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4. Livelihoods at the Two Sites

The use of land for mining and refining in the Jindal South West (JSW) 
bauxite project would be in direct competition with existing livelihoods 
across two different sites and would impose other changes in surrounding 
areas. These changes would depend on the type of activities undertaken 
and the technical and other choices made as part of the planning process. 
Furthermore, open-cast bauxite mining on top of certain hills in the 
Agency would have implications that were very different from those 
of the industrial process of alumina refining on agricultural land in 
Vizianagaram District. 

The ability of land-dependent rural communities, whether tribal or not, to 
cope with external changes brought about by industrialisation depends on 
their capacity for adaptation. Successful change could entail a movement 
into industrial employment with higher incomes, but for this to occur 
a wide skills gap would have to be bridged, and this would have to be 
done in competition with many better educated people from nearby cities. 
The many displacement-inducing projects in past and present tribal India 
have been particularly problematic for tribal groups, whose members have 
not been able to make this move into new activities or adapt to a new 
setting (Fernandes 2009). 

Instead of assessing new employment opportunities, a more viable 
approach is thus to examine whether existing livelihoods could be 
maintained alongside the bauxite project, what forms of compensation 
were being offered in exchange for the loss of land and other resources, 
and whether people who were dispossessed had capabilities that would 
allow them to establish new livelihoods. There were also many people 
who depended on common property resources that might no longer be 
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accessible, and others whose livelihoods would be compromised if assets 
on which they depended were damaged by industrial pollution or water 
consumption.

Compensation for Land and Livelihoods
At the time when the project was being planned, compensation for 
land acquired for industrial projects was still based on the arcane Land 
Acquisition Act 1894 and its various amendments.1 This legislation 
empowered the government to take over land for a public purpose and pay 
compensation according to an estimated market value, which included the 
value of the land itself, buildings, crops and other assets. This legislation 
had been subject to heavy criticism for its general deficiencies, but with 
specific concerns related to the Scheduled Areas.

The valuation of land is clearly a very complicated procedure, and over 
the years much effort, including court litigation, had been dedicated to 
providing more accurate assessments. This has been further complicated in 
recent years by sharply escalating land prices across India, while officially 
recorded prices have been understated in order to avoid stamp duties. 
For industrial projects, the market value is set at the date of notification 
of land acquisition and does not therefore take account of expected price 
increases due to the industrial development and the associated influx of 
people, nor the fact that people in the surrounding area may raise the price 
of agricultural land in anticipation of growing demand. In tribal areas, 
the market value may be especially hard to assess because the existing 
market is restricted to tribal people and land is often held informally or 
illegally (Singh 1986; Herbert and Lahiri-Dutt 2004; Fernandes 2007; 
Iyer 2007; Sampat 2008). To deal with these dilemmas, companies or state 
governments frequently offer higher levels of compensation than those 
required by the law, but this happens on a case-by-case basis wherever 
the opposition is strong enough to be taken seriously (Newell  and 
Wheeler 2006).

Beyond the question of whether land valuations are fairly applied to all 
affected people, social movements across India have been built around 
the inadequacy of providing purely monetary forms of compensation. 

1  This was subsequently replaced by the Right to Fair Compensation and Transparency in Land 
Acquisition, Rehabilitation and Resettlement Act 2013.
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The Narmada Bachao Andolan movement has been at the forefront in 
highlighting the difficulties that people face when they are uprooted from 
the land, water and forests on which they have depended for generations 
(Baviskar 1995; D’Souza 2002). There are also important concerns of class, 
caste and gender amongst the affected groups that further shape individual 
outcomes (Lahiri-Dutt 2011). It has gradually been accepted across India 
that displacement should involve rehabilitation, including land-for-land 
compensation (Iyer 2007). The continued delay in passage of a national 
rehabilitation bill has meant that the Andhra Pradesh Rehabilitation and 
Resettlement Policy of 2005, with various amendments, has been applied 
to all large-scale land acquisitions, which means those affecting at least 
100 families in the plains or 25 families in the Scheduled Areas.

This policy importantly defines displacement as the loss of a house plot for 
those living in the plains, but shows more official concern for tribal people 
by allowing the loss of any type of land, including agricultural land, in 
the Scheduled Areas to count as a form of displacement (Andhra Pradesh 
2005d). A second important benefit for people displaced in the Scheduled 
Areas is contained in an amendment to the policy that makes land-for-
land compensation mandatory (Andhra Pradesh 2006a). For people 
on the plains, new land is only provided if government land is already 
available for this purpose. This has been an obstacle to the rehabilitation 
of those who are displaced when it means that the government would have 
to acquire new land, thus creating even more displacement (Iyer 2007; 
Nathan 2009). 

Mitigation of so-called externalities from industrial operations, including 
pollution and water consumption, is a process completely managed by 
government agencies, despite mechanisms like environmental public 
hearings that are intended to take public concerns into account. The main 
tools for mitigation are environmental impact assessment (EIA) reports 
and the mining plans included in applications for mining leases. State 
Pollution Control Boards (PCBs) exist to ensure that various prescribed 
pollution measurements remain within specific limits, while the Indian 
Bureau of Mines (IBM) monitors mining operations, so there can 
be some duplication in the monitoring of things like water pollution. 
However, PCBs and the IBM have both found it difficult to carry out 
their respective mandates due to severe shortages of staff and other 
resources (Bhushan and Zeya Hazra 2008). It has thus been difficult or 
impossible to demand retrospective compensation for proven evidence 
of environmental degradation.
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The Bauxite Mineral Industry and 
Land Use Change
To understand how bauxite mining and refining is likely to affect Adivasi 
lands in Andhra Pradesh, it is possible to draw on a range of Indian and 
international studies. Much of the technology has been standardised, 
especially in the refining of alumina. However, it is necessary to 
combine a knowledge of mining, environmental management and land 
compensation practices in India with the specific environment of the 
Eastern Ghats in order to anticipate actual rather than theoretical change.

The formation of bauxite ore in central India has taken place over millions 
of years of seasonal heavy rain (1,100 to 1,900 mm per annum), followed 
by hot sun, which has exposed the hills of khondalite rock in much of 
eastern India to the phenomenon known as weathering. Minerals in the 
rock have slowly leached out to leave high concentrations of bauxite ore 
as caps on the top of particular hills in the region, including some in 
Visakhapatnam District, at elevations of 900–1,420  m. The depths of 
these bauxite deposits ranges from just a few metres up to a maximum 
of 54  m. They can be relatively small in area or up to several square 
kilometres. The east coast bauxite deposits of tribal Odisha and Andhra 
Pradesh account for 80 per cent of metal-grade bauxite ore in India, which 
explains why this region has come to be a focal point of the industry and 
its opponents (Rao and Ramam 1979).

Mining on an industrial scale in Andhra Pradesh is restricted to the 
handful of locations where sufficiently large deposits have been found 
(see Table 4.1).2 A decision on whether these can be mined will largely 
depend on the feasibility of investments in transport infrastructure such 
as railways and ports (Bunker and Ciccantell 1994). The Araku deposits 
have the advantage of proximity to existing port and railway facilities 
constructed by an Indo-Japanese iron ore project in the 1960s, but 
they could not support a mining operation for more than 10–15 years. 
Thereafter, the more remote Sapparla deposit, currently without a railway 
connection, would have to be exploited.

2  Bauxite mines in eastern India are usually planned to excavate more than 3  million tonnes 
of bauxite per annum, which is enough to feed an alumina refinery with an output of about 1 million 
tonnes per annum.
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Table 4.1 Bauxite deposits of Andhra Pradesh.

GROUP Deposit size (m.t.) Mine area (ha)

Araku

     Galikonda 14.5 61

     Raktakonda 8.6 42

     Chittamgondi 28.5 152

SUBTOTAL 51.6 255

Chintapalli

     Sapparla 186.3 1513

     Gudem 38.4 263

     Jerrila 246.0 1350

SUBTOTAL 470.7 3126

Gurtedu (East Godavari) 42.6 180

TOTAL 564.9 3561

Source: Rao and Ramam (1979).

Each of the stages in the production of aluminium has distinctive 
characteristics that determine its impact on local communities and 
environments as well as the overall cost structure of the industry 
(see Figure 4.1). The impacts on land, air and water quality are discussed 
in the EIAs undertaken for the Galikonda bauxite mine and the S. Kota 
alumina refinery, and in critical assessments of Vedanta’s nearby Lanjigarh 
bauxite mine and refinery (Tingay 2010; Amnesty International 2011).

