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Abstract

The current study is related to the nature land acquisition for new mining-induced displacement, in-
dustrial establishments, and resettlement occurring in different regions of West Bengal, India as highly 
diverse regional socioeconomic issues. The study finds the source of challenges to public laws and 
institutions providing humanitarian assistance as well as a matter of deep concern for human rights. 
This study also finds various dimensions of bulk land acquisition cases in West Bengal and problems 
associated with it. Thus, the land acquisition due to coal mining and establishment of new industry is 
increasingly becoming a coercive operation lacking in sensitivity to human consequences involved in 
trail if devastation and trauma it leaves behind. The piece of work probes into the deep land acquisi-
tion policy of the state government and people’s reaction on land acquisition for establishment of new 
industry as well as extension of existing industry. The findings focus on various dimensions of bulk land 
acquisition cases in West Bengal and problems associated with it. 
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Introduction 

Displacement is a significant issue faced by the people of India. It results in the 
uprooting of individuals from their homes, land, and surroundings, leading to dis-
tressing outcomes in their lives. Displacement can occur due to natural disasters 
like floods, cyclones, tsunamis, earthquakes, as well as human-made factors such 
as political conflicts, wars, and social unrest. Additionally, the development pro-
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cess, which is also a human-made factor, has become a third source of displace-
ment. While the first two causes have been a recurring occurrence throughout 
the evolution of civilization, the emergence of the third cause can be attributed 
to government efforts to modernize traditional societies. Of the three, the first 
two categories of displacement are unplanned & usually unanticipated. The third 
category of displacement, however, is the result of prior & conscious planning & 
therefore anticipated. Of the two categories of unplanned displacement, the one 
that is due to natural calamities is usually of a shorter duration while the rather 
arising out of war, political conflict, & social strife may have a little longer dura-
tion &, in some situations, even of a permanent nature if the issues giving rise to it 
do not set satisfactorily resolved. But displacement from development projects is 
invariably permanent. This is because modern development is associated with big 
projects requiring huge areas of land, such as dams, airports, extraction of miner-
als, industrial plants, housing, provision of social service, etc. Since huge chunks of 
vacant land at a particular location are available in rural areas only, though already 
under productive use by and large, it is the people in rural areas subsisting on these 
lands who bear the brunt of acquisition for them. As a result of this acquisition, the 
persons affected by it are shifted to alternative locations. The acquisition of land is 
carried out in a specified manner under a law which empowers the state to do so 
even without the consent of affected persons in public interest through a limited 
opportunity is given to them to raise any objection and the acquisition authority 
is required to compensate the land losers for this loss. Altogether, this exercise is 
heavily tilted in favour of the state which has overriding powers to take over the 
desired land, if necessary, by using force. Thus, the land acquisition is increasingly 
becoming a coercive operation lacking in sensitivity to human consequences in-
volved in trail if devastation and trauma it leaves behind. There are several laws, 
central and state, under which land is acquired. While most other laws confine the 
acquisition for a specified sector of ‘public purpose’ such as coal mines, atomic 
energy, post and telegraph, highways, town planning, bulk of the acquisition takes 
place under the Land Acquisition Act, 1894 which applies to acquisition for any 
‘public purpose’ and also provides the general structural framework for it.1 The 
law was enacted by the colonial government along with the Indian Forest Act, 
1865 to have control over natural resources of the country for their commercial 
exploitation. The acquisition law has continued to be used by the government after 
Independence for diverse development activities. This has led to the displacement 
of a large number of persons from their land, habitat and livelihood. The changes 
made in the Act in 1984 extended its use to acquisition of land for companies, 

1 S. Goswami, Land Rights as Social Rights: A Micro-Level Study, “European Researcher. Series A” 
2019, 10(1), pp. 38–49.
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public and private including registered societies and cooperatives, as well which 
added to the scope of acquisition. The shift to a neo-liberal economy and its in-
tegration with the global economic order has widened the scale of acquisition of 
land and accelerated its pace. The enactment of Special Economic Zone (SEZ) Act, 
2005 has brought a new dimension to the demand for acquisition of land in terms 
of area, location, size and geographical spread.2 The resistance to such acquisition 
has been spontaneous and widespread the government has responded with use 
of force to suppress this opposition. Land acquisition is a burning problem in the 
present time. The impacts of development projects occur in different forms. While 
significant benefits result for the society, the project area people may often bear the 
brunt of adverse impacts. This can happen, for example, when they are forced to 
relocate to make way for such interventions. There is now a growing concern over 
the fate of the displaced people. This has given rise to the need to understand the 
implications of adverse project impacts so that mitigation plans could be put in 
place in advance. The mining industry is frequently associated with decisions that 
have enormous social consequences. One of the most negative effects of mining 
today is the forcing of thousands of people to abandon their current places of resi-
dence. The acquisition of agricultural land for industrialization leads to a number 
of socio-economic consequences. These socio-political developments raised the 
level of consciousness and expectation about economic development among the 
poorer sections (landless labourers, marginal farmers, rural artisans etc.) of the 
rural population in India. Now it has been discussed in Economics, Sociology, 
Development studies, Law, Policy making, Political science, Geography etc. This 
problem may be studied from different perspectives to make feasible solutions so 
that developmental activities will continue in future without compromising the 
social peace. 

