in Chandil block 
have been left out of the purview of the new 
rehabilitation policy and were being denied 
the compensation due to them. According to 
them though it is almost certain that 14 
villages in the region would be completely 
inundated during the monsoon, the SMP 
authorities are yet to provide the majority of 
the 1,675 families residing there with ad- 
equate compensation and alternative means 
of livelihood. "Instead theyarebeing forced 
to vacate their homes" alleges Sristidhar 
Gope, a Vahini leader. 

Most of the 30 rehabilitation centres are in 
a mess. It iS only at Chirgu rehabilitation 
centre that 150 displaced people have been 
residingduringthelastone-and-a-half years. 
Only five or six people of the colony are 
employed with the state government. An- 
other six are in business, owning ration 
shops and hotels. The rest are labourers. 
According to one of the inmates, Basudeo 
Adityadas,poverty in the colony is so acute 
that if the labourers do not get daily wages 
they would die of starvation. 

Corruption is rampant in the implementa- 
tion of rehabilitation schemes. Recently the 
SDO of Chirgu rehabilitation centre, Bhim 
Shankar Rai, asked for Rs 6,000 from the 
driver of the executive engineer of the 
Chandil dam for sanctioning Rs 20,000 to 
him for house construction, Indra Deo Mahte 
whose Card No 15/346, had to pay Rs 2,000 
to the village supervisor who assured him of 
a job. Harassment of villagers continues. In 
Alyanpur and Dimodih villages the pTrimary 
and middle school were closed because the 
project officers wanted villagers to leave. 

There has been growing resistance to the 
construction of SMP right from its begin- 
ning when the survey work on the project 
began at Chandil. On March 25, 1975 the 
tribals besieged the ChandiL block office 
demanding that the Subarnarekha project be 
altogether dropped. However, during the 
emergency, work on the project started in- 
full swing. The villagerswere issued notices 
to vacate their land for the project. They 
vainly sent several petitions to the prime 
minister and other ministers.and high offi- 
cials. At last on March 26, 1978, they 

/organised a one lakh strong rally. This was 
followed bya fast unto death on April 23, the 
same year. On April 29, the police raided thc 
camp and arrested the protesters, some of 
them severely beaten up. The people re- 
acted strongly to the police repression and 
on the following day about 8,000 people 
including women and children had gath- 
ered to protest against the police repres- 

sion but the police opened,-ire on the 
peaceful demonstrators, killing four people. 

There was a similar resistance by the 
tribal population in Icha Ganga, but the 
police repression was also ruthless. The 
most inhuman of all the atrocities in this 
area was the killing of Gangaram Kalundia 
in police custody. Kalundia was an ex-army 
man who had won the president's award for 
bravery during the 1965 war. He was 
organising the people under the banner of 
Icha-Kharkai Bhandh Sangarsha Samiti, for 
getting just compensation for their land to 
be acquired by the SMP. On April'4, 1982, 
the police raided his village, shot hirp on his 
thigh and looted his house. Instead of taking 
him to the hospital the wounded Kalundia 
was taken to a lonely spot near Chaibasa and 
shlot dead in cold blood. At the same time 
police fired on students ata place inTinaldih, 
killing two of them. After these incidents 
most political parties like Tharkaband Mukti 
Morcha, Congress(I), Bhartiya Janata Party 
and Forward Bloc launched several'agita- 
tions, which failed to take off, due to their 
inability to generate a mass movement. 

InChandil Visthapit Mukti Vahini formed 
by the Chhatra Yuva Sangharsh Vahini and 
in Icha-The Icha Kharkhai Bandh Visthapit 
Sangh under Shankar Sunde are active in 
opposing the SMP. Their agitation is sup- 
ported by Belipal Bihtamati Andolan, Koel- 
Karo Jan Sanghtana and also the Narmada 
Bachao Andolan. 

The villagers are aware that the SMP 
would in no way benefit them but instead 
uproot and destroy them. As is admitted by 
the administrator of the SMP, the dam at 
Icha will be completed in five years' time, 
but serious efforts were yet to be made to 
rehabilitate and educate these people about 
the plans and programmes. Thus the next 
five years will witness a war of nerves 
between the callous state government of 
Bihar determined to see the project througlh 
at all costs and the determined tribals who 
want to stall the project. 
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