Input Potential emissions

Bauxite
Caustic soda
Lime
Water
Energy

Alumina
Aluminium fluoride
Anodes or paste
Energy

Land emission:
Overburden, drainage
Air emission: Dust

Air emission:
Calcining – dust, SO2
CO2, NOx and other gases
Land emission: Red mud

Process air emission: (fluorides, PFCs,
SO2 metal compounds, dust, carbon
oxides, PAH)
Pot room ventilation: (fluorides, PFCs, 
SO2 metals, dust, PAH), NOx
Water emission: Scrubbers (fluorides,
PAHs, SO2, metals, solids)
Land emission: SPL

Bauxite Mining

Alumina Production

Aluminium Smelting

Figure 4.1 The stages of the aluminium industry and potential pollution.
Note: SO2 – sulfur dioxide; CO2 – carbon dioxide; NOx – nitrogen oxide; PFC – perfluorocarbon; 
PAH – polycyclic aromatic hydrocarbon; SPL – spent pot lining.

Source: Adapted by author from EIPPCB (2001) and BS Envi Tech (2008).
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The energy required to produce aluminium metal is much greater than 
that required for other metals such as tin, copper and lead. While ore 
production accounts for between 77 and 83 per cent of the value of these 
other metals, the value of bauxite ore is less than 10 per cent of the value of 
finished aluminium (UNCTAD 2007). Since markets are usually far away 
from the deposits, and aluminium products are more difficult to transport 
than alumina, there are relatively few incentives for local aluminium 
production other than the interest of resource-owning countries to 
increase their own revenues. Aluminium smelters therefore tend to be 
located where low-cost power supplies are available, often from hydro-
electricity (Barham et al. 1994). However, a recent trend in India and 
China has been to fuel smelters by means of thermal power, necessitating 
proximity to a coal-mining area to minimise the cost of coal transport.3

Bauxite Mining and the Environment
With many minerals washed away in the leaching process that originally 
formed the bauxite deposits, and with little or no topsoil remaining, 
it is common to find that the top portions of Indian bauxite hills are 
largely without forest or other vegetation beyond grasses and shrubs, 
while the hillsides have dense forest cover. While there are other causes 
of variable forest cover, including government policies and local practices, 
this fundamental characteristic of the east coast bauxite hills is the cause 
of one of the most common disagreements about the consequences of 
mining. Those in favour of mining see a rich bauxite deposit on a bare 
hilltop with few signs of human habitation, while those against it see 
a forested hill with springs flowing down its sides throughout the year to 
provide vital livelihood support for tribal communities further downhill.4

Open-cast mining of hilltop deposits entails extensive land disturbance, 
even when there is little in the way of overburden in the form of soil 
and rocks above the deposits themselves.5 In Odisha, the flatter and more 
extensive bauxite hills make mining operations more straightforward 

3  Northern Odisha has become the favoured location for smelters in India, with two smelters 
located next to the Hirakud dam and one in Angul.
4  In Andhra Pradesh, official planning documents favour the tree-free position (BS Envi Tech 
2008; ICFRE 2008), while other observers have seen the forested hillsides (Moody 2007; Pattanaik 
et al. 2009). The national Ministry of Environment and Forests (MoEF) lists five bauxites deposits in 
Odisha with little or no hilltop vegetation but with forested hillsides (India 2008e). See Oskarsson 
(2017) for further analysis of this controversy.
5  The overburden is rarely more than 10 m in depth, with 4 m being the average at Galikonda 
(ICFRE n.d.).
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from a technical point of view since the mining can proceed on top of the 
same hill for many years. In Andhra Pradesh, the topography is different, 
with smaller but thicker deposits on top of steeper hills. Initial steps in 
bauxite mining operations, other than the construction of the transport 
infrastructure, involve the clearance of vegetation, where necessary, 
and removal of any overburden. The actual mining typically consists of 
a combination of blasting with explosives and cutting of the rock with 
specialised machinery, followed by the use of mechanical excavators and 
human labour to load to the broken rocks onto trucks—or possibly 
a conveyor belt—for transport to a nearby railway station.

In the present case, there was a plan to mine Galikonda Hill at a rate 
of roughly 1  million tonnes per annum, which meant that operations 
would last for about 13 years. Since the refinery would need 3 million 
tonnes per annum, several other mines would have to operate at the same 
time (India 2008e). With several smaller mines operating for relatively 
short periods of time, it would be difficult to put in place long-term 
infrastructure such as conveyor belts in order to minimise the disruption 
caused by trucks transporting ore through villages (ICFRE n.d.).

The mining of Galikonda Hill would involve the excavation of 
a succession of relatively small blocks, each about 20–30 hectares in size 
(ICFRE n.d.). In this type of operation, blocks that have already been 
mined are supposed to be backfilled and revegetated, but it is doubtful if 
this has ever happened in any bauxite mining operation in India. The EIA 
report said that it was necessary to plant trees to prevent landslides and 
soil erosion but gave little detail of how, when and where this would be 
done other than to recommend the use of indigenous species of trees and 
pass responsibility to the Forest Department.

The overburden would be stored somewhere on top of the hills for later 
backfilling into the blocks that had been mined. The overburden would 
be moved at a rate of 50,000 tonnes per annum for the first five years of 
operation, much lower than the planned rate of mineral extraction. While 
this would alleviate the project’s waste storage problems, it would also 
limit the capacity to backfill the mined-out area and the availability of soil 
for the planned tree plantation program.6

6  Whether it was indeed desirable to plant trees was an issue not considered in the EIA. It might 
be that the current grasslands on top of Galikonda contain unique environmental values that ought 
to be preserved, like those in the state of Maharashtra investigated by Dixon and Watve (2015).
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Unlike many other forms of mining, bauxite mining does not involve the 
use of chemicals, but the drilling, blasting, crushing and transportation of 
the ore would generate significant amounts of dust, posing direct health 
risks to local people and potentially reducing agricultural productivity 
in the immediate surroundings. The EIA report proposed to suppress 
the dust with water sprinklers, and recommended that drains be dug to 
contain the run-off. This was likely to be a challenge in a region with as 
much as 1,900 mm of annual rainfall. 

However, the main concern for the activists was the prospect of change to 
the overall hydrology of the bauxite hills affecting the availability of water 
for Adivasi and other local farmers, but also for city dwellers in the wider 
region, since several of the rivers of coastal Andhra Pradesh originate in 
the bauxite-bearing hills. This type of impact is technically hard to assess, 
and evidence from one site might not be valid for others since ‘[b]auxite 
is a heterogeneous mineral that is difficult to define accurately. It occurs in 
many different forms, and its physical properties vary greatly, even within 
single ore beds’ (Gendron et al. 2013: 1).

Studies in Australia, the world’s biggest bauxite-mining nation, with 
a correspondingly large body of research on the social and environmental 
consequences, conclude that bauxite does not retain water (Croton and 
Reed 2007), but studies of bauxite mining in Suriname suggest that it can 
sometimes do so (Goodland 2009).

Activists in India, lacking the capacity to conduct large-scale, time-
consuming studies of the forestry, geology and hydrology of bauxite-
bearing hills and the environmental impacts of bauxite mining, have 
simply asserted that some of the best remaining forests in Odisha are 
located on the sides of the bauxite hills and these same hills are important 
watersheds for both local streams and major rivers. It has been claimed 
that Nalco’s Panchpatmali mine has caused hill streams to run dry (Patra 
and Murthy n.d.), and that the same thing has happened as a result of 
other forms of open-cast mining in the state (Kumar 2004). One Indian 
geologist has argued that bauxite mining would have this effect because 
the porous nature of the ore means that it possesses superb water retention 
capacities when compared to the underlying solid rock (Ramamurthy 
1995). Other commentators have observed that ‘[b]elow the hollow crust 
on the summits, the layer of bauxite is like clay, holding moisture, letting 
it seep out gently throughout the year through streams which form all 
around the mountain’s flank’ (Padel and Das 2010: 7). Activists thus fear 
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that if a bauxite hill is unable to retain water once it has been mined, the 
vital hill streams will run dry in the summer months, and this will result 
in severe hardship in the absence of any other sources of fresh water. 

The idea that mining transforms local watersheds has been widened to 
incorporate the negative impacts on entire river systems. The regional 
dangers of bauxite mining have been most eloquently articulated by 
Arundhati Roy:

If the flat-topped [bauxite] hills are destroyed, the forests that clothe 
them will be destroyed too. So will the rivers and streams that flow out 
of them and irrigate the plains below. So will the Dongria Kond. So will 
the hundreds of thousands of tribal people who live in the forested heart 
of India, and whose homeland is similarly under attack (Roy 2010: xii).

