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The Cost of Living

Fame is a funny thing. Apart from my friends aachily and of course some old enemies (what'’s life
without a few old enemies?) most people who knomefnow, know of me as the author of that very
successful book Fhe God of Small Things. Success of course, is a funny thing too. Mamy ar
familiar with the public story that surrounds th&bpshing ofThe God of Small Things. As stories go

it has a sort of cloying, Reader’s Digest ringtte an unknown writer who spent secret years vgitin
her first novel which was subsequently publisheddrianguages, sold several million copies and
went on to win the Booker Prize. The private stooyvever is a less happy one.

WhenThe God of Small Things was first published I truly enjoyed accompanyinhgn its journey

into the world. | had a high old time. | spentear travelling to places | never dreamed I'd vigit

was exhilarated by the idea that a story writtembyinknown person could make its way across
cultures and languages and continents into so maiting hearts. At readings when people asked
me what it felt like to be a writer who was pubbshand read in so many languages, I'd say “The
opposite of what is must feel like to be a nucleamb. Literature hugs the world and the world hugs
it back.”

After a year of travelling | decided | wanted tolgack to my old life in what was now the New
Nuclear India. But that proved impossible. My bfd had packed its bags and left while | was
away. As the Indian Government gears up to spahidms on nuclear weapons, the land it seeks to
protect moulders. Rivers die, forests disappedrthea air is getting impossible to breathe.

Delhi, the city I live in, changes before my ey&zars are sleeker, gates are higher, old tubercular
watchmen have made way for young, armed guardsinBhe crevices of the city, in its folds and
wrinkles, under flyovers, along sewers and railtragks, in vacant lots, in all the dank, dark ptace
the poor are crammed in like lice. Their childstalk the streets with wild hearts. The privileged
wear their sunglasses and look away as they ghade pheir privileged children don’t need sun
glasses. They don't need to look away. They"agerled to stop seeing.

A writer’'s curse is that he or she cannot easilylda. If you're a writer, you tend to keep those
aching eyes open. Every day your face is clamnpegigainst the window pane. Every day you bear
witness to the obscenity. Every day you are reednthat there is no such thing as innocence. And
every day you have to think of new ways of sayittjamd obvious things. Things about love and
greed. About politics and governance. About poavet powerlessness. About war and peace.
About death and beauty. Things that must be sad and over again.

While | watch from my window, the memory of the y®af pleasure | had writinghe God of Small
Things has begun to fade. The commercial profits fromkigeades roll in. My bank account
burgeons. I realise that | have accidentally rigdia hidden mercantile vein in the world, or
perforated the huge pipeline that circulates thddi®wealth amongst the already wealthy, and it is
spewing money at me, bruising me with its speedsarghgth. | began to feel as though every
emotion, every little strand of feeling e God of Small Things, had been traded in for a silver coin.
As though one day, if | wasn'’t very careful, | wdulrn into a little silver figurine with a gleangn
silver heart. The debris around me would servg tmtet off my shining. These were my thoughts,
this my frame of mind when, in February (1999)réheas a ripple of news in the papers announcing
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that the Supreme Court of India had vacated ayear long legal stay on the construction of the
controversial, half completed Sardar Sarovar DartherNarmada river in central India. The court
order came as a body blow to one of the most sp@eta non-violent resistance movements since the
freedom struggle. A movement which, those of ugkiag from a distance thought, had more or less
already achieved what it set out to. Internati@it@ntion had been focussed on the project. The
World Bank had been forced to withdraw from itsdéemed unlikely that the Government would be
able to cobble together the funds to complete tbgept. Then suddenly, with the lifting of the sta

the scenario changed. There was gloom in the Ndar¥alley and dancing on the streets of Gujarat.

| grew interested in what was happening in the NalarValley because almost everyone | spoke to
had a passionate opinion based on what seemed to Imeevery little information. That interested
me too, so much passion in the absence of infoomati

| substituted the fiction | intended to read in tlmening months with journals and books and
documentary films about dams and why they’re and what they do. | developed an inordinate,
unnatural interest in drainage and irrigation. étmome of the activists who had been working @& th
valley for years with the NBA — the extraordinargishada Bachao Andolan. What | learned
changed me, fascinated me. It revealed in relehtletail, a Government’s highly evolved, intricate
way of pulverising a people behind the genial maftsttemocracy. | have angered people in India
greatly by saying this. Compared to what goeshasiier developing countries, India is paradise,

I've been told. It's true, India is not Tibet, Afghanistan, or Indonesia. It's true that the idéthe
Indian Army staging a military coup is almost ungmable. Nevertheless, what goes on in the name
of ‘national interest’ is monstrous.