Objectives of the Study

Objectives of the study were as follows:
–  to study the socio-economic impact of land acquisition on rural people. For 

this purpose we include those whose primary occupation is agricultural and 
non- agricultural work, in order to gauge the effect of the acquisition on 
these groups as well;

–  to examine the changes in employment status of the affected people in pre 
& post acquisition scenario;

2 Ibidem.



Sribas Goswami, Tania Ghosh160

–  to focus on the types of compensation offered by the state government to 
the owners of land;

–  to see how the compensation is being used (where it is already done);
–  to assess the impact of displacement in living standard of the people involved;
–  to make recommendations on the basis of the findings of the study. Those rec-

ommendations are expected to be very helpful in Government’s policy making. 

Study area methodology of the study

The areas taken for present study are West Bengal which includes districts namely 
West Burdwan, Bankura and Purulia which have the highest concentration of sev-
eral industries in West Bengal, India. Both a descriptive and analytical approach is 
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proposed for the study. As a tool an interview schedule is prepared to collect pri-
mary information from the people. Other distractions like Birbhum and Hooghly 
have been visited for study. The research primarily based on extensive firsthand 
observation and interviews with individuals impacted by land acquisition. De-
mographic and economic surveys are carried out among all households using 
structured and open-ended questionnaires. Qualitative data on the emotions and 
attitudes of those affected by the acquisition are gathered through repeated con-
versations over an extended period. The hardships and economic struggles faced 
by individual family members are examined through the case study approach. In 
addition to the field study mentioned above, previously published and unpub-
lished materials from various sources are incorporated into this research. 

Results and discussions

The concept of mining activities leading to growth which encompass the compre-
hensive improvement in an individual’s standard of living, including access to ad-
equate food, clothing, and shelter, as well as a healthy environment that promotes 
longevity and happiness. In West Bengal the development process reveals the in-
dications and effects of widening inequalities between the “haves” and “have-nots” 
and the growing deprivation of the vulnerable and marginalized sectors of the 
population.3 There are very small trickle down effects of the economic develop-
ment associated with this model of growth. But when it is necessary to undertake 
development projects that engage the displacement of communities, it is indis-
pensable that these projects obtain the legal permission and support of the people 
who are affected and that in return for giving up their land and homes they receive 
priority if not exclusive rights to the benefits emanating from these projects.4

The study shows that respondent’s age groups. Majority of the respondents fall 
under the age groups of 18–35 years and indicate the gender of the respondents 
with 15% of the respondents being male and 85% being female. Findings depicts 
that the major occupation of the respondents 70% are involved in agriculture and 
agricultural activities, 30% in other occupations namely as homemakers. Data 
shows 33% of the respondents earn less than Rs. 25,000 per annum, 40% earn 
more than Rs. 25,000 per annum and 26% don’t have a calculable income as they 
are homemakers.

3 World Bank, Jharkhand: Addressing the Challenges of Inclusive Development, Washington 
D.C. 2007.

4 S. Goswami, Land Acquisition in India: Problems and Prospects, “International Journal of Ped-
agogy Innovation and New Technologies” 2018, 5(2), pp. 57–67.
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When the participants were asked if they make use of the proposed project 
land, most of them said that since this land belongs to the Ukhra, only some family 
members use this land for seasonal cultivation. Since this land is used as a transit 
point for the people from Birbhum district most of the community members from 
Burdwan district use this route to travel to Birbhum to carry out their agricultural 
activities in Pandaveswar area.

The proposed land to be acquired is mainly used for seasonal cultivation be-
cause during the rainy season the water level of the River Ajay rises up to this 
proposed acquired land. So the people cannot cultivate during the heavy monsoon 
season. However, most of the years this land remain unused and is used as a transit 
point by the community members.5

As per the findings more than 1000 hectares of land has been lost over a span 
of 20 years in only two blocks in Asansol subdivision and Burdwan district. The 
effect of land loss on agricultural activities may however be more objectively esti-
mated through the statistics of the number of persons employed in agriculture and 
their migration if any. The decrease of cultivable land is clearly visible in Raniganj 
coalfield is estimated 17.40%. 

Displacement as a Problem

The problem of displacement is not merely economic; it is also a socio-cultural 
problem because it disturbs a network of social relationships supporting an ethos 
and a way of life. It affects the entire gamut of traditional activity and an estab-
lished social order. It forces people to adopt new ways of occupational activities 
and an unknown environment. As such, the process is akin to ‘replacement’ in 
a new location. The displaced people are forced to change their social patterns, 
without getting any compensation for social costs and, thus, they are under pres-
sure, causing a situation of socio-cultural stress.6

Development versus Displacement

Displacement claims the social and human costs of development that some citi-
zens have to bear as best as they tend to promote the greater good of all. The evil 
(at least in the Benthamite sense as deliberative imposition of pain and suffering) 
is outweighed by the larger ‘good’ (welfare) arising from ‘development’ projects. 

5 Ibidem.
6 S. Corbridge, Competing Inequalities: The Scheduled Tribes and the Reservations System in 

Jharkhand, India, Jharkhand 2004. 
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Costs are simply inevitable; there is no development without displacement. All 
that developmental planning should do, we are constantly told, is to engage in 
cost-benefit analysis, especially factoring in social and human costs of displace-
ment, and provide for measures of rehabilitation and compensation. Most Indian 
developmental projects, insofar as they affect the impoverished masses, ignore 
both these aspects.7

There were several struggles against rules of land acquisition and the changes 
made in the colonial times, the best known among them being the one of Mulshi-
Peta near Pune in the 1920s. The struggle was appropriated by the freedom fight-
ers. But, though they opposed the colonial government on this particular issue, the 
nationalist leaders had themselves internalized much of the colonial value system 
including that of the eminent domain. So, the thinking behind development in 
India remains more or less unchanged even half a century after independence.8 
When they became the decision-makers of independent India, the freedom fight-
ers who had earlier supported the Mulshi-Peta struggle, continued to use the same 
colonial legislation to displace people in the name of national development. There 
has been much greater displacement and many more struggles after independence, 
because of the policies adopted for the use of land, water, forests and other resourc-
es. Displacement has caused impoverishment of the already poor downtrodden. 
There has been an enormous increase in the number of DPs and PAPs. Despite 
this, no official database exists on the total number and the type of DPs/PAPs.The 
country does not have a uniform rehabilitation policy though millions have been 
deprived of their lands and livelihoods.9

Table 1. Land use details of Sonpur-Bazari, West Burdwan, West Bengal

Serial  
number Land use type Present land use

1 Excavated Area including haul road 466.0
2 Undisturbed Area 1225.40
3 Colliery Infrastructure/Built-up 135.45
4 Village 28.59

7 C. Upadhyay, Law, Custom and Adivasi Identity: Politics of Land Rights in Chotanagpur, [in:] 
N. Sundar (ed.), Legal Grounds: Natural Resources, Identity, and the Law in Jharkhand, New Delhi 
2010, pp. 30–55.

8 K. Lahiri-Dutt, A. Nesar, Considering Gender in Social Impact Assess-Ments, [in:] F. Vanclay, 
A.M. Esteves (ed.), New Directions in Social Impact Assessments: Conceptual and Methodological Ad-
vances, Cheltenham 2012.

9 S. Morris, P. Ajay, Land Markets in India: Distortions and Issues, [in:] IDFC, India Infrastruc-
ture Report, 2009: Land – A Critical Resource for Infrastructure, New Delhi 2009.
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5 External OB Dump (Active) 60.0
6 Plantation on External OB Dumps 5.0
7 CHP –
8 Railway Siding –
9 Road 9.50

10 Nallah 38.21
11 Tank 18.62
12 Lagoon –
13 Greenbelt/Plantation 82
14 Backfilled area (Active 222.21
15 Plantation on backfilled area 3.0

Total 2293.98
Land outside project area
Project Township and Rehab Site 110.87
Gross Total 2404.85

Source: CMPDI Report of Sonpur Bazari OCP, Aug 2023, https://www.cmpdi.co.in/sites/default/files/2024-08/
Annual%20Report.pdf [accessed: 1.10.2024].

Resettlement and Rehabilitation 

Resettlement of the displaced people is a one-time relocation at a new site with 
payment of compensation for the land acquired and without other support such 
as jobs, training and welfare inputs to resettle in a new society and economic situ-
ation. Rehabilitation focuses on social and cultural factors and attempts to rebind 
the dispossessed livelihoods of the displaced and project-affected people. It is not 
limited to economic compensation but goes beyond to include welfare approach.

Rehabilitation is more often understood as an economic rather than a psycho-
sociological phenomenon resulting from displacement. It is normally perceived as 
a ‘planned change effort’. In a strict sense, it implies that, the overall objective of the 
change is to restore the situation to its original condition.10 The nature of rehabili-
tation is quite different from other developmental processes. All developmental ef-
forts imply planned change to improve existing conditions, whereas rehabilitation 
is designed to restore the status quo. This makes it imperative to understand the 
term rehabilitation in a much wider perspective, and its components, which make 

10 D. Stuligross, Resources, Representation, and Authority in Jharkhand, India, “Asia Pacific 
Viewpoint” