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BLOCK 2 ENVIRONMENTAL MOVEMENTS

The previous block has discussed about the introductory issues of basics of sociology
of environment. It has discussed the concepts of environment and society, ecology
and environment, ecosystem and sustainable development in detail. This present
block discusses about the number of grassroot level environmental movements in
India. The introductory unit, Unit 1 speaks about the most famous and widespread
Narmada Bachao Andolan or the Save the Narmada Movement in the states of
Madhya Pradesh, Maharashtra, Gujarat and parts of Rajasthan. Unit 2discusses about
the Save the Ganga Movement or the Ganga Bachao Abhiyan in the states of Uttar
Pradesh and Bihar. The Silent Valley Movement in Southern State of Kerala is being
discussed in Unit 3.The last and fourth unit states about the Eco-feminism and the
eco-feminist movement in India.
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1.1 INTRODUCTION

‘Like the Ganges it is a sacred river and from source to mouth it is by very for the
most beautiful river in India’. Further, ‘of all the rivers of India none is surrounded by
more romance; for strange fantastic beauty it ranks high among the rivers of the
whole world’ (Geoffrey Maw, p.2).

The above description is of the river Narmada, the largest west-flowing river in the
Indian peninsula that arises on the plateau of Amarkantak in the Shahdol district of
Madhya Pradesh. It covers the states of Madhya Pradesh, Maharashtra, Gujarat and
parts of Rajasthan. Its course is 1312 kms to the Arabian Sea through lush forests,
hills, agricultural regions and rocky gorges. It has around 41 tributaries, surrounded
by 3 mountain ranges of Satpura, Vindhya and Maikal, and on the fourth side merges
into the Arabian Sea. On its basin, the villages constitute 81% and comprise mainly

2



tribal population consisting of Bhils, Gonds, Baigas and others whose primary
occupation is agriculture. The Narmada basin is rich in its natural resources. The
movement in the Narmada Valley has gained much popularity and attention in the
recent times. It is one of the India's major environmental movement, where the voice
of the people living in the Valley of Narmada River has been complemented with the
voices of people from different fields and walks of life. The movement in the
Narmada Valley revolves around the issues of both environmental, socio-economic
and cultural concerns arising from the construction of a series of dams on the
Narmada River. The effort in this unit is to understand within a limited space, the
Narmada Valley Movement in terms of its issues, participants, and events on the one
hand and the relevance of movements like the one in the Narmada Valley on the
other. Evidently, the Narmada Valley Movement has created a space for people's
protest for social justice, where in the true spirit of a social movement, people have
fought against all efforts to subvert the existing system of survival and livelihood.

1.2 LEARNING OBJECTIVES

After reading this Unit, you will be able to understand:
e The post independent era’s planning and development through large dams
e The Narmada valley Project and about Narmada Bachao Andolan
e The impact of these large dams on the livelihoods of the local population
e The modes of protest of a non-violent struggle of Narmada Bachao Andolan
against large dam constructions
e The activists and movement organizations of Narmada Bachao Andolan

1.3 THE RIVER NARMADA

The River Narmada is regarded as one of the seven major Holy Rivers of India.
According to Hindu mythology, it is considered as sacred and being worshipped by
the Hindus. Narmada, otherwise called as Rewa is earlier known as Nerbudda or
Narbada during British Raj. Narmada is a Sanskrit word which means “The Giver of
Pleasure”. The River Narmada originally rises from Narmada Kund, Amarkantak
mountain range near Annupur district of Madhya Pradesh. It flows through all the
three states of Madhya Pradesh, Maharashtra and Gujarat. The River is broadly
known as the “Lifeline of Madhya Pradesh and Gujarat™ for her sanctity and vital role
played in everyday lives of people.

The Narmada river basin is surrounded by all the four directions; the Maikala range in
the East, by the Vindhyas on the North, by the Saptapuras on the South and by the
Arabian Sea on the West. The River forms the boundary between the North and the
South India, drain through the Gulf of Khambhat and finally fall into the Arabian Sea
near the city of Bharuch in Gujarat state. It flows through a length of 1312 kms, out
of which 1077 kms in Madhya Pradesh, 39 kms between Madhya Pradesh and
Maharashtra and 43kms between Maharashtra and Gujarat and finally about 161 kms
in Gujarat.



1.4 THE NARMADA VALLEY DEVELOPMENT PROJECTS

According to the Planners of India, Narmada valley is a backward region that lacks
irrigation facilities. The mineral and natural resources are unexploited, hydro-electric
power is under-utilised and infrastructural facilities are dismal. The features of the
underdevelopment like low electricity consumption, little industrial activity, slow
urban growth, below average agricultural yields, lack of modern medical, educational
and banking facilities were very much evident. The Narmada Valley Development
Projects (NVDP) in Narmada River is one of the largest hydro-electric projects in the
world. It involved with the construction of 30 major, 136 medium and 3000 minor
dams in India. The NVDP constitutes of two major projects namely, Sardar Sarovar
Project (SSP) in Gujarat and the Narmada Sagar Project (NSP) in Gujarat.

According to the Master Plan, the project has:
e 30 major dams, 10 on the main river and 20 on the tributaries
e 5 hydro electric schemes
e 6 multi-purpose schemes
e 19 irrigation schemes
e 135 medium schemes
e 3000 minor irrigation schemes

The project also promised to provide employment, to check floods, supply water for
domestic and industrial use and promote tourism. In reality, the project not only
lacked meticulous planning but also careful implementation as it involved a large-
scale exploitation of natural resources on the river basin, threatening to submerge the
vast areas of forest and agricultural land. The region being geologically seismic zone,
the earthquakes posed severe threat to the region, threatening an acute damage to the
dam. Over 150,000 acres of forest land came under the submergence threat and the
total area of forest under the threat of flood constituted around 350,000 hectares,
amounting to around 11% of the river basin’s forests. The submergence also posed
immense pressure on the adjoining areas and its land resources due to large scale
migration of people, threatened by the submergence fears.

1.4.1 Sardar Sarovar Project

The six major components of Sardar Sarovar Project (SSP) are (i) Sardar Sarovar
Reservoirs (SSR) (ii) Sardar Sarovar Dam (SSD), (iii) Power (iv) Main Canal (V)
Canal Distribution System and Irrigation Water Operations, and (vi) Command Area
Development. Estimated cost of the NVDP was around 19 billion USD which later
reduced to 9 billion USD for SSP project. SSP was about to generate 1450 megawatts
(mw) of power to irrigate 1.9 million hectare of land. The submergence of forest land
due to proposed SSP was about 10,000 hectares of land. The three affected states
namely Gujarat, Madhya Pradesh and Maharashtra were to be benefitted by the
hydroelectric power of the SSP, while the states of Gujarat and Madhya Pradesh were
the recipients of the irrigation benefits from the dam project.



1.4.2 Narmada Sagar Project

The Narmada Sagar Project (NSP) is another major component of NVDP. The
estimated cost of the NSP was 9 billion USD. The projected power production from
NSP was 1000 megawatts (mw) of power and was estimated to irrigate 0.14 million
hectares of land. The state of Madhya Pradesh was the only state to use the
hydroelectric power (to be generated) and to avail the irrigation benefits from NSP.

1.5 SOCIAL AND ECOLOGICAL IMPACT OF NVDP

In this unit, we will study about the ecological, environmental and social impact of
the Narmada Valley Development Project on the inhabitant of those projects affected
areas of Narmada valley caused by both the SSP and NSP projects. The NVDP would
not only cause displacement of large number of people from their native motherland
but also had some adverse impact on the ecology or surrounding environment of the
area. The numbers of affected villages to be submerged under water were calculated
as 36 in Maharashtra, 19 in Gujarat and 182 villages in Madhya Pradesh. The
estimated submergence of total land in SSP was 39,134 hectares out of which 11,318
hectares for cultivable/agricultural land, 13,744 for forest land and 14,072 hectares
land for other uses. Similarly out of total land to be submerged in NSP was 91,348
hectares. Out of which 44,363 hectares were cultivable/agricultural land, forest land
of 40,332 hectares and 6,653 hectares of land for other uses. According to 1981
Census, the estimated affected population were 66,675 and 1, 29,396 in SSP and NSP
respectively.

The SSP or the construction of Sardar Sarovar Dam would degrade the quality of
environment in many aspects. Starting from the loss of agricultural and forest land it
would affect the aquatic and biological diversity of the area. Also, it would have an
adverse impact on wildlife, national parks and sanctuaries and on aquatic ecology
(fisheries) and may affect the salinity of the land alongside the canals. The ecological
impact of dams would include the loss of flora and fauna, soil erosion leading to
salutation and sedimentation. Additionally the effect would be on catchment area,
microclimatic changes, landslips and water-logging.

1.6 GENESIS AND GROWTH OF ANTI DAM CAMPAIGN OF NBA

The earliest resistances in the Narmada River basin against the Narmada Valley
Development Projects (NVDP) can be traced back to 5™ April 1961. That was the day
when the then Prime Minister of India Pandit Jawaharlal Nehru laid the foundation
stone for the dam projects of NVDP. On 6 October 1969, Narmada Water Disputes
Tribunal (NWDT) was formed according to the Interstate River Water Disputes Act
(Article 262 of the constitution) by the Government of India. The Tribunal was
formed to resolve the disputes over various issues of sharing of development costs,
about the height of the Sardar Sarovar Dam, and sharing of the Narmada water among
the states of Maharashtra, Madhya Pradesh and Gujarat. The first struggle namely the
Nimad Bachao Andolan (Nimad, one of the most fertile plains in India) in Madhya
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Pradesh arose in the year1979 with a demand to reduce the height of the Sardar
Sarovar dam. Initially, though the activists of the Nimad Bachao Andolan
unanimously opposed the dam, gradually they got involved in party politics. As a
result of which, some top level leaders went to jail which again created differences
among the leaders and eventually the Nimad Bachao Andolan resolved out in a very
short period. Later on, the early eighties also witnessed resistance from the people of
both Gujarat and Maharashtra states over the issues of displacement and
rehabilitation. The Arch Vahini, an NGO moved to the Narmada Valley in the early
1980s and began its activities in the villages of Gujarat. The Arch-Vahini group
organised the people against the dam. In the early part of their movement they did not
accept the proposition for rehabilitation but in course of the movement they came to
accept it.

The number of resistances against the construction of mega dams on the River
Narmada set a stage for the conception of the non-violent anti dam movement
organization named as Narmada Bachao Andolan (hereafter, NBA). The people of
Narmada valley, resisting dislocation and displacement from the Sardar Sarovar and
Narmada Sagar Dams do not merely struggle to preserve their homeland. Their
resistance is against the destruction of entire civilizations and ways of life in the very
process of dam building which involves the large scale dislocation of peoples and
river systems. The Narmada Bachao Andolan or the Save the Narmada Movement is
essentially a movement against the pattern of development as mentioned above. It is a
crusade to ensure justice of the affected people due to dam construction. The main
thrust of the Andolan is to oppose the Sardar Sarovar Project, the largest dam to be
built on the Narmada. The struggle started in 1985, relied on hunger strikes, solidarity
marches and mass media publicity to spread awareness of the issue, making it one of
the pioneering non-violent struggles undertaken to ensure justice to the people. In
1989, it became a full-fledged environmental and livelihood movement, vehemently
opposing the dam construction and demanding a just resettlement policy. In February
1989, more than 8,000 people protested at the dam site in Gujarat. On 28th
September, 1989, the National Rally against destructive development was held in
Harsud, where 55,000 to 60,000 people protested against the dam, which is
destructive for both the environment and the local inhabitants. The rally called for an
ecologically sensitive development pattern. On 3 1st December, 1989, in Hapeshwar
village, hill tribals held aloft their bows and arrows and with the waters of the Holy
Narmada in their palms, pledged to fight the dam to their dying day. On March 6th,
1990, 10,000 people from the Narmada Valley blocked traffic on the Bombay - Agra
National Highway. Medha Patkar, an inspiring leader of the movement, undertook
several fasts and hunger strikes that eventually led to an independent review of the
project by the World Bank, one of the sponsors of the project and eventually to its
withdrawal in 1995. The activists of the movement faced stern police action and lathi
charges throughout the course of the struggle. The activists who took part in the
struggle hailed from Badwani, Omkareshwar, Alirajpur, Jhabua and so on.

The issue was finally taken to the Supreme Court wherein the NBA filed a writ
petition asking the Court for the stoppage of the dam construction. The initial ruling
of the court was favourably disposed towards the NBA, ordering the stoppage of the
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work and asking the state governments concerned to evolve effective resettlement and
rehabilitation policies. But the subsequent orders allowed for the dam construction
but with specific conditions. The Grievance Redressal Committees were formed in
the respective states to look into the issues of rehabilitation and monitor the process
of resettlement. The ruling of the Court in 2000 envisaged the completion of the
project as expeditiously as possible, thus assuming the role of a ‘vigilant observer’.
On October 18, 2000, the Supreme Court of India delivered its judgment on the
project, allowing an immediate construction on the dam upto a height of 90m. It also
authorised the construction as per the original planned height of 138m, provided it is
approved by the Relief and Rehabilitation Subgroup of the Narmada Control
Authority. Though the verdict was not in favour, the NBA continued its incessant
nonviolent struggle; following an unwarranted police action against the activists, the
Jabalpur High Court recognised the displaced people’s right to protest, hunger strike
and peacefully conduct their struggle. It passed orders to the state government to
adequately compensate those satyagrahis who were subjected to illegal arrest and
police action. The issue of rehabilitation was discussed again recognising their right
to life and livelihood. Many of the activists courted arrests, waged non-violent
struggles and demanded land-based rehabilitation for the landless apart from the
demand to take action against the corrupt officials involved in disbursing the funds to
the resettlers. There were also massive struggles as the Indira Sagar and
Omkareshwar affected people continued their indefinite hunger strike for many days
and were joined by others who started three-day relay fast in solidarity. It was
evidently clear that the people have asserted their resolve to carry on the struggle,
with peaceful agitations to achieve their full rights and just demands.

1.7 THE PARTICIPANTS AND THE ACTIVISTS OF THE MOVEMENT

The struggle of the people of Narmada valley has been a truly national movement in
which social activists, engineers, geologists, economists, hydrologists, soil scientists,
energy experts, anthropologists and hundreds of people from all over the country,
have participated. . There has been much greater mobilisation among the people of
the valley which has led to greater awareness, but even more importantly has widened
the horizons of those active in the movement. One of the major activists of the
people’s movement against the Narmada project is the prominent social activist
Medha Patkar, who is the founder of the movement organization NBA in 1989. Under
the banner of NBA, there was mass agitation from various segments of society e.g.
local residents, landless labourers, adivasis, small and marginal farmers, and
fishermen from all the three states of Gujarat, Madhya Pradesh and Maharashtra.
Eventually, the people’s movement of NBA drew attention and there was large
participation ~ from  students, scholars, academicians, social activists,
environmentalists, human Rights activists, local, national and International NGOs,
and transnational networks.

The Participants of the Narmada Valley Movement include:

e The local people of the Narmada Valley including the peasants, tribals whose
survival is threatened by displacement. This category of the people may be
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referred as the “affected group” who are directly hit by the shifts in the
environment. These people are marginalised; they live a life embedded in
nature, deriving their sustenance from the resources in nature. These people
are variously referred as “the ecosystem people” and “ecological refugees”.

e NGOS like ArchVahini and the Pajpipla Social Service Society in Gujarat and
the Narmada Bachao Andolan in Maharashtra and Madhya Pradesh. These are
voluntary organisations that organise movement against the Narmada Valley
Development Authority (NVDA) and also the governments of the three
respective states.

e Workers Unions (Shramik Sangha) that have considerable mass base and help
voluntary organisations in canalizing the movement.

e Leaders like Medha Patkar, Baba Amte form a leadership to which the people
owe complete allegiance.

e Environmentalists from all over the country have expressed their support for
the movement.

Now, it is the time to know about some of the notable social activists of NBA in
detail. To name few, Medha Patkar, Baba Amte and Arundhati Roy. In 1991, Patkar
and Amte received the Right Livelihood Award for their work with the NBA.

1.7.1 Medha Patkar

Medha Patkar, fondly known as Medha didi (elder sister), an alumnus of Tata
Institute of Social Sciences, (TISS) Mumbai is the founder member of NBA. She is
an eminent social activist who spearheaded the Narmada movement since the mid-
eighties. Born on 1% December 1954, after completing her masters in Social Work
from TISS, Medha Patkar first visited the site (villages to be submerged for the
proposed Sardar Sarovar dam) in the Narmada Valley in 1985. In the year 1986, a
movement organization Narmada Dharanagrasht Samiti (NDS) was established by
her which later converted into a highly acclaimed mass movement as NBA (Save the
Narmada movement). Since then, till date, the Narmada movement flourished under
her active and vibrant leadership. She is also the founder of an alliance of various
People’s Movement in India known as National Alliance of People’s Movement
(NAPM) which was constituted in 1996. For her vibrant participation for the cause of
Narmada, Medha Patkar received the Goldman Environmental Prize and the Human
Rights Defender’s Award from Amnesty International.

Medha Patkar’s stance on the Narmada issue is emblematic of her broader political
philosophy. According to Patkar:

“When the state has, under the principle of eminent domain, full right to resources,
the state is expected to act in favour of the most disadvantaged communities and use
the resources in such a way that the common good would be really achieved, of
course, Within the value frame work [sic] of equality and justice.... [Instead,] the
state is using its power, its laws, ways and means, its police force, a physical brutal
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force, to take away the resources.... That is like a privatized state, which is privatized
by those small elite sections, and this is being done more and more and more brutally
and crudely, in the new context of globalization and liberalization”.

1.7.2 Baba Amte

Murlidhar Devidas Amte (1914-2008) popularly known as Baba Amte was a
respected social activist in Indian history of social and environmental movements. It
is quite a familiar name in the NBA or Save the Narmada movement. Before joining
the NBA, he was associated with the care, service and rehabilitation of leprosy
patients in Anandwan. He worked for the upliftment of the patients and fought against
the prejudices of the society against the leprosy patients. In 1990 he left Anandwan
with the words: “I am leaving to live along the Narmada... Narmada will linger on
the lips of the nation as a symbol of all struggles against social injustice.” In 1989,
Baba Amte authored a booklet on Narmada movement, “Cry O Beloved Narmada™ in
which he has mentioned about the dam-free Narmada River. In September 1989,
Amte led a 60,000-person anti-dam NBA rally in Harsud—a town of 20,000 people
in Madhya Pradesh that faced submersion. In December 1990, Amte, along with
5,000 protestors, began the Narmada Jan VikasSangharshYatra (Narmada people’s
progress struggle march), marching over a hundred kilometers from Amte’s
headquarters near Barwani in Madhya Pradesh to Ferkuva on the Madhya Pradesh—
Gujarat border.Baba Amte is the recipient of Templeton Prize and the Gandhi Peace
Prize.

1.7.3 Arundhati Roy

One of the noted writer and booker prize winner Arundhati Roy organized the ‘Rally
for the Valley’ with more than 500 people. The agitation was in support of Narmada
Bachao Andolan’'s ongoing satyagraha, against forced displacement and submergence,
at Jalsindhi (Madhya Pradesh) and Domkhedi (Maharashtra). Ina rally, Arundhati
Roy and many other followers walked by foot to Jalsindhi in order to understand the
seriousness of the issue in depth and extend their support to the tribals. All the
rallyists were warmly welcomed by the villagers and satyagrahis including
MedhaPatkar at Jalsindhi. Roy has critiqued the NVDP on multiple levels - from
problems regarding specific project plans, through broader issues regarding regional
and national development policy, to global political and socio-economic struggles.
Roy focuses specifically on Narmada and writes:

“In India over the last ten years the fight against the Sardar Sarovar Dam has come
to represent far more than the fight for one river. This has been its strength as well as
its weakness. Some years ago, it became a debate that captured the popular
imagination. That's what raised the stakes and changed the complexion of the battle.
From being a fight over the fate of a river valley it began to raise doubts about an
entire political system. What is at issue now is the very nature of our democracy. Who
owns this land? Who owns its rivers? Its forests? Its fish? These are huge questions .



1.8 MODES OF PROTEST

Protest and activism in the valley was carried out in the following manner:

Large-scale demonstrations and rallies were organised from time to time.

At the project-sites the activists sought to peacefully stop work.

Peasants and delegations of tribals presented petitions to President and Prime
Minister of India in New Delhi.

The people, singing and chanting slogans and demonstrating non-violent
satyagraha, held foot marches.

The leaders and activists pressurize the government into action through
hunger strikes.

The only violent activity resorted to by the activists included the pulling out of
the submergence markets placed by the surveyors and thereafter sending them
to, the state capital.

Protestors in large numbers courted arrest.

Village activists decided against moving out of the valley in fear of
submergence, and decided in favour of jalsamadhi i.e., sacrificing their lives
in the water that would submerge their lands.

Bicycle rallies are also organised by the activists, singing “andolan” or
“movement”’songs, which are mostly bhajans, in praise ofthe river. Leaflets
and newsletters regularly spread the struggle of the people.

The Protestors of NBA adopted nonviolent actions like mobilization in tribal
belt (1985), the Sit-in as water rise (1993), threat to sacrifice life in water
(1993), Sit-in hunger strike (1997), capture of dam-sit (1998), marches, sit-
ins, fasts, arrests (1989).

Check Your Progress Exercise 2.1

Notes:

Write your answer in the space given below.
Compare your answer with the one given at the end of this Unit.

Question 1) What is Narmada Bachao Andolan?
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