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Driving to the Kalinga Nagar Industrial Zone to commemorate the first anniversary of tribals killed during a protest against a TATA steel factory, stone crushers line both sides of the newly paved highway. Women, children and men wield the hammers under the hot sun shattering stones into ever smaller pieces. The wage for this type of labour is Rs. 40-60/- per day but it is work available for those who have been pushed off the land to make way for industry. Around 50 MOUs for steel plants in the industrial park have been signed so far, including with industry giants such as South Koreas’s POSCO.

The backdrop to the adivasi gathering we are attending began in January 2006 when Tata’s bulldozers started to move the earth under the community’s paddy fields and local inhabitants went to meet them with axes and bows. The result was a battle on the 2nd January 06, when twelve tribals and one policeman were killed. One more tribal died subsequently. The local leaders started a blockade of the road from Daitari to Paradip that runs through their territory, one hour and a half by car from the state capital Bhubaneswar. This rasta roko (applied to trucks) has lasted for over one year. Only one of the 13 families has accepted the compensation (10 lakh Rs, US$ 23,000) offered by the government, which is five times larger than usual in cases of work or traffic deaths. 

During the commemoration, a monument was inaugurated consisting of thirteen simple stone pillars at the place where the cremation had taken place one year ago. About 8,000 people demonstrated in the fields, one half local, the other from other parts of the state or the country, some under the auspices of Marxist parties and the AIKMS (All India Kisan-Mazdoor Sabha). Their cry is that Adivasis be given the rights over mineral resources, land, water, forests and industry in tribal areas. Previous police reports in the newspapers that the ceremony would be taken over by Naxalites probably discouraged possible visitors. We had to pass through a police security check and hand over our passports en route to the site. The car behind us was turned back.

The anniversary at Kalinganagar is notable not because it was a unique incident, but simply the latest in a series of ongoing conflicts between the two sides: between the one favoring extractive industrialization, led by the government, and those opposed to it. Three people were shot by police during another rally in Maikanch in 2000 protesting a bauxite mine project (of ALCAN and UTKAL Alumina), and heavy police repression has also been alleged in Lanjigarh near the proposed Niyamgiri bauxite mine. Despite all the rhetoric in India on “panchayat raj”, a few days in the field in Orissa  makes one aware of the immediate ruling presence of the Collector (or DM) and the SP (superintendent of police). 
NO DEMATERIALIZATION

As the economy of India grows, inevitably the material flows coming into and going out of the economy will grow. Such rates of growth are at least of the order of 7 per cent per year, the amounts of materials extracted doubling every ten years. The car industry grows at 20 per cent per year. As Materials flow into the economy, Carbon dioxide goes out. In India this is still in small amounts per capita per year compared to rich countries. India is importing oil and gas, and such imports will increase. But she is largely self-reliant on her own resources of coal whose extraction is increasing rapidly. Electric power also comes from dams that displace many people. There is also a large increase in the materials for housing or building infrastructures, such as sand and stones. There is a rush for metal ores, either for internal consumption or exports. Bauxite is one of the main ones. 

This is the context of the clashes over the use of the territory in Orissa and other states. The world economy is not dematerializing in absolute terms, nor, in India, in relation to GDP growth. The “commodity frontiers” to fuel the material consumption of the urban classes are reaching further into Adivasi areas while the appropriation of agricultural land for large industrial parks is provoking conflicts and deaths (like in Singur and Nandigram in West Bengal in December 06 and January 07).

When mining is involved, the land requirement for open cast mines, for depositing the waste (such as red mud from bauxite), for the infrastructure of roads and railways, is even larger than for industrial parks. India is a heavily populated country, with a density similar to Germany, Italy and the Netherlands, but India cannot afford to import its metals and fossil fuels from abroad as Europe and Japan increasingly have done. On the contrary, India sees itself as an aluminium and iron or steel exporting country. Thus to achieve Western-style industrialization, India is forced to dispossess its own people. The price of development in India has fallen disproportionately on the lower caste and tribal communities. Adivasis are 8 percent of the nation's inhabitants, yet 40 percent of the displaced population. 

The clash between India’s plans for mining-based growth and the tribal communities is nowhere as palpable as it is in Orissa. The state is one of India’s poorest, yet in a cruel twist of fate, its mineral resources are the richest in the country. Orissa has about 97 per cent of the chromites, 71 per cent of the bauxite, 33 per cent of the iron and 32 per cent of the manganese resources of India. In the past year, as commodity prices soar, international companies have been salivating to lay a stake to this mineral bounty, much of it located underneath tribal territory. 

Signs of industrialization are everywhere in Orissa.  Eucalyptus plantations are interspersed between indigenous forests, trains full of coal rumble past, lorries carrying bauxite rocks to be processed are overturned on the pockmarked roads, and road accidents between cows and cars are on the rise, as the first makes way for the second.  As coal power stations, sponge iron factories and alumina refineries mushroom up, belching out smoke and dust and flaring gas, they illuminate the thatched roof huts of the villages below, targeted for displacement. The otherworldliness of the intrusion only increases at night, as the light from the refinery casts its glow on villages hat have never had electricity.

Spending a few days close to the realities of the bauxite mining industry and heavy industry in Orissa, makes one aware of the inanity of neo-classical economics which is so much based on the idea of “compensating externalities”. Mining and industry certainly produce “externalities” — that is damages to people and to the environment that are not factored into the companies’ costs. People at the receiving end, should they have clear title to their land and sufficient bargaining power, could then demand compensation equivalent to their lost welfare. The companies would pay such compensations out of the profits they make. So far, so good. But the situation on the ground is very different.