A counter-narrative claims that there is either no impact or the impact 
is even beneficial. According to a note released by the national Ministry 
of Environment and Forests (MoEF), bauxite mining can support the 
retention of water because blasting creates cracks into which the water 
can enter (India 2008e). This statement appears to be based on a scientific 
report by the Central Mine Planning and Design Institute at the site of 
Vedanta’s proposed Niyamgiri mine, which found that the bauxite ore 
does not have much capacity to retain water, as measured by its low 
porosity, and could not augment the groundwater underneath the hill 
because of its low permeability (CMPDI 2006). 

The Galikonda EIA report contained a contradictory account of the local 
hydrology by using arguments from both sides of the debate. According 
to the authors, some sort of water storage seems to take place in the hill, 
but this is due to the very thin—or sometimes non-existent—layer of 
soil and overburden, not to the bauxite ore itself. Since overburden can 
be stored and later replaced, mining need not therefore have a negative 
impact on water availability. In fact, mining operations combined with 
backfilling might improve the situation:

[T]he groundwater recharge potential would not be negatively affected. 
In addition, due to the loosening of top material, after mining/during 
mining the recharge of ground water would increase (ICFRE n.d.: 121).

What seems clear is that bauxite mining would remove a significant part 
of certain hilltops and this would probably have some effect on the local 
hydrology. Backfilling could not possibly return the hills to their original  
state because the amount of overburden would be so much smaller than 
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the amount of ore to be removed. The combination of high annual 
rainfall and soils that are already prone to erosion (India 2008e) suggest 
a need for careful planning and management if mining were to proceed, 
but there was little evidence that planners were taking local water needs 
seriously. The situation might be improved by reforestation, but if forest 
plantations can help to arrest soil erosion, they would also compete with 
local agriculture for the available water, as would the mining operation 
itself. The small springs around the hills provide essential water supply 
in areas with no storage infrastructure and only modest pumps or other 
means to access groundwater. The environmental impacts of mining would 
clearly not extend to the entire watershed, but there was still a desperate 
shortage of detailed studies of what they might be within the affected area. 
There was clearly a need for an integrated approach to water, forests and 
local livelihood concerns, but this was unlikely to happen because of the 
controversial nature of the topic.

Alumina Refining and the Environment
While much attention has been paid to the environmental impacts of 
bauxite mining, a number of reports suggest that refining poses the most 
significant environmental risks (Behera 2008; Nayak 2008; Amnesty 
International 2010). Refining alumina involves grinding and digesting 
the bauxite ore with the application of heat, pressure and a strongly 
alkaline solution of caustic soda. The alumina, the aluminium oxide in 
the ore, is dissolved during this process, allowing impurities like iron, 
titanium, lead and other heavy metals to be washed out. The alumina is 
then crystallized out of the liquid solution and purified at temperatures of 
up to 1,300°C. The final product is a white powder that constitutes the 
input to aluminium smelters (Bunker and Ciccantell 1994).

Modern alumina refineries are major industrial plants requiring investments 
of at least US$1 billion, with significant economies of scale, which can 
serve several aluminium smelters. One tonne of alumina typically requires 
about 2.9 tonnes of bauxite ore. Since a refinery must tailor its processes 
according to the particular chemical composition of the ore, physical 
and technological constraints encourage long-term supply agreements or 
even joint ventures between the mining and refining companies (Bunker 
1994). Locating the refinery close to the mines reduces transportation 
costs but can expose already fragile environments to further pollution. 
Furthermore, in the Indian bauxite regions, where periods of heavy 
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rainfall are interspersed with long dry seasons, water usage is more of an 
issue than in some other national contexts, and needs more attention than 
it has so far received in the international literature. 

Alumina refineries need to be located close to an assured water supply 
because:

[t]he reduction of bauxite to alumina is a wet process, requiring large 
quantities of water. This favours locations near rivers … Proximity 
of refineries to large rivers greatly increases the danger of seepage and 
pollution and the cost of controlling it (Bunker 1994: 270).

The JSW alumina refinery would be constructed on a 540-hectare site in 
Vizianagaram District, and in this case the planned annual production of 
1.4 million tonnes of alumina required a supply of about 3 million tonnes 
of ore. The refinery would need to take 8 million gallons (30,000 m3) 
of water each day from a nearby reservoir, in direct competition with 
local farmers and residents of Visakhapatnam city (see Chapter 5). 
The resulting uncertainties over water consumption did create some 
controversy (see Chapter 6), though not as much as the mining proposal.

The waste material from an alumina refinery, known as red mud, is usually 
generated at a rate of 1 to 1.5  tonnes per tonne of alumina. Red mud 
is a toxic compound whose composition varies with that of the ore but 
contains caustic soda and a range of heavy metals (Bunker and Ciccantell 
1994). If it contaminates groundwater or surface water sources it poses 
a risk to human health and that of agricultural crops. Red mud may not be 
as toxic as the waste from the processing of other metals like copper, lead 
or zinc, but the lead content alone in red mud from the Nalco alumina 
refinery was enough to prevent any form of plant growth (Rao  et  al. 
2000). Fine red mud particles are also liable to be spread by wind, which 
necessitates a well-designed dust management plan (Tingay 2010).

Containing red mud is a serious challenge because of the large quantities 
involved and its continued toxicity after many years of storage. The EIA 
report on the JSW refinery proposed that a 90-hectare section of the site be 
set aside for red mud storage, with a subsequent expansion to 120 hectares. 
The storage pond would be lined with an impermeable sheet to prevent 
seepage, and would have high walls to contain the mud. Water would be 
removed from the red mud to create a thickened slurry, which would both 
reduce the volume of waste and the risk of seepage. In addition, the report 
suggested a system of water sprinklers to contain the dust, but gave few 
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details about this would operate (Vimta Labs 2007). The report did not 
present a detailed account of existing groundwater or surface water bodies 
and how these would relate to the planned waste pond sites, which meant 
that the actual consequences of a spill were impossible to evaluate.

Current practices in the containment of red mud in India leave much to be 
desired, with deficient monitoring of the actual use of sprinkler systems in 
areas with high wind speeds and long dry summers that make it possible 
for particles to travel long distances. As much as 85 per cent of the red 
mud at the Nalco refinery was found to consist of fine particles that were 
easily spread in the locally windy conditions (Rao et al. 2000). The waste 
management system adopted at the Vedanta refinery in Lanjigarh did not 
use the thickening system for some unknown reason. This resulted in 
overflows from the storage pond, as well as ground seepage because of poor 
construction, with the consequent pollution of the interstate Vamsadhara 
River (Behera 2008; Nayak 2008; Amnesty International 2010).

Forest Livelihoods in Araku and Ananthagiri
A number of tribal groups have for generations made a precarious living in 
Araku and Ananthagiri mandals, both fully contained within the Scheduled 
Areas, on relatively unproductive land and under constant threat of eviction 
by the Forest Department. Farming with very few inputs in a rain-fed 
and densely populated area used to lead to seasonal food shortages and 
occasional cases of starvation. More recently, the food security situation 
had been improved by the provision of state government handouts and 
the diversification of agricultural activities. The practice of podu (shifting 
cultivation) used to be common, but nowadays most of the lower hill slopes 
have been converted to permanent cultivation, while the higher slopes are 
increasingly used for coffee plantations. Even so, tree felling and intensive 
podu on steep slopes, combined with a lack of soil conservation measures, 
have already resulted in severe land degradation (IFAD 1991). Forest 
products such turmeric, tamarind and jackfruit are still important for local 
livelihoods despite the generally poor condition of the forests.

Hopes for an escape from deeply entrenched poverty are linked to the 
unique climatic conditions of the Visakhapatnam Agency. The cool 
hills have proven to be highly suitable for coffee cultivation ever since 
the Andhra Pradesh Forest Department created the first plantations 
in the  1960s. Coffee yields incomes higher than any other potential 
alternative cash crop, and is grown in ways that require very little care 
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or specialised skills on the part of the farmers. In addition, the Forest 
Department had secured the benefit of increased forest cover in the form 
of shade trees, while the Tribal Welfare Department gets more funding to 
support extension of the coffee plantations. 

