Dear Smt. Sonia Gandhi,

Subject: A Commission on Forced Human Displacement due to Development Projects and Activities.

We write to you in our capacity as members of the National Advisory Council (NAC), convened to monitor the Common Minimum Programme (CMP). We had also brought up this matter at the first meeting of the NAC and had placed it before you and, at your suggestion, before the Prime Minister on 17 July 2004. 

The CMP, among other things, contains the following clauses that pertain directly and indirectly to the plight of people being displaced from their homes.

“ …………more effective systems of relief and rehabilitation will be put in

place    for tribal and other groups displaced by development projects. Tribal people alienated from land will be rehabilitated. 
         Eviction of tribal communities and other forest dwelling communities from forest areas will be discontinued. Cooperation of these communities will be sought for protecting forests and for undertaking social afforestation. The rights of tribal

communities over mineral resources etc, as laid down by law, will be fully

safeguarded.
         Forced eviction and demolition of slums will be stopped and while undertaking urban renewal, care will be taken to see that the urban and semi-urban poor are provided housing near their place of occupation. 
                 The UPA makes a solemn pledge to the people of our country: to provide a government that is corruption-free, transparent and accountable at all times, to provide an administration that is responsible and responsive at all times.”
As you are aware, in the past a large number of people have been displaced from their homes due to development projects and activities. Unfortunately, the tendency to take up projects and activities, that inevitably make thousands of people homeless, prevails even today. What is even worse is that these victims of development projects, often tribals and the rural poor, are often denied adequate rehabilitation or even humane treatment. 

This is partly due to the fact that there is yet no comprehensive law to regulate the process of displacement, resettlement and rehabilitation. Though the NDA government had announced a national rehabilitation policy, this policy is widely seen as detrimental to the interests of the displaced, and weak in its ability to ensure justice for them. 

Therefore, there is an urgent need to set up a commission that can quickly recommend guidelines, a draft policy and a draft law, all aimed at minimising displacement and making it, where it is unavoidable, as just and painless as possible. 

This commission could be headed by Dr. NC Saxena, a member of the NAC and one who has been intimately involved with the development of a rehabilitation policy. He could formulate the detailed terms of reference in consultation with various stakeholders and also co-opt other members into the commission.

As a first step, he could immediately look into the evolving tragedy around the Indira (Narmada) Sagar Dam in Madhya Pradesh, where hundreds of families are facing forced eviction in and around Harsud, and in Maharshtra where people are being displaced because of the Sardar Sarovar Project. As urgent action needs to be taken in this case, Dr. Saxena could immediately examine these issues and recommend the measures that need to be taken. His report could be submitted both to you and to the Prime Minister. The government could initiate urgent action on the recommendations concerning the problems being faced by the people affected by the Indira (Narmada) Sagar and the Sardar Sarovar Projects. As the Chairperson of the NAC, you could appropriately take up the longer term legal and policy issues with the Government of India and the state governments.

We have discussed this proposal with several groups working with displaced people. Many of them have welcomed this suggestion, especially in light of the absence of any existing official platform to even raise the serious and urgent concerns of people affected by displacement. We would therefore be grateful if this suggestion is considered urgently, and the commission is set up at the earliest after obtaining the consent of Dr N.C. Saxena.

Hoping for immediate action and with regards,

Yours sincerely,

Aruna Roy

 Jean Dreze