Environmental conflicts are fights over the titles to resources. In practice titles are not clearly established. Beyond the legal entitlements to private and communal land, property rights on the environment are contested.  Indigenous claims to the right to clean water and air, forest access are denied. Under the Fifth Schedule, tribal areas cannot be sold to private investors, but the government may allege public interest requirements. The Samatha court decision of 1997, which forbids the appropriation of indigenous land by non-tribal persons including private companies, seems to protect tribal areas. Nevertheless, the Orissa government does not recognize the validity of the Samatha sentence. Thus what occurs in practice is that the government expropriates the land for a “public purpose”, paying far below cost price and resells it to the corporations for a tidy profit, though still below cost price. For example, in the Kalinganagar case, according to the People´s Union for Civil Liberties, the Industrial Infrastructure Development Corporation of Orissa (IDCO) purchased land from people at the rate of Rs.15000/- to Rs.30000/- per acre, later adding an ex-gratia amount of Rs.25000/-. It then resold land to the Tatas at the rate of Rs.3.5 lakhs per acre. The market rate was said to be around 5 lakhs per acre. 
Meanwhile, the local state government also supplies infrastructure, grants administrative permits, takes care that the Environmental Impact Assessments do not complicate matters, they accept low royalties, do not ask for compensations for externalities nor for “natural capital depletion taxes”. The urgency to sign MoUs  seems inexplicable at first glance. Even more so when it is considered that Orissa makes a small royalty compared to market prices for the ore extracted from its mines. So why is the state negotiating on behalf of the companies instead of upholding the interests and the rights of the citizens?

LANGUAGES OF VALUATION

It is often remarked in Orissa that the Chief Minister does not speak the local language of the state, Oriya, much less the languages of the tribal peoples. Yet even if he did, there would remain vast differences in the languages employed by the companies, the state government, the intermediaries and the tribals themselves. “Sacredness”, for instance, as in the Niyamgiri hills threatened by bauxite mining by Vedanta, is a language of the tribals, the anthropologists, and some NGOs, while Cost-Benefit Analysis is a language of the companies as well as the Supreme Court in India. 

The government and development banks calculate the costs and benefits of industrial projects purely in monetary terms, but the people displaced live off and have lived off the ecosystems surrounding them for generations. Sharecroppers forced off the land may make 60 rupees a day as stone-crushers whereas before they made 45.  A minister may calculate that they are therefore richer than before, GDP is rising and all is well. But this simple arithmetic disregards the subsidies from nature that they had previously reaped from the land– this includes clean drinking water, firewood for fuel, grass, nuts and fruits from the trees, and so on, that they will no longer have access to in the new modified landscape of Orissa.


It has been estimated by economists that the products collected in rural areas in India outside the market, usually in common property lands, would reach 4% or 5 % of GDP if converted into money value. But they are not added, nor is the value of the rivers and streams and the biodiversity lost from mining projects been considered in the cost-benefit analyses undertaken. As the PSSP (Natural Resources Protection Group based in Kashipur) argue, in 25 to 30 years, all the bauxite will be gone from Bapla Mali and Niyamgiri, but the tribal people will still be there, boxed up in their already crumbling colonies, without land, water or means of livelihood.

Some NGOs opposing the projects, such as the Environmental Protection Group (freewebs.com/epgorissa/kashipur.htm) in the case of Niyamgiri, will sometime try to illustrate this by undertaking alternative cost-benefit analyses that take into account the environmental services provided by the forests and streams that will be lost, the lost biodiversity, the externalities of the red mud and fly ash ponds that will be generated, the loss of livelihood and the social costs of dispossession, and translate them into monetary terms – the only language they feel governments and corporations understand. 

This highlights the power struggles on the languages of valuation that carry the day in this process of “enclosures of the commons”.  Are the languages of territorial rights, human rights, livelihood, sacredness, truly commensurable with money valuation, economic growth (in terms of GDP)? They are not. So, the question is not so much that of balancing environment, human needs, and economic progress in the same units (once “externalities” have been factored into the accounts). There is really no common unit of measurement. The issue is who has the right, or rather who has the naked power to impose the economic language of valuation overriding all others. In that sense, economics, even when complaining with the best of intentions that the “externalities” are not included in the economic accounts as they should be, becomes an accomplice in the task of depriving the poor of their own voices.

The situation also demonstrates how only the opinion of expert scientists is valued, while the knowledge and perspective of the indigenous peoples is discounted. In the Supreme Court case regarding the Niyamgiri mine only two scientific committees will be allowed to present findings, while the petitioners have been silenced. But those who inhabit the region have their own understanding about the relationship between the bauxite mountains and the land. As anthropologist Felix Padel, currently writing a book on bauxite mining in Orissa, writes, “For Adivasis, Mountains are spiritual entities - in short, the continuity of everything they hold as sacred. Who is to say they are wrong about the forest on Niyamgiri creating a “magnetic force” that ensures the land’s well-being for miles around?” 

Padel’s coauthor, Samarendra Das, has produced a beautiful and sad documentary (“Earthwom / Company Man”) with interviews and songs from those resisting displacement. In the film and their upcoming book, the links between bauxite mining and the arms industry on one side and the history of big dams on the other are highlighted.  The subsidies given to the aluminum companies in the form of cheap water and electricity are to ensure a relatively cheap supply of aluminum not only for civil consumers but also for the bomb makers. 
There is a large asymmetry in resources and power between those who oppose the projects that threaten human livelihood, local cultures, and environment, and those who sacrifice such values in the altar of an old fashioned industrialization and economic growth based on mining. Seeing the phenomenal forces arrayed against them, one is faced with the immensity of the assault and the challenge the ecosystem people face, trying to halt the mining juggernaut in its path.