Though there has been a fair amount of writinghenNarmada Valley Development Project, most of
it has been for a ‘special interest’ readershipvé&nment documents are classified as secret. risxpe
and consultants have hi-jacked various aspectseoksue — displacement, rehabilitation, hydrology,
drainage, water-logging, catchment area treatnpasision, politics — and carried them off to their
lairs where they guard them fiercely against theutimorised curiosity of interested laypersons.
Social anthropologists have acrimonious debatds @#bnomists about whose jurisdiction R&R falls
in. Engineers refuse to discuss politics when gir@gent their proposals. Disconnecting the psliti
from the economics, from the emotion and humarettggf uprootment is like breaking up a band.
The individual musicians don’t rock in quite thereaway. You keep the noise but lose the music.

In March | travelled to the Narmada Valley. | reted ashamed of how little | knew about a struggle
that had been going on for so many years. | rethoonvinced that the valley needed a writer. Not
just a writer, a fiction writer. A fiction writewho recognised that what was happening in the yalle
was perhaps too vulgar for fiction, but who couse the craft and rigour of writing fiction to make
the separate parts cohere, to tell the story imidneit deserves to be told. | believe that tloeysof

the Narmada Valley is nothing less than the stéiMadern India.

The Narmada Valley Development Project is supptsde the most ambitious river valley
development project in the world. It envisagedding 3,200 dams that will reconstitute the
Narmada and her 419 tributaries into a seriesepf-gservoirs — an immense staircase of amenable
water. Of these, 30 will be major dams, 135 medama the rest small. Two of the major dams will
be multi-purpose mega dams. The Sardar Sarovaujarat and the Narmada Sagar in Madhya
Pradesh, will, between them hold more water thanodimer reservoir in the Indian subcontinent. For
better or for worse the Narmada Valley Developnigoject will affect the lives of 25 million people
who live in the valley and will alter the ecologlyam entire river basin. It will submerge sacred



groves and temples and ancient pilgrimage routdsaechaeological sites that scholars say contain an
uninterrupted record of human occupation from tigestone age.

The Sardar Sarovar project belongs firmly in thee @rthe great Nehruvian dream. But before | come
specifically to the story of the Sardar Sarovat like to say a little about the raging Big Dam ateb

For a whole half-century after independence, Nehfaot soldiers sought to equate dam-building

with Nation-building. Not only did they build neslams and irrigation schemes they took control of
small, traditional water harvesting systems that ien managed for thousands of years and allowed
them to atrophy. To compensate the loss they bodce and more dams. Today, India is the world’s
third largest dam-builder. According to the Cehthéater commission we have 3,600 dams that
qualify as big dams, 3,300 of them built after Ipeledence. A thousand more are under construction.

Nehru’s famous statement about dams being the Tem@blModern India has made its way into
primary school textbooks in every Indian languaBe&g dams have become an article of faith
inextricably linked with nationalism. To questitheir utility amounts almost to sedition. Every
school child is taught that Big Dams will deliveetpeople of India from hunger and poverty.

But will they? Have they? Are theyally the key to India’s food security?

Today India has more irrigated land than any otloeintry in the world. In the last 50 years theaare
under irrigation increased by about 140%. It'®ttiaat in 1947, when Colonialism formally ended,
India was food deficient. In 1951 we produced 5llion tonnes of foodgrain. Today we produce
close to 200 million tonnes. Certainly, this isremendous achievement. (Even though there are
worrying signs that it may not be sustainable).t 8urely nobody can claim that all the credit for
increased food production should go to Big Dam&stwf it has to do with mechanised exploitation
of groundwater, with the use of high-yielding hybseeds and chemical fertilizers.

The extraordinary thing is that there are no offial figures for exactly what portion of the total
foodgrain production comes from irrigation from Bigpams.

What is this if not a State’s unforgivable disreffor its subjects? Given that the people of the
Narmada Valley have been fighting for over fiftsgars, surely the least the government could do is
to actually substantiate its case that Big Damsrati@’s only option to provide food for her growin
population. The only study | know of was preseritethe World Commission on Dams by
Himanshu Thakker. It estimates that Big Dams acttar only 12% of India’s total foodgrain
production! 12% of the total produce is 24 millimmnes. In 1995 the State granaries were
overflowing with 30 million tonnes of foodgrain, W at the same time 350 million people lived
below the poverty line. According to the Ministsf/Food and Civil Supplies, 10% of India’s total
foodgrain production, that is 20 million tonnesast to rodents and insects because of bad and
inadequate storage facilities. We must be thg colintry in the world that builds dams, uproots
communities and submerges forests in order torfésd Clearly we need better storerooms more
urgently than we need dams.

Similarly, in the case of electricity, plannersuite the fact that India consumes 20 times more
electricity today than it did 50 years ago. And geer 70% of rural households have no access to
electricity. In the poorest states — Bihar, URs&x and Rajasthan, over 80% of Adivasi and Dalit
households have no electricity. Electricity proeldien the name of the poor consumed by the rich
with endless appetites. Official estimates say 2286 of the power generated is lost in transmrssio



and system inefficiencies. Existing dams arergjltip at a speed which halves and sometimes
quarters their projected life-spans.

It seems obvious, surely, that before the governmecides to build another dam it ought to do
everything in its power to maintain and increasedfiiciency of the systems it already had in place
What happens in fact, is the reverse.

Dams are built, people are uprooted, forests dsmetged and then the project is simply abandoned.
Canals are never completed ... the benefits res@ue (except to the politicians, the bureauaats
the contractors involved in the construction). Tig dam that was built on the Narmada is a ¢ase
point — the Bargi Dam in Madhya Pradesh was coraglgt 1990. It cost ten times more than was
budgeted and submerged three times more land tiganers said it would. To save the cost and
effort of doing a survey, the government just @lide reservoir without warning anybody. Seventy
thousand people from 101 villages were supposée tdisplaced. Instead 114,000 people from 162
villages were displaced. They were evicted frogirthomes by rising waters, chased out like rats,
with no prior notice. There was no rehabilitatidBome got a meagre cash compensation. Most got
nothing. Some died of starvation. Others moveslums in Jabalpur. And all for what? Today, ten
years after it was completed, the Bargi Dam prodscene electricity, but irrigates only as much land
as it submerged. Only 5% of the land its planct&®sned it would irrigate. The Government says it
has no money to make the canals. Yetis has alteaglin work downstream, on the mammoth
Narmada Sagar Dam and the Maheshwar Dam.

Why is this happening? How can it be happening?

Because Big Dams are monuments to corruptionntenational corruption on an inconceivable
scale - bankers politicians, bureaucrats, envirorial€onsultants, aid agencies — they're all inedlv

in the racket. The people that they prey on aegthorest, most marginalised sections of the
populations of the poorest countries in the woilthey don’t count as people. Therefore the cadists 0
Big Dams don't count as costs. They're not evaered in the books. What happens instead is that
international consultants on Resettlement (glokpeds on despair) are paid huge salaries to devise
ever more sensitive, ever more humane-sounding,meeee exquisitely written, resettlement policies
that are never implemented. Like the saying goéere’s a lot of money in poverty.

When | was writingrhe Greater Common Good — my essay on the Narmada Valley project — wading
through the fusillade of ‘pro-dam’ and ‘anti-dantasistics, what shocked me more than anything else
was not the statistics thate available, but the ones that aren’t. To me,igthe most unpardonable
thing of all. It is unpardonable on the part c thdian State as well as on the part of the ietélial
community.

The Government of India has detailed figures fow meany million tonnes of foodgrain or edible oils
the country produces and how much more we prodagetihan we did in 1947. It can tell you what
the total surface area of the National Highwayssaguto, how many graduates India produces every
year, how many men had vasectomies, how many ¢ncké&ches we've lost on a Friday in Sharjah.
But the Government of India does not have a reobttie number of people that have been displaced
by dams or sacrificed in other ways at the altardlational Progress’.Isn't this astounding How

can you measure Progress if you don’'t know whedsts and who has paid for it? How can the
‘market’ put a price on things — food, clotheschiieity, running water — when it doesn’t takenaint
account theeal cost of production? Unofficial estimates of thember of displaced people have
swung from an unsubstantiated two million to anulnssantiated fifty million, and everything in
between. There’s plenty of scope for bargaining.
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When | wrote my Essay, | thought it necessaryyatrd put a figure on how many people have
actually been displaced by Big Dams; to do a bafethe-envelope calculation - sort of sanity check.
The point was to at leabégin to bring some perspective to the debate. As @anyisg premise, |

used a study of fifty-four Large Dams by the Indiastitute of Public Administration (IIPA) based

on field data from the Central Water Commissiote Teservoirs of these fifty-four dams, between
them displaced about 2.4 million people. The ayersumber of people displaced by each dam came
to 44,000. Correcting for the fact that the dah&sItPA chose to study may have been some of the
Larger Dam Projects, | pared down the average nuofigisplaced people to 10,000 people per dam.
Using this scaled-down average, the total numbgeople displaced by Large Dams in the last fifty
years worked out to a scandalous 33 million people!

33 million people

Recently N C Saxena, Secretary to the Planning Gsesionm said he thought that the number was in
the region of 40 million people. About 60% of teatisplaced are either Dalit or Adivasi. If you
consider that Dalits account for 15% and Adivasily 8% of India’s population, it opens up a whole
other dimension to the story. The ethnic ‘otheshesthe victims takes some of the strain off the
Nation Builders.

What happened to these millions of people? Whexé¢hey now? How do they earn a living?
Nobody really knows. When history is written, thegn't be in it, not even as statistics. When it
comes to resettlement, the government’s priordresclear. India does not have a National
Resettlement Policy. Displaced people are onlifledtto meagre cash compensation. The poorest
of them, Dalits and Adivasis, who are either lasdler have no formal title to their lands, but whos
livelihoods depend entirely on the river — get mogh Some of the displaced have been subsequently
displaced three and four times — a dam, an astippeoof range, another dam, a uranium mine. Once
they start rolling there’s no resting place. Thead majority is eventually absorbed into slumghan
periphery of our great cities, where it coalesoés an immense pool of cheap labour (that builds
more projects that displaces more people) ... &lhdh& nightmare doesn’'t end. They continueéo b
uprooted even from their hellish hovels whenevectans are comfortingly far away and the urban
rich get twitchy about hygiene. In cities like Bethey get shot for shitting in public placesglik

three slum dwellers were, not more than two yegos a

On the whole there’s a deafening silence on thetigobf forced, involuntary displacement. It's
accepted as a sort of unavoidable blip in our deatmcsystem. Earlier this year in Kargil, whileet
Indian Army fought to regain every inch of terrigaraptured by Pakistani infiltrators, hundreds of
people in the Narmada Valley were being forcibbofled out of their homes by the rising waters of
the Sardar Sarovar Reservoir. The nation ros@@s$osupport the soldiers on the front. Middle-
class housewives held cooking festivals to raisaeyippeople queued up to donate blood, they
collected food, clothing, and first aid. Actorppstsmen and celebrities swarmed to the border to
bolster the moral of the fighting forces. Theregaveo such offers of help for the people in the
Narmada Valley. Some of them had stood in themés in chest deep water for days on end,
protesting the Supreme Court’s decision to raisenttight of the Sardar Sarovar Dam. They were
seen as people who were unwilling to pay the doc@&lational progress. They were labelled anti-
national and anti-development and carted off to jAhe general consensus seems to be “Yes it’'s sad
but hard decisions have to be ma&meone has to pay the price for development.”

| often wonder what would happen if the Governmeas to declare that in order to raise funds to
complete these mammoth projects, it was going tengandeer the assets and bank accounts of a
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hundred thousand of its richest citizens. | haveloubt that it would become an international
scandal. Banner headlines would appear in newspapeouncing the death of democracy.
Suddenly the ecological and human costs of Big Damdd be Page One news. In a flash there
would be phenomenal, imaginative solutions fogation and power generation. Cheaper, quicker,
more efficient. Nuclear hawks would suddenly athey could drastically scale down the number
of bombs they need for a minimum credible deterrent

So far | have onlyliscussed the human and social costs of Big Daiisat about the
environmental costs? The submerged forests, the ravaged ecosysteendetitroyed estuaries, the
defunct, silted up reservoirs, the endangered Wéldhe disappearing biodiversity, the millions of
hectares of land that are either water-logged lia$iected. None of this appears on the balance
sheet. There are no official assessments of theilative impact Big Dams have had on the
environment. What we do know is that a study df Bfbjects done by an Expert Committee on
River Valley Projects reported that 270 of thenmats 90% of them — had violated the
environmental guidelines laid down by the MinistfyEnvironment. The Ministry has not taken
action or revoked the sanction of a single onéefrt.

The evidence against Big Dams is mounting alarmgirglrigation disasters, dam induced floods, the
fact that there are more drought-prone and floaherareas today then there were in 1947. The fact
that not a single river in the plains has potabtddéaen The fact that 250 million people have nceasc

to safe drinking waterAnd yet there has not been an official audit, a cprehensive, honest,
thoughtful, post-project evaluation of a single Bigam to see whether or not it has achieved what

it set out to achieve. Whether or not the costseyestified, or even what the costs actually were

“This is exactly why the Sardar Sarovar Projedifferent”, its proponents boast. They call it the
‘most studied project’ in the world. (You'll nogcas we go along, that the story of the Narmada
Valley is full of this sort of superlative — the sistudied project, the most ambitious river valley
project, the best rehabilitation package etc.) Gftbe reasons the Sardar Sarovar is so ‘stutied’
because it's also so controversial. In 1985, wtherWorld Bank first sanctioned a 450 million dolla
loan to fund the project, no studies had been dooleody had any idea what the human cost or the
ecological impact of the dam would be. The pofrdang studies now can only be to justify what
has become fait accompli. So costs are suppressed and benefits exaggévdtedical proportions.

The politics of the Sardar Sarovar Dam are comfditdecause the Narmada flows through three
states — ninety percent of it through Madhya Pradéshen merely skirts the northern border of
Maharashtra and finally flows through Gujarat fooat 180 kilometres before it reaches the Arabian
Sea.

In order for the three states to arrive at a wslaring formula, in 1969 the Central Government set
up a body called the Narmada Water Disputes Tribuih&ook ten years for them to announce their
Award. Geographically, the Sardar Sarovar Damdatied in Gujarat. Its reservoir submerges 245
villages, of which only 19 are in Gujarat. All thest are in Madhya Pradesh and Maharashtra. What
this means is that the social costs are borne byakéahtra and Madhya Pradesh, while the benefits
go to Gujarat. This is what has sharpened thecoartsy around it.

The cost-benefit analysis for the Project is apgined in a friendly, cheerful way. Almost as though
it's a family board game.

First let's take a look at the ‘costs’.



In 1979, when the Narmada Water Disputes Tribunabanced its award, the official estimate for
the number of families that would be displacedh®y $ardar Sarovar Reservoir was about 6,000. In
1987 the figure grew to 12,000. In 1992 it surge@7,000. Today it hovers between 40,000 and
42,000 families. That's about 200,000 people. Arat’s just the official estimate. According teet
NBA, the actual number of affected families is ab®®n,000. Close to half a million people.

The huge discrepancy between the Government’s a&stiand the NBA’s has to do with the
definition of who qualifies as ‘Project AffectedAccording to the Government, the only people who
gualify as Project Affected are those whose lamisleomes are submerged by the reservoir. But
when you tear up the fabric of an ancient, agrac@nmunity, which depends on its lands and rivers
and forests for its sustenance, the threads beginravel in every direction. There are several
categories of displacement that the Governmentlgingfuses to acknowledge.

For example, the Sardar Sarovar Project envisagediitg the last 180 km of the Narmada and
diverting it about 90 degrees north into a 75,09@rs network of canals that planners claim will
irrigate a command area of 1.8 million hectarele §overnment has acquired land for the canal
network. 200,000 families are directly affectgdf these 23,000 families, let’'s say about 100,000
people, are seriously affected. They don’t cosrpraject affected. Not in the official estimates.

In order to compensate for the submergence of DF@0tares of prime forest, the Government
proposes to expand the Shoolpaneshwar Wildlifetsang near the dam site. This would mean that
about 40,000 Adivasi people from about 101 fordkiges within the boundaries of the park will be
‘persuaded’ to leave. They don’t count as progfeicted.

In addition to the sanctuary, the other mitigatingasure is the extraordinary process known as
Compensatory Afforestation in which the governnmasguires land and plants three times as much
forest as has been submerged by the reservoirpdd@e from whonthis land is acquired do not
count as project affected.

In its plans for what it is going to do with itsask of the Narmada water, the Gujarat Governmesnt ha
allocated no water at all - 0 MAF — for the stretélmiver downstream of the dam. This means that
in the non-monsoon months there will be no wateh@last 180km of the river. The dam will
radically alter the ecology of the estuary anddaftee spawning of the Hilsa and freshwater prawns.
40,000 fisher folk who live downstream depend anrifier for a living. They don’t count as project
affected.

In 1961, the Gujarat government acquired 1,600saaféand from 950 Adivasi families for the
infrastructure it would need for starting work ¢ve tdam. Guest houses, office blocks, housing for
engineers and their staff, roads leading to the sitggrand warehouses for construction material.
Overnight the villagers became landless labour&heir houses were dismantled and moved to the
periphery of the colony, where they remain todayasters on their own land. Some of them work
as servants in the officers’ bungalows and waitethe guest house built on land where their own
houses once stood. Incredibly, they do not quakfproject affected.

In its publicity drive, the other sleight of hang thhe proponents of the Sardar Sarovar is to portra
costs as benefits. For instance there’s the regeasertion that Displacement is actually a p@siti
intervention, a way of relieving acute deprivatiorhat the State is doing people a favour by
submerging their lands and homes, taking them dweay their forests and river, drowning their
sacred sites, destroying their community links sordibly displacing them against their wishes.
Anybody who argues against this is accused of bamgco-romantic’, of wanting to deny poor and
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marginalised people the “fruits of modern developtheof glorifying the notion of the Noble
Savage.

If the well-being of Adivasi people is what is upp®st in the Planners’ minds, why is it that fdtyfi
years there have been no roads, no schools, nosglivo wells, no hospitals in the areas theyrie i
Why is it for all these years they didn’t take a&tgps to equip the people they care so deeply about
for the world they were going to be dumped in? Wy that the first sign of ‘development’ — a tba
— brought only terror, police, beatings, rape, reutPd Why must the offer of Development be
conditional, i.e. You give up your homes, your langbur field, your language, your gods and we’ll
give you ‘development’?

As part of ‘the best rehabilitation package inwwld’, the Gujarat Government has offered to
rehabilitate all the officially ‘project affectedeven those from Madhya Pradesh and Maharashtra.
The Madhya Pradesh Government has filed an affidgazourt declaring that it has no land to
rehabilitate people displaced by the Sardar Sar@eaervoir. This means that all the displaced
people from Madhya Pradesh have no choice but tertmGujarat — not a state known for its
hospitality towards ‘outsiders’. It's like dispiag people in England and forcing them to live in
France. Notwithstanding its feigned generositypamt of fact the Government of Gujarat hasn't
even managed to rehabilitate people from the 19asilivillages in Gujarat that are being submerged
by the reservoir, let alone those from the reshef226 villages in the other two states. The
inhabitants of Gujarat’s 19 villages have beenteoad to 175 separate rehabilitation sites. Social
links have been smashed, communities broken up.aNmgle village has been resettled according to
the directives of the Tribunal. Some families hbeen given land, others haven’'t. Some have land
that is stony and uncultivable. Some have lantitharedeemably water-logged or infested with
perniciousdaab grass. Some have been driven out by landownatsttd land to the Government
but haven’t been paid yet. Some who were resetitetthe peripheries of other villages have been
robbed, beaten and chased away by their host eikag

In several resettlement sites, people have beempeldimn rows of corrugated tin sheds which are
furnaces in summer and fridges in winter. Som#hein are located in dry river beds which, during
the monsoon, turn into fast-flowing drifts. I'vedén to some of these ‘sites’. I've seen film fgeta
of others: shivering children, perched like birdstbe edges of charpais, while swirling waters iente
their tin homes. Frightened, fevered eyes watdhk aod pans carried through the doorway by the
current, floating out into the flooded fields, tHathers swimming after them to retrieve what they
can.