At the time of my fieldwork, coffee was being grown in 11 of the mandals 
in Visakhapatnam District by 60,000 farmers on 24,000  hectares of 
land. Interviews with local government officials indicated that each 
hectare could yield an annual income of Rs 8,000 for the farmer, with 
the possibility of some additional income if pepper were cultivated on 
the same plot. If the farmers could be certified as organic growers, their 
beans could be sold at a premium of 25 per cent (Naandi Foundation 
2008). No wonder then that former national environment minister and 
Congress Party MP Jairam Ramesh voiced his concern over the possible 
impact of bauxite mining on coffee production (Anon. 2008b).

Figure 4.2 Tribal village with coffee growing in the shade of trees on the 
Raktakonda hill slope.
Source: Photo by author, April 2008.

Income from tourism was also increasing, as tourists from Visakhapatnam 
and Hyderabad would arrive for weekend trips throughout the hot 
season. Most of the hotels built to accommodate the tourists were run 
by the state-owned Andhra Pradesh Tourist Development Corporation, 
and all-inclusive packages made sure that very little of the income left 
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the compounds inside which the tourists stayed and ate. Other hotels 
had tribal owners, and there was ongoing agitation, with support from 
political parties and non-governmental organisations (NGOs), to enable 
the sharing of revenues from visitors to the nearby Borra limestone caves. 
The villagers of Katiki had built a road to a nearby waterfall on the bauxite 
hill of Raktakonda, and were charging a fee for tourists to go there. Other 
villagers were looking to improve their income from coffee by selling it 
directly to the tourists from roadside stalls. 

Figure 4.3 Paddy fields irrigated by canals.
Source: Photo by author, April 2008.
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Villages in Araku and Ananthagiri mandals are mainly located in the 
valleys, where more flat land is available for the cultivation of wet rice 
(see  Figure  4.3). A satellite photo of Galikonda Hill shows terraced 
paddy fields at the bottom of the valley, where water is captured from hill 
streams, with coffee plantations grown under tree cover on the hillsides 
(Figure 4.4). The plantations of the Andhra Pradesh Forest Development 
Corporation account for most of the tree cover, with a mixture of large tree 
species, while the more orderly patches of single tree species are in more 
recent and privately held coffee plantations. A distinct lack of vegetation 
can be seen on top of the hill, with only small trees and bushes more than 
halfway up the hillsides. Nevertheless minor cultivation is possible in the 
higher gullies, where some volume of water can be collected, and coffee 
plantations were still being extended further up the slopes.

Figure 4.4 Layered resources on and around a bauxite hill.
Source: Google Earth satellite image taken 24 December 2002. Available from earth.google.com 
(accessed 1 April 2010).

Official data is scarce regarding the villages in the immediate vicinity of 
the bauxite hills since most of them have long been considered as ‘forest 
villages’—that is to say, villages that are seen as encroaching on forest 
land. This means that they are not located on ‘revenue land’ and thus 
fall outside of the administration of the Revenue Department and its 
many welfare services. One forest village that I surveyed contained a 
close-knit Nooka Dora community (with two Kondha Dora households) 
living on top of a  bauxite hill, with only walking paths as a means of 
communication with the outside world, and in a seemingly precarious 

http://earth.google.com
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location (see Table  4.2). However, the setting was not as isolated as it 
might seem since the main Visakhapatnam–Araku road was relatively 
close and Ananthagiri town was within easy walking distance. There were 
close to 150 people in this community, which could seem surprising given 
the poor quality of  the land and the lack of irrigation. However, large 
areas of land close to the top of the hill were being transformed into coffee 
plantations and there was scope for some additional agricultural activity. 
While the coffee plantations were reaching maturity, people could find 
work in the state government plantations nearby, as well as other wage-
earning jobs in the area.

Table 4.2 Summary result of village survey in Ananthagiri Mandal.

Number of 
households

Official 
landholding

Unofficial 
landholding

Main crops Farm 
animals

Literacy rate

31 --- 111 ha Coffee, rice 97 (cows + 
goats)

7 of 94 
adults

Source: Survey by author, May 2008.

None of the land used in this village for coffee plantations, or the smaller 
patches where rice and other crops were grown, had officially recognised 
land titles, although the villagers had managed to establish a school with 
classes up to Grade 6. Claims had been made for titles to the coffee 
plantations under the terms of the Forest Rights Act, and each household 
reported the maximum allowable claim over 5 acres (or 2 hectares) of land.

In 2006, an NGO called Nature conducted a survey of villages in the 
immediate vicinity of the bauxite hills in the Araku group (Raktakonda, 
Galikonda and Chittamgondi) that were to be set aside for the JSW 
project. These were all tribal villages in the Borra panchayat (village 
council) area, with populations from the Kondha Dora, Nooka Dora, 
Bagatha, Paraja, Valmiki, Kondh and Kutiya Kondh tribal groups. Only 
three of the 14 villages had any formal land titles, but all were dependent on 
forest land (Nature 2006). These findings were confirmed by a subsequent 
survey (Reddy and Mishra 2010). The absence of formal land titles was 
clearly a major obstacle to the improvement of local livelihoods, despite 
the opportunities for expanding coffee production. Perhaps surprisingly, 
this was not only a problem on the steeper hillsides, but also in the valleys 
below, where the land was still classified as ‘forest’, irrespective of whether 
any forest, or even individual trees, could be found on it.
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Agricultural Livelihoods in S. Kota7

Moving down from the hills, the Agency ends in a diffuse border with the 
plains, which seems to be largely unknown to people in the area despite its 
vital importance for questions of land tenure. Since it was located outside 
the Scheduled Areas, the proposed site of the refinery had a social context 
that was significantly different to that of the proposed mines in the hills of 
the Agency, despite their close geographical proximity. The refinery area, 
close to S. Kota town, had for some years seen an influx of outsiders who 
acquired the best land in what my informants described as a forested area 
that had been inhabited almost exclusively by tribal communities only 
a few decades previously. As one tribal villager put it:

We have been here for a long time, earlier we used to go to [the] hills and 
depend on forest products. Once this land was uncultivable, but later 
we made it cultivable. With borrowing we dug bore wells and got water 
at 50–60 feet. We are farming this land with the help of loans. These 
coconut trees were planted in my childhood and now they are giving 
us some income. It took a lot of time to make this land cultivable and 
these trees to give us some income. At this moment some people came 
and asked us to give up these lands. They want to cut down these trees 
but, if  this is done, how much time will it take to bring up new trees? 
(interview, S. Kota Mandal, 26 January 2008).

Some of the villages now about to lose land to the refinery had existed for 
generations, but for some reason were never included when the Scheduled 
Areas were demarcated, despite their inhabitants being recognised as tribal 
people and now having tribal caste certificates. Other tribal villages were 
displaced when the Tatipudi irrigation reservoir on the Goshtani River 
was built in the 1960s. At that time they were compensated with new 
houses and good (though forested) land only a few kilometres away from 
their original settlements. In 2007, this group of previously displaced 
villagers were once again facing displacement by the new refinery.

Some villages in the proposed refinery area had only tribal residents, 
while others contained a mix of people belonging to Scheduled Tribes, 
Scheduled Castes and Other Backward Castes. Villagers showed little 
awareness of how Scheduled Area land transfer legislation might help to 
keep more land in the hands of long-term tribal occupants or even make 

7  See Oskarsson and Nielsen (2014) for a condensed discussion of this section.
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it impossible to build the refinery. The local protest group never raised 
the issue of tribal land loss or displacement other than to highlight the 
unfairness in displacing some people for a second time.

The people who were due to lose land to the refinery officially lived in four 
‘revenue villages’ recognised as such by the Revenue Department, but the 
600 families were dispersed in roughly 15 smaller villages and hamlets.8 
A small village might contain about 100 residents, or 20 households, while 
hamlets only contained a few households. The composition of the local 
population was markedly different to that of the overall population of the 
mandal, in which tribal people are not very well represented. A survey of 
six villages by Reddy and Mishra (2010) found that 290 of the households 
to be affected by land acquisition belonged to Scheduled Tribes, 33 to 
Scheduled Castes (Dalits), 105 to Other Backward Castes, and 10 to other 
castes. By way of comparison, S. Kota Mandal as a whole had 74,500 
residents in 2001, of whom 5,749 (8 per cent) belonged to Scheduled 
Tribes and 6,629 (9 per cent) to Scheduled Castes (India 2001b).

Of particular concern was the proposed acquisition of land from several 
Gadaba tribal villages. The 36,000 Gadaba people in Andhra Pradesh 
(India 2001a) form a small and almost exclusively rural community with 
a unique language only remotely related to other Dravidian languages.9 
Three out of the seven Gadaba sub-groups are officially defined as 
primitive and traditional hunter-gatherers. How and when members of 
this group came to settle as farmers in the S. Kota area is not well known, 
but interviews indicated that 10–12 of their villages had been present in 
the area since the 1950s, prior to the arrival of the dam-displaced settlers 
in the late 1960s. Official plans for the refinery did not recognise the 
presence of this particularly vulnerable group of people.

A survey of a sample of 19 households in the four revenue villages in 2008 
showed that each household held slightly more than 1 hectare of ‘assigned 
land’ (see Table 4.3). Of the total of 23.6 hectares, less than 1 hectare had 
so far been acquired for the refinery, while another 11 hectares had been 
earmarked for acquisition.

8  Aside from the land to be acquired from the four revenue villages, 68 hectares of private land 
would also be required for the refinery, but evidence of its ownership is not available from government 
sources because negotiations were undertaken directly between JSW and the landowners.
9  They are also present in southern Chhattisgarh and Odisha.
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Table 4.3 Summary of village survey results in S. Kota Mandal.

Number of 
households

Official land 
ownership

Main crops Farm animals Literacy rate

19 23.6 hectares Rice, sugar cane, 
banana, sunflower

25 (buffaloes, 
cows and goats)

19 of 51 adults

Source: Survey by author, March 2008.

Official land use planning in the refinery EIA report was carried out by 
means of satellite imagery and secondary statistical sources. This analysis 
focused on the 10 km2 study area prescribed by the MoEF, and not on 
the area proposed for the actual site. The conclusion was that 25  per 
cent of the area was double-cropped and 15 per cent was single-cropped 
agricultural land, 38 per cent was forest, while 16 per cent was classified 
as wasteland (Vimta Labs 2007). 

However, the EIA report described land use on the plant site itself as 
‘waste land with agricultural activities in patches’, while declaring 
that ownership was not an issue since the ‘site near Boddavara village 
near S. Kota is selected and finalised as no Forest Land, approximately 
85 per cent of total land is government/assigned dry land and marginal 
Resettlement and Rehabilitation (R&R) issues are involved’ (Vimta Labs 
2007: C1–2). With little valuable agricultural land, little displacement, 
no national parks or biospheres, wildlife sanctuaries or even forest land, 
the report painted a picture of an uncomplicated project site. However, 
official Revenue Department statistics, not presented in the EIA report, 
showed significant agricultural production in the four revenue villages 
(see Table 4.4).

Table 4.4 Agricultural land in the villages of the proposed alumina 
refinery in S. Kota.

Revenue 
village

Land 
area

Cultivated 
area

Rice 
(irrigated + 
unirrigated)

Sugar cane 
(irrigated)

Mango 
(unirrigated)

Cashew 
(unirrigated)

M.B. Vara 2,057 344 18 + 12 43 350 392

Cheedipalem 152 43 11 + 0 37 15 28

Chinakandepalli 292 72 28 + 9 76 13 0

Kiltampalem 645 368 33 + 0 782 55 0

Source: Andhra Pradesh (2008b).

Agriculture in the Godavari and Krishna river deltas in the southern part 
of the state has been subject to a major economic transformation in recent 
decades as a result of increased irrigation (Upadhya 1988; Damodaran 
2008). Something similar has occurred amongst upwardly mobile 
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communities in the S. Kota area, but to a lesser extent because of lower 
water availability. Directly east of the proposed refinery site, groundwater 
remained widely available throughout the year, largely due to the nearby 
dam and its associated irrigation canals. This made it possible to grow rice 
and sugar cane close to the dam, or to establish cashew nut plantations 
slightly further away.

Because of the way statistics are collected, it was not possible to 
distinguish the villages liable to displacement from others nearby, but 
it could be assumed that productivity would vary significantly between 
farmers depending on their ability to use various inputs. Overall, rice and 
sugar cane were the dominant cultivars in the mandal, and this pattern 
was most pronounced in Kiltampalem revenue village, indicating the 
greater availability of water (see Figure 4.4). M.B. Vara and Mushidipalli 
revenue villages had drier land, and their cashew plantations accounted for 
two-thirds of the cashew grown in the mandal. Much of the unirrigated 
land also contained mango orchards (Andhra Pradesh 2008b). M.B. Vara 
had 1,640 hectares of land classified as ‘barren and uncultivable land’, 
while the other revenue villages had little or no such land. Given that 
incomes from the drier areas, further from the irrigation dam, would be 
significantly lower, it is not surprising that people in the M.B Vara area 
were much less resistant to the prospect of land acquisition than those 
in Kiltampalem, although local social dynamics were also an important 
factor in their response.

During the course of my own fieldwork it became clear that the farmers 
were managing most of their agricultural activities without government 
support, by taking loans from private moneylenders to level the land and 
install wells, pumps and water tanks (see Figure 4.5). Indeed, they had 
never seen much of the government at all, as evident in the lack of schools, 
and several villages were without a single literate adult. They remained 
poor despite the strong potential for agricultural improvement, largely 
due to the high interest rates they had to pay on their loans,10 but were 
still self-reliant and aspired to do as well in the future as their non-tribal 
neighbours in the adjacent villages, few of whom were liable to be affected 
by acquisition of land for the refinery. 

10  In a survey of one village, it was found that each household had debts ranging from Rs 20,000 
to Rs 100,000, with interest rates from 25 to 40 per cent. The size of the debt was generally correlated 
with the size of the landholding.
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Figure 4.5 Pumps ensure that enough water is available to grow 
sugar cane in S. Kota.
Source: Photo by author, June 2012.

The non-scheduled status of this area had led many upwardly mobile 
agricultural communities to acquire land in recent decades. The cement 
houses, cars, motorcycles and agricultural vehicles present in their villages 
were in stark contrast to the assets present in the villages now due to 
lose their land, where one or two motorcycles were the sum of all capital 
goods, and only a minority of households had received any support from 
government housing programs or had received rather cramped housing as 
compensation for their earlier displacement.

In a survey of one of these villages, it was found that most people had few 
assets other than their small houses, with palm leaf extensions to provide 
a little extra space, and a few farm animals. Adult literacy rates were only 
slightly higher than in the Agency, but children and teenagers showed 
much more interest and capacity to continue their education. Despite 
their apparent poverty, local people expressed some pride in having ceased 
to be hunters who wore nothing but loincloths just a generation or two 
ago to become the landed farmers they were now. One of the benefits 
of having non-tribal communities as their neighbours had been the 
opportunity to learn from their agricultural practices, even if this entailed 



Landlock

94

the precarious need for large loans that could be difficult to pay back 
in case of crop failure. There was no evidence of people migrating out 
of the area, or even venturing into nearby towns and cities, despite the 
apparent opportunities to take up construction or other paid work, given 
the existence of good and affordable public transport.

Many of the people in the proposed refinery area, like those in the Agency, 
thus had reasonably good hopes of improving livelihoods based on 
agriculture despite their present poverty. But in S. Kota, formal land titles 
were universal and much larger personal investments had been made in 
agriculture. If land was to be acquired for the refinery, the holders should 
at least be able to claim compensation for it, whereas the systematic denial 
of titles in the Agency made this more problematic. 

Land Settlement and Dispossession
To understand the livelihood changes that would be caused by land 
acquisition for the bauxite project, and the potential compensation for 
those affected by it, we need to know the details of land use and tenure in 
both the proposed mining and refining locations.

Forest Land for the Bauxite Mine
Bauxite mining is associated with forest land in most parts of India 
(India 1998), but bauxite hills are not necessarily associated with good 
forests, as is evident in the lack of ‘dense’ forests in Visakhapatnam 
District (India 2005b), although detailed information about the quality 
of the forest reserves in Araku and Ananthagiri mandals is not available. 
There was also some uncertainty about the exact locations of the proposed 
mines. The official mining lease for the Galikonda mine was for an area 
of 97.5 hectares, but without precise coordinates or a map of the location 
(India 2007c). It was known that the Sunkarmetta and Ananthagiri 
reserved forests covered the whole of the proposed mining area, while 
the affected villages, agricultural fields and coffee plantations were not 
discussed in project planning documents. This is perhaps not surprising, 
given the history of these villages being labelled as ‘forest villages’, and 
their fields therefore being considered as illegal encroachments. 
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NGO activities and political mobilisation have in recent decades ensured 
that schools have been opened in these villages, and they have been 
included in programs to provide housing for the poor. The difference 
between forest and revenue and villages appeared fairly modest in practice, 
and yet forest villagers remained vulnerable to demands for bribes from 
forest officials in return for being allowed to continue cultivating the land 
(Anon. 2009a), and when rights to agricultural land are not recognised, 
there is no support from agricultural extension activities and the land 
cannot be used as security for a loan.

All land used for agriculture and other purposes in the village surveyed 
during my fieldwork was informally settled, which meant that the Forest 
Rights Act would be essential for security of tenure in the proposed mining 
area. However, recognition of new rights to forest land was uncertain, 
since the Mines and Geology Department and its business arm, Andhra 
Pradesh Mineral Development Corporation (APMDC), were aiming for 
permanent alienation, while other departments—especially the Tribal 
Welfare Department—were trying to settle it with tribal farmers. This was 
symptomatic of the complex nature of the bauxite project and the many 
uncertainties that prevented those affected from knowing what would 
actually happen to them. If other events stalled the mining plans long 
enough for private forest titles to be granted, the people of some villages 
would at least be able to stake a formal claim to some of the land. But 
while a title would surely be better than no title, even basic elements in the 
Forest Rights Act were yet to be specified, including the conditions under 
which such land could be acquired, by whom, and what compensation 
might be payable for its loss. If the mining project was not contested, then 
the land could be transferred within the state government, from the Forest 
Department to the Mines and Geology Department, or else directly to 
APMDC. This kind of transfer could give rise to internal government 
controversies, but it provides few benefits for the forest-dwelling peoples 
of Visakhapatnam.

The people in all six villages that I visited had applied for the maximum 
allocation of 2  hectares under the Forest Rights Act, with men and 
women making separate individual claims. However, no claims had been 
lodged over the much larger areas—up to several hundred hectares—that 
could have become community reserves. The unclaimed land stretched 
beyond the coffee plantations and was used for many different purposes, 
including the collection of minor forest products, as well as containing 
a shrine dedicated to the goddess of the hill. One explanation given for 
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the lack of community reserve claims was that co-management of the 
reserves would invite the Forest Department back to the area to once 
again interfere with peoples’ livelihoods. Successful forest rights claims in 
the proposed mining area would mean that the handful of hilltop villages 
would at least have a legal title to the land they were cultivating, which 
could make them eligible for compensation, but the many other villages 
below them, with hillside coffee plantations and customary usage of large 
areas beyond them, would remain outside of the mining licence and find 
it very difficult to make compensation claims.

According to its promoters, mining would lead to improved forest cover 
through mine reclamation activities on currently barren hilltops, while 
areas outside of the mining lease boundaries would be protected by 
pollution control techniques and would therefore not be affected. The 
distinct borders visualised in rehabilitation and resettlement policies were 
thus replicated in the engineered world of EIA documents, where local 
livelihood activities could persist in the valleys despite the introduction 
of excavation and blasting activities on the hilltops. Common property 
resource uses were not mentioned in the EIA report (Anon. 2006b; 
BS Envi Tech 2008), and the Galikonda mine would supposedly cause 
no displacement:

Since there is no habitation on the mining lease area thus no households 
will be required to be displaced from their existing habitation, hence no 
Rehabilitation and Resettlement plan is envisaged for the present project 
activity. However, there will be indirect impact on the nearby villages and 
thus a community developmental package is proposed (ICFRE n.d.: 192).

Perhaps the mine promoters were planning to mine around the hilltop 
villages, or perhaps the villages did not appear on the maps they were 
using because the whole area was officially reserve forest. In either case, 
the approach to land acquisition bypassed the people of the Agency, 
despite centuries of struggles for the recognition of their land rights, 
and despite the new Forest Rights Act that was supposed to settle old 
injustices. At the same time, there was an admission of other ‘indirect’ 
(and unspecified) problems for those living close to the proposed mine, 
and hence a possibility of compensation, despite the lack of recognition 
of any loss of land or other resources, including potential pollution. Yet 
the compensation would take the form of uncertain grants, with no 
information provided about who would decide on the amounts or how 
the funds would be distributed.
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Assigned Agricultural Land for Alumina Refinery
In the non-scheduled parts of the state, where land titles, as well as an 
awareness of the meaning of these titles and associated rights, are much 
more widespread than in the Agency, the bauxite alliance had to work 
out ways to acquire land without causing sufficiently strong protests to 
derail the entire process. It could do this despite significant civil society 
mobilisation and media coverage because it had control of the local 
bureaucracy and political influence through the Congress Party in all four 
of the affected panchayats in the S. Kota area. JSW was largely invisible in 
this process but provided support behind the scenes. 

The JSW refinery would require space not only for the central ore refining 
activities but also for a thermal power plant, a housing site for its office 
staff and displaced people, and a significant amount of land for its two 
waste ponds (see Table 4.5).

Table 4.5 Proposed land use for the alumina refinery.

Activity Land use (hectares)

Alumina refinery and co-generation (including storage 
and green belt)

300

Residue disposal area and ash pond 200

Township and miscellaneous 20

Railway lines 20

Total 540

Source: BS Envi Tech (2008: Figure 2.1).

The acquisition of fertile farm land, with the subsequent displacement of 
farmers, whether tribal or not, has become a very sensitive political issue, 
as well as an expensive proposition, throughout India. A few states have 
managed to avoid some of the controversy by acquiring large tracts of land 
for industrial parks, but Andhra Pradesh is not one of them. Instead, one 
method favoured by the state government is to find locations with a high 
proportion of so-called ‘assigned land’. This category of land is the result 
of extensive land distribution programs intended for the benefit of the 
landless poor. Once assigned, this land cannot be sold like private land, 
only inherited. With 1.7 million hectares of land distributed since the late 
1960s, assigned land represents a sizeable proportion of the state’s total of 
15  million hectares of cultivable land. Areas with large concentrations 
of assigned land, which on paper already belongs to the government, have 
come to be favoured as sites for industrial plants and other development 
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projects (Seethalakshmi 2009). State acquisition of government land 
seems like a straightforward process, despite its disproportionate effect on 
some of the poorest people in the state.

The choice of an industrial site seems to depend on the ease of land 
acquisition rather than more tangible criteria such as the availability of 
infrastructure, labour, water or raw materials, or indeed whether the 
project satisfies environmental or social criteria. The potential alternative 
sites identified in the refinery EIA report (Vimta Labs 2007) were nearby 
locations with large concentrations of assigned land. Sabbavaram was 
the original site proposed for the JSW refinery before the S.  Kota site 
was selected.11 A report by the Land Committee of the Andhra Pradesh 
Government acknowledged that roughly one-quarter of all assigned 
land had ended up in the hands of non-poor recipients. A legislative 
amendment made in 2006 allowed the government to take such land back 
in order to allocate it to landless farmers, but the government still retained 
the option to use it for a different public purpose. 

More assigned land becomes available for re-assignment from another 
clause in the legislation that requires land to be brought under cultivation 
within a certain timeframe. Since poor farmers often lack the equipment 
or the money to hire labour to help prepare the land for cultivation, much 
of the land assigned to them is at risk of not meeting this requirement 
(Andhra Pradesh 2006b; Balagopal 2007b). The government has claimed 
that it does not need to pay compensation for re-assigning land to a new 
public purpose, but this claim has been challenged in an ongoing court 
case. ‘In practice the government pays or does not pay according to 
the pressure the landholders are able to put up’ (K. Balagopal, personal 
communication, 2008).

Information about the actual type of land acquired for the JSW refinery 
was not readily available at the time of its acquisition. The EIA report 
failed to mention the fertile land and the mainly tribal villagers who were 
making a living from it. Of the 450 individuals who would actually lose 
land to the refinery, 257 (57  per cent) were Adivasis, 34 (8  per cent) 
were Dalits, 105 (23 per cent) belonged to Other Backward Castes, and 
54 (12 per cent) to other castes (Andhra Pradesh 2007c). In 2001, only 

11  In Visakhapatnam District, Makavarapalem is a site that was later assigned to the AnRak 
Aluminium Special Economic Zone, and Achutapuram has also been proposed as the site for such an 
entity. In Vizianagaram District, land was acquired in K.D. Peta Mandal for a glass factory that never 
became a reality.
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8 per cent of the 74,500 residents of the mandal as a whole were Adivasis, 
and another 9 per cent were Dalits. The claim made in the EIA report was 
that ‘[t]he land identified for locating the Alumina refinery of 1,350 acres 
[546  hectares] consist of about 85  per cent government land and 
15 per cent private land’ (Vimta Labs 2007: C2–3). Since displacement 
would be ‘minimal’, affecting only 30 families, land acquisition was 
portrayed as unproblematic.

The Revenue Department was more precise in its internal instruction 
to acquire 368 hectares of assigned land, which was 68 per cent of the 
total area required, at a uniform price of Rs 500,000 per hectare. Another 
84 hectares of government land was included in the same instruction, and 
this was also likely to have been cultivated since there is no vacant land 
in this intensely cultivated area. A significant but unknown part of the 
assigned land was in the hands of non-poor farmers with larger holdings, 
many of whom had already ceased farming on their own account and 
were living in nearby cities (Andhra Pradesh 2007b).12 The remaining 
68 hectares of private land, located in pockets between the assigned and 
government land, was acquired directly by the company, and there are no 
public records that identify the owners of this land or the compensation 
they would receive. Several of my own sources indicated that they would 
be compensated at significantly higher rates than the holders of assigned 
land, but the company suggested a smaller disparity in newspaper articles 
(Rama Raju 2009).

A detailed map showed that the refinery layout was split between three 
locations, with the main plant site and the two waste ponds separated 
from each other (JSW Aluminium 2007a). This was a peculiar choice, 
since the huge volumes of waste created by the refinery would clearly have 
been easier to dispose of if there had been one contiguous site. One reason 
for this design becomes apparent with the inclusion of nearby villages that 
did not appear on any official land acquisition maps. The locations of 
villages along the borders of the proposed site created the impression that 
project planners were attempting to cause a minimal level of displacement 
by acquiring agricultural land but not house sites. Another reason was 
that villages tend to be located close to water storage tanks that cannot 

12  Land acquisition documents show that two relatives of the principal local politician, a major 
landowner in the area, had titles to assigned land.
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legally be subject to compulsory acquisition. While 30 households would 
lose their house sites, which meant that they would be officially displaced, 
about 600 would lose agricultural land, and this type of loss would not be 
covered by the state government’s rehabilitation policy.

A number of amendments were made to the land acquisition map, 
sometimes because it was found that ex-servicemen owned land parcels, 
though there does not seem to be any law prohibiting the acquisition of 
such land, or at other times because the land was found to contain or 
was adjoining a water tank (Andhra Pradesh 2008c). At yet other times, 
official documents simply stated that the land was either part of the 
refinery site or else excluded from it without giving any reasons (Andhra 
Pradesh 2008d, 2008e). If details of the planned land use were never 
clearly presented in the first instance, the many changes made with scant 
explanation only added to already significant levels of uncertainty.

Since proposed land acquisitions are meant to be advertised by notices 
placed in the local panchayat offices (see Figure 4.6), each change to the 
proposal risked spreading information that could create more awareness 
of what was being planned, and if people know what is being planned 
they can organise protests. In this case, the notices for the initial round 
of acquisition were never posted for public display to the villagers, and 
bureaucrats tried to conceal subsequent changes in the face of media 
and other pressure. This was done in early 2008 by amending the earlier 
government instruction for the land acquisition rather than issuing a new 
instruction that would require public notification (Andhra Pradesh 2008c). 
When local journalists found out and reported it in the local press, this 
did not result in more transparent government behaviour but an official 
government order, made a few weeks later, to make the changes more 
legitimate through compliance with various administrative procedures 
(Andhra Pradesh 2008d). Further delays meant that acquisition letters 
for the new land were only sent out a few months later (Andhra Pradesh 
2008f ) and, since no payments followed, the land portions were probably 
never acquired (Andhra Pradesh 2009a). 



101

4. Livelihoods at the Two Sites

Figure 4.6 A deserted panchayat office close to the proposed 
refinery site.
Source: Photo by author, March 2008.

Some of the changes were linked to allegations of corruption. Local 
newspaper reports stated that the real reason for excluding some portions 
was not to exempt them from acquisition but to re-label them as areas of 
private land for which higher rates of compensation could be negotiated 
directly with JSW (Rama Raju n.d.).13 But other changes did take some of 
the concerns of the poorest residents into account. A concession was made 
to one of the main demands of the refinery’s opponents when 14 hectares 
of assigned land was excluded from the site because it belonged to tribal 
people who had previously been displaced (Andhra Pradesh 2008e).

The lack of clear information and the frequent changes made to the 
proposal kept many people on and around the site guessing whether 
their land was going to be acquired and, if so, what they might receive 
as compensation. Group discussions about the land acquisition map did 
not resolve the uncertainty. In one affected village, people felt that the 
government could make and change its plans at will: 

13  There were also allegations of a Rs 100 million scam involving payments to non-existent farmers 
(LSP 2009).
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They can do anything. What they do today may not be valid for tomorrow. 
Today’s collector will go tomorrow and most of the officials are transferred 
within a year. The new officers and the government are coming up with new 
schemes and procedures (interview, S. Kota Mandal, 26 January 2008).

The confusion over what was actually being planned made it difficult to 
create a mass movement that could put pressure on the bauxite alliance. 
But several people in the village that I surveyed indicated they had joined 
the protest group specifically because of the lack of information. They 
were protesting since they expected that their land, like that of their 
neighbours and relatives, would soon be acquired despite being excluded 
from the first two rounds of acquisition notices. Table 4.6 shows the losses 
projected at the time of my survey in March 2008.

Table 4.6 Projected land loss in a S. Kota village.

Number Landholdings (ha) Projected loss

Households losing all land 2 0.81 0.81

Households losing some land 10 13.18 11.00

Households losing no land 7 9.64 --

Total 19 23.63 11.81

Source: Survey by author, March 2008.

Documents obtained more than a year later through the Right to 
Information Act showed that a total of 75 families were due to be displaced 
by the refinery, which was more than double the number indicated in the 
original planning documents (Andhra Pradesh 2007c). The reason for this 
discrepancy was not explained in any government document.

Compensation
JSW announced a special ‘compensation package’ for its refinery in addition 
to what the Andhra Pradesh resettlement and rehabilitation would have 
required. It offered one job for suitably qualified individuals from each of 
the estimated 600 families affected, irrespective of the type of land they 
would lose, or a one-off payment of Rs 300,000. Those displaced through 
loss of their houses, still estimated to be 30 families, would each receive 
a new house, a new cattle shed (valued at Rs 3,000) and transportation 
costs (up to Rs 5,000). So-called encroachers who could prove that they 
had been present in the area for more than five years would receive the 
same amount of compensation as those with valid land titles, but would 
not be entitled to employment on the project (Andhra Pradesh 2007d). 
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The kind of land compensation people could claim depended on the 
type of land they were cultivating and whether it appeared in the official 
records. The main strategies available for different types of land-losers are 
presented in Figure 4.7. 

Cultivator

Land Owner

Government Land

Assigned Land

Private Land

a)   Try to become recognised by the government
      for compensation
b)   Resist acquistion

a)   Accept compensation offered
b)   Negotiate to share compensation with other
      claimant or try to approach the government before
      other claims are made*
c)   Resist acquisition

Negotiate directly with the company for compensation

Figure 4.7 Typology of land compensation for the JSW refinery in S. Kota.
* Other potential strategies for particularly powerful individuals with assigned land were to try to 
get it excluded from acquisition completely or else to get it included in the private land negotiations 
for improved compensation.

Best off were those few landholders, less than 10 per cent of the total, 
who had private land titles, and who could negotiate directly with the 
company because they had the right to refuse to sell. Those cultivating 
or holding titles to assigned land could be fairly certain of receiving 
compensation, though the final amount paid would depend not only on 
whether their papers were in complete order, but also on whether they 
were aware of their rights under the proposed package.

Commissions could be extracted from illiterate people with faulty 
paperwork. Collaboration between bureaucrats and panchayat members 
across the four revenue villages, together with the local domination of the 
Congress Party, led to the suspicion that people higher up were demanding 
a share of such commissions. One of the prospective losers described the 
process as follows:

They are offering 200,500 rupees per acre land. But they are cutting 
Rs 2,000 as land tax dues, they said we have not paid the land tax so 
far. Again they are cutting Rs 15,000 while drawing money. Altogether 
we are going to have loss of Rs 25,000 per acre land out of the offered 
compensation of 2 lakh so we will be paid only 1 lakh 75 thousand rupees 
(interview, S. Kota Mandal, 26 January 2008).

If the assigned land titleholder was not the actual cultivator, the two parties 
would have to informally determine how to share the compensation 
since the government would only base payments on the official records. 
According to a local journalist, this placed the titleholder in a better 
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position than the cultivator, who had no legal way of contesting the 
payment or even of finding the actual titleholder (interview, S. Kota 
Mandal, 27 March 2008). The bargaining power of individuals was key 
to a settlement. A common proposal was to share the compensation 
equally between the titleholder and the cultivator, but some of the better 
off (non-tribal) farmers, who were able to access information about the 
land acquisition process, argued for a two-thirds share for themselves, 
leaving one-third for the titleholder. The cultivator of government land 
was in a similar position to the assigned land cultivator, since the lack of 
proper paperwork might completely exclude him or her from the receipt 
of compensation.

A sliding scale for compensation was thus created during the process of 
land acquisition for the refinery, from those with clear entitlements on 
paper and with knowledge of their rights, to those with unclear status or 
less knowledge of the government’s rules, and finally to those who were 
paperless, landless and uninformed.

Many people were unhappy about the way the refinery had been imposed 
on them. As one older villager remarked: ‘First they [the government] 
sold the land to Jindal. Next they will sell us.’ To which a younger villager 
jokingly responded: ‘Who would want to buy you? Land is useful but 
you are not’ (group discussion, S. Kota Mandal, 26 January 2008). 
People’s reactions varied between parts of the refinery site since there was 
little difference in the valuation of dry land (Rs 500,000 per hectare) as 
compared to irrigated land (Rs 560,000 per hectare). As a result, there was 
less resistance from the northwestern section of the proposed site, with its 
unirrigated land planted with cashew nuts. As one village head remarked: 
‘Earlier we got 10,000 per year from our lands and now we get 7 lakh in 
one go. Don’t you think this is a good deal?’ (interview, S. Kota Mandal, 
19 March 2008).

Farmers without titles on government or assigned land were some of the 
strongest opponents of the project, since they were least likely to benefit 
from employment in the refinery. In a 2009 survey of the affected villages, 
it was found that half of the adults eligible for compensation had got 
temporary jobs on the minimum wage of Rs  2,200 per month, one-
quarter was still hoping for employment, while the remaining quarter 
had decided to accept the cash payment of Rs 300,000 (Andhra Pradesh 
2009b; Reddy and Mishra 2010).
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Beyond making payment for the land being acquired, the company’s 
efforts to ‘develop this backward area’ were quite ambitious (telephone 
interview, JSW employee, Visakhapatnam, 5 April 2008). The company 
aimed to transform farmers with no formal education into industrial 
workers in the course of one year spent in an industrial training centre. 
Even more implausible was a plan mentioned in an interview with one 
JSW employee to develop a call centre at one of JSW’s subsidiaries in 
S.  Kota town, where female farm labourers and housewives would be 
trained to become office workers with a salaries of at least Rs 20,000 per 
month. The company did not seem to be interested in helping people to 
continue the farming practices with which they were already familiar. The 
cash compensation on offer would be insufficient for anyone to rebuild 
an agricultural livelihood, since it was not enough to purchase land in the 
surrounding area.

Land Users out of Bounds
As has been shown, the direct compensation policies were tied to 
formal house and land ownership. However, the majority of people in 
the refinery area, as well as everyone in the mining area, were in the 
official ‘project affected family’ category, whose status was unclear. These 
included the many families in S. Kota Mandal who supported themselves 
as agricultural labourers, minor forest product collectors and livestock 
herders, or who were simply making a living just outside of the proposed 
refinery boundaries. In the poorly defined mining area, the situation was 
even more difficult because official documents did not acknowledge the 
existence of people living or using land within the proposed mining leases, 
despite the existence of fields, plantations and a few hilltop villages. As in 
the case of the refinery, being outside of the boundaries precluded any 
direct compensation claims. 

What remained in terms of compensation at the mine site was general 
area support, such as the Samatha judgment’s suggested investment of 
a share of the profits in a local development fund. The memorandum of 
understanding (MoU) stated that a ‘minimum of 0.5 per cent of revenue 
[from the mining operations] shall be spent on the health, training, social 
infrastructure and welfare of tribals’ (Andhra Pradesh 2005b:  4). No 
further details were provided, nor was it clear how much money would be 
available, given that most of the profits would come from the refinery, not 
from the mining operations. Only in the EIA report for the Galikonda 
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mine was it proposed that Rs 58.7 million would be committed to a list 
of ‘community development initiatives’ that included entrepreneurship 
training, scholarships and general infrastructural improvements (ICFRE 
n.d.). Highly mechanised bauxite mining operations do not create many 
jobs (Bhushan and Zeya Hazra 2008), and first preference for jobs at the 
refinery would be given to those losing land in the S. Kota area. 

Conclusion
In the two locations proposed for the bauxite industry, Adivasi villagers 
had long sustained themselves with marginal farming practices, but with 
a significant degree of self-reliance and some hopes for future improvement, 
either because of access to bore water for irrigated agriculture or through 
the establishment of coffee plantations. The limits to tribal land rights were 
acutely felt in both cases, since the proposed mine area was defined as forest, 
despite having many villages on the tops and sides of the bauxite hills, while 
the refinery area had been placed outside of the Scheduled Areas where 
tribal land legislation is applicable. Despite significant differences in the 
local contexts and the nature of the undertakings, very similar outcomes 
could be predicted when only cash compensation was offered to the few 
people who had formal land titles, excluding everyone in the proposed 
mining area and the many agricultural labourers and those depending on 
common property resources at the site of the proposed refinery. 

In both cases, local people were left uninformed about what was 
being planned for the land and resources on which they depended for 
their livelihoods. At the proposed mine sites, people had virtually no 
information other than what they had been told by activists or journalists. 
At the refinery site, many remained uninformed about the extent of land 
acquisition, even while the land of their neighbours was being forcefully 
acquired. This was a sad result after decades of struggle, not only for land 
rights but also for the right to rehabilitation and participation in decisions 
about natural resource development. It seems Iyer (2007) is correct in 
stating that displacement policy in India has been returning to the earlier 
practice of only providing monetary compensation instead of attempting 
to make displaced people the beneficiaries of development.

While the framing of land tenure was found to be the main reason for 
inadequate compensation, the way planning was carried out further 
strengthened this tendency. Land acquisition took priority over social 
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justice. The land tenure, compensation and mitigation policies were 
assembled by creative planners in such a way as to leave most people 
beyond their scope, or with only minimal compensation. In this manner, 
assigned land in the refinery area that was being cultivated by poor, mainly 
Adivasi farmers was reframed as government waste land of little value, 
while the proposed mining area was framed as uninhabited forest land, 
though not with actual forest on it, since that would have made it harder 
to obtain environmental approvals.

Additional land acquisition would be required for the planting of forests 
once the mining leases had been acquired, which raised the possibility 
of further dispossession. One forest plantation established to compensate 
for coal mining in the Scheduled Areas of Khammam District in Andhra 
Pradesh involved the acquisition of 10,000 hectares of land inhabited by 
Kondha Reddi tribals in West Godavari District, creating a form of double 
displacement (Sarin 2009). Likewise, 306 hectares of land for new forest 
plantations was allotted in Visakhapatnam and Narsipatnam districts to 
offset the operation of the Araku mines, and the prior use of this land was 
left unspecified in official documents (Andhra Pradesh 2005e). 

There is no evidence that particular groups of people were targeted by 
ethnic or other criteria in the acquisition of land for the mine and refinery. 
The aim was simply to acquire land without creating protests that could 
completely derail the project plans. However, the distributional outcomes 
of this mode of planning are a matter of concern because the poorest of 
the poor were disproportionately affected. At the same time, there were 
instances where additional compensation was proposed, beyond what 
would have been strictly necessary according to government policies.

Unfortunately, several features of this process reflect the experience of other 
projects in central-eastern India. The layout of the alumina refinery for 
Vedanta Aluminium in Lanjigarh, Odisha, also left a number of villagers 
without their fields but living just beyond the boundary of the plant site, 
where they would face severe pollution (Amnesty International 2010). 
The land allocated to the nearby bauxite mine was likewise defined as 
forest land without any actual forest growth, leaving local people without 
compensation (Amnesty International 2011). Although mining project 
mitigation and reclamation are not very well studied in India, the risks 
created by the aluminium industry are not new, nor are those in charge 
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of project planning unaware of them.14 The problems created by outsiders 
coming to benefit from the natural resources of the Scheduled Areas are 
also well known (Vyasulu 1981; Singh 1986). The only new factor might 
thus be the opportunity for those affected to object to the plans.

14  See, for example, the debate between Srinivasan and others (1981) and Subrahmanyam (1982) 
on the establishment of Nalco, or the environmental survey of the aluminium industry by the 
Government of Odisha (Orissa 1996).
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