When the waters recede, they leave ruin. Maldrarhoea, sick cattle stranded in the slush. yFort
households were moved from Manibeli, in Maharastutia resettlement site in Gujarat. In the first
year, thirty-eight children died.

In April this year (1999) the papers reported rdeaths from chronic malnutrition in a single
rehabilitation site in Gujarat, and in the couréhe week, that's 1.2875 people a day, if you're
counting.

Many of those who have been resettled are peoptehatie lived all their lives deep in the forest
with virtually no contact with money and the moderorld. Suddenly they find themselves left with
the option of either starving to death or walkiegeral kilometres to the nearest town, sittingia t
marketplace, (both men and women), offering theveseds wage labour, like goods on sale.



Instead of a forest from which they gathered eveng they needed — food, fuel, fodder, rope, gum,
tobacco, tooth powder, medicinal herbs, housingrnat— they earn between ten and twenty rupees a
day with which to feed and keep their familiesstéad of a river, they have a hand pump. In their

old villages, certainly they were poor, extremebpp but they were insured against absolute disaste
If the rains railed, they had the forests to turiamd the river to fish in. Their livestock wagith

fixed deposit. Without all this, they're a headbaway from destitution.

For the people who've been resettled, everythirggtbde re-learned. Every little thing, every big
thing: from shitting and pissing (where d’you daviten there’s no jungle to hide you?) to buying a
bus ticket, to learning a new language, to undedstgy money. And worst of all, learning to be
supplicants - learning to take orders - learningdee Masters - learning to answer only when tlgey'r
addressed.

From being self-sufficient and free, to being fertimpoverished and yoked to the whims of a world
you know nothingnothing about— what d’you suppose it must feel like?

In fifteen years, the government has yet to resettbple displaced thalf a dam. What are they
going to do about the remaining 3,199 dams? The@nething wrong with the scale of the
operations here. This is Fascist Maths. It stemsgtories, bludgeons detail and manages to blind
perfectly reasonable people with its spurious sigmiision.

So much for project costs. Now let’s take a lobtha benefits. The stated benefits.

The whole purpose of the Sardar Sarovar, the Gavemhof Gujarat says, is to take water to the
drought-prone regions of Kutch and Saurashtra winécat the very end of the canal network. The
Sardar Sarovar Narmada Nigam publicity campaiduli®f pictures of parched earth and dying
cattle. In the name of Kutch and Saurashtrasiifjes using about 80% of Gujarat’s irrigation
budget for the Sardar Sarovar. It says, catedbyitteat there is no alternative to the Sardar 8aro

To understand what's really going on, the firshthyou must do is to look at a map of Gujarat. K.oo
for two other rivers — the Mahi and the Sabarm¥ou’ll see that both are miles closer to Kutch and
Saurashtra than the Narmada is. Both have beemddrand the water diverted to Ahmedabad,
Mehsana and Kheda, the Patel-rich, irrigation nudlitically powerful areas of Central Gujarat. €rh
people of Kutch and Saurashtra haven’t seen aafro@ter from these rivers.

When the Sardar Sarovar Project was first plantiele was no mention of drinking water for the
villages in Kutch and Saurashtra. It was suppasdx primarily an irrigation project. When the
project ran into political trouble, the governmdigcovered the emotive power of thirst. Drinking
water became the rallying cry of the Sardar Sar&vaject. Officially , the number of people whose
thirst would be slaked fluctuated from 28 millid983) to 32.5 million (1989) to 10 million (1992) t
25 million (1993). The number of villages that Mabget drinking water varied from zero in 1979 to
8,215in 1991. When pressed, the Government aghirtitiat the figures for 1991 included 236
uninhabitedvillages.

Nobody builds Big Dams to take drinking water tmoge villages. Of the one billion people in the
world who have no access to safe drinking wates, r@8lion live in rural areas. The cost of
installing an energy intensive network of thousaoidsilometres of pipelines, aqueducts, pumps and
treatment plants to provide drinking water to sraiti population is prohibitive. When the members
of the World Bank’s Morse Committee arrived in Gajato do the Independent Review, they were
impressed by the Gujarat Government’s commitmetdke drinking water to the state’s remote
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regions. They asked to see the plans. There Wwamgn They asked if the costs had been worked
out. ‘A few thousand crores’ was the breezy answebillion dollars, is an expert’s calculated
guess. But of course, that isn’'t a part of the-besefit analysis (the benefit-benefit analysislls

we call it?)

As for the irrigation benefits, when the GovernmeinGujarat argued its case before the Water
Disputes Tribunal it pleaded for more than its pmpnately fair share of water because it said it
desperately needed water to irrigate 11,00,00Ghexf land in the arid region of Kutch. The
Tribunal accepted the argument and allotted GufaMAF of water. It did not specify how that
water should be used. The Gujarat Governmentrigauced the 11,00,000 hectares to less than a
tenth of that- to 100,000 hectares; that’s 1.8%hefcultivable area of Kutch.. and that’s on paper.
On paper it irrigates only 9% of the cultivabledan Saurashtra. If you ask what they’re goingdo
about the rest of the drought-prone regions, thtkydf ‘alternatives’- water-shed management,
rainwater harvesting, and well- recharging. Thimpig that if there are alternatives which aredjoo
enough for 98.2% of Kutch and 91% of Saurashtexn thhy won't they work for the whole 100%?

There are some other interesting caveats which maldikely that water from the Narmada will
ever get to Kutch and Saurashtra, situated asafreegt the tail end of the canal.

First, there’s a lot less water in the Narmada th@&ngovernment says there is. Before the Tribunal
announced its water sharing formula, it had tosskew much water there actually was in the river.
Since there was no actual flow data available atithe, they extrapolated it from what was even at
the time thought to be faulty rainfall data. Tlayived at a figure of 27.22 MAF. In 1992, actual
flow data indicates that there is only 22.69 MAR@iter in the river — that's a whole 18% less!.

Second, the Sardar Sarovar Dam was planned inmctign with the Narmada Sagar Dam, In the
absence of the Narmada Sagar, on which construlestisttemporarily been stopped, the irrigation
benefits of the Sardar Sarovar drop drastically.

Third, the irrigation efficiency of the Canal haselm arbitrarily fixed at 60% when the highest
irrigation efficiency ever achieved in India is 35%

Last, and perhaps most important of all, are thep=iing claims being made on the water. The
Authorities of the Sardar Sarovar Narmada Niganladed that farmers would not be allowed to
grow sugar-cane in the command area because sagalisca water-guzzling cash crop and would
use up the share of water meant for those at theniéh of the canal. But the Government of Gujarat
has already given licenses to dozens of large sudkgrat the head of the canal. The chief promote
of one of them is Sanat Mehta, who was Chairmahefardar Sarovar Narmada Nigam — the Dam
Authority — for several years. The chief promaiéanother was Chiman Bhai Patel, former Chief
Minister of Gujarat, probably the most ardent preenof the Sardar Sarovar Project. When he died
his ashes were scattered over the dam-site.

Other than the politically powerful sugar lobby get to Kutch and Saurashtra the canal has to
negotiate its way past a series of golf-courseyykotels and water parks which, the Government
says, it has sanctioned in order to raise monepmaplete the project! Apart from all this, and in
complete contravention of its own directives, tb@egrnment has allotted the city of Baroda a sizzabl
guantity of water. What Baroda gets, can Ahmedddeaat to lose? The political clout of powerful
urban centres will make sure they get their share.
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So the chances of the farmers of Kutch and Saueabhknefiting from the Narmada get remoter by
the day.

Of late, the people of Kutch and Saurashtra, whe lemdured water-shortages for years, have begun
to recognise Government propaganda for what iCiwil unease is stirring as realisation dawns that
the Sardar Sarovar is mopping up their money bobiggoing to solve their water problems; that the
solution lies not with the Government but with tlemives. The Gujarat Land Development
Corporation estimates that there is at least ZDtmillion acre feet of rainwater that can be hated
by local watershed harvesting schemes in KutchSsgashtra. (The Sardar Sarovar promises, on
paper, 3 million acre feet to these areas). Ieisdwillages, entirely through peoples’ initiatiye
successful water harvesting schemes are alreadyr way. Hundreds of thousands of wells are
being recharged with rainwater that was flowing ywwaused. So much for the Government of
Guijarat’s claims that there are no alternativethéoSardar Sarovar. A people’s organisation heg fi
a case again the Sardar Sarovar Narmada Nigam déergaan express canal to Kutch, with no
designer stops on the way.

Another huge cost that does not figure in the bebehefit analysis of the Sardar Sarovar Project i
the cost of installing drainage in the command &gaevent water-logging and salinisation. The
cost of installing drainage is about five timesh@gthan installing the irrigation system. So,
traditionally drainage costs are left out in ortiemake projects in developing countries appear
viable. I'm told this is an old World Bank practis

Over the last fourteen years, the NBA has poinbetthése facts over and over again, and askeddor th
project to be reviewed. After the World Bank’s épeéndent Review was published and the Bank
stepped back from the project, the Gujarat Govemntrinas systematically blocked every attempt at a
review. It prevented the Five Member Group Conmeeitirom entering Gujarat. It refused

permission to the World Commission on Dams to vistdam site. It prevented the Commissioner
for Scheduled Castes and Tribes from visiting the dite. It prevented the Union Welfare Ministry
from assessing the Rehabilitation and Resettlesiardtion. It stood by and watched while the NBA
office in Baroda was ransacked and its documeriifgby burnt.

In May 1994, the NBA filed a petition in the Supre@ourt in which it listed all the points I've
talked about, and asked for a review of the projéctearly 1995, on the grounds that the
Resettlement of displaced people was not satigfgdtee court ordered a halt to the construction.
Over the years the court has managed to limit thelevissue to resettlement. It has cast itsetfien
role of a sort of Welfare Inspector of Resettlent@atonies whose jurisdiction is more or less
restricted to Gujarat. It oversees the resettlerokanly those who officially qualify as ‘project
affected’. Unfortunately even here it hasn'’t digtiished itself. In February 1999, despite thé fac
nothing had changed radically in the resettlemeanario, despite the fact that families who were
supposed to have been resettled had returned paidés their original villages, the Supreme Court
lifted the four year long stay and allowed condinrcof the dam to continue.

The people in the valley responded by declaringttiey would drown rather than move from their
homes. The NBA defied the gag imposed on thenhéyburt. In a statement to the press, its leader,
Medha Patkar, announced that she would drown tiénsile river if the court permitted any further
construction.

As a response to this, the Gujarat Government &leétition asking that the NBA be removed as
petitioners for committing contempt of court andtthriminal action betaken against me for writing
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The Greater Common Good, which, they claimed, undermined the dignity & ttourt and attempted
to influence the course of justice.

In July and August, while the waters rose in thenhNada, while villagers stood in their homes for
days together in chest deep water to protest tbisida of the court, while their crops were
submerged, and while the NBA pointed out (citingafic instances) that government officials had
committed perjury by signing false affidavits clang that resettlement had been carried out when it
hadn’t the three judge bench in the Supreme Coettaver three sessions. The only subject they
discussed was whether or not the dignity of thetdoad been undermined. On the 15th October
1999, they issued an elaborate order. Here are satracts.

...Judicial process and institution cannot be permittéo be scandalised or subjected to
contumacious violation in such a blatant manner which it has been done by her (me) ... vicious
stultification and vulgar debunking cannot be pertted to pollute the stream of justice ... we are
unhappy at the way in which the leaders of NBA ahts Arundhati Roy have attempted to
undermine the dignity of the Court. We expectedtbebehaviour from them ... After giving this
matter thoughtful consideration and keeping in vieve importance of the issue of Resettlement
and Rehabilitation ... we are not inclined to ingtie contempt proceedings against the petitioners,
its leaders or Arundhati Roy ... after the 22 Jul@99 ...nothing has come to our notice which may
show that Ms Arundhati Roy has continued with théjectionable writing insofar as the judiciary
is concerned. She may have by now realised hertakes.

So. Shall | heed the warning or persevere withctirgumely?

To heed the warning might be prudent, but in myimi it would undermine the dignity of Art. And,
as we all know, there’s no excuse for bad artt dsisnuch as the valley needs a writer, | belibaé t
writers need the valley. Not just writers — pogtsEnters, dancers, actors, film-makers every kihd
artist. If we are to remain alive, if we are totoue to work, we need to reclaim the politicadraa
which we seem to have so willingly abdicated. & @hoose to look away now, at this point —
somehow it doesn’t say very much about our arnh bt suggesting that everybody must turn out a
hectoring, political manifesto. I'm all for Masis and goldfish on a window sill. All | mean isith
from time to time we could lift our eyes from thage and acknowledge the condition of the world
around us. Acknowledge the price that someoneewdrare far away is paying, in order for us to
switch out lights on, cool our rooms and run ouhba

Today the Sardar Sarovar Dam is 88 metres highadtsubmerged only a fourth of the area that it
will when (if) the dam reaches its full height &8 metres. It's true that the Government has direa
spent a lot of money on the project. But contiguaith it would mean spending about six times that
amount — throwing good money after bad. Theredstailed engineering proposal in place for how
the dam can be used at the current height in dod@ike water straight to Kutch and Saurashtra, if
that is indeed what the Government wants to dcstrReturing the project with this lower dam height
would mean saving hundreds of thousands of peopte €ertain destitution. It would mean saving
thousands of hectares of forest. It would meaingasome of the most fertile agricultural land in
Asia from submergence. It would mean having enaughey to fund local water harvesting
schemes in every village in Gujarat.

It would mean a victory for non-violence and thapiples of democracy. It would mean that we still
have hope.
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Since this is the Nehru Memorial Lecture, let md wifith a quote from a speech he made in
November 1958 at the Annual Meeting of the Ceredrd of Irrigation and Power.

“For some time past however, | have been beginntnghink that we are suffering from what we
may call the “disease of gigantism”. We want toosthwe can build big dams and do big things.
This is a dangerous outlook developing in Indiait.is the small irrigation projects, the small
industries and the small plants for electric powehich will change the face of this country far
more than half a dozen big projects in half a dozplaces ...”

Needless to say this speech never made it intediheol books.

I've made myself very unpopular in India by saythg things | say. Fortunately, I'm not standing fo
elections. As a writer, | would rather be lovedabgiver valley than by a nation statany day!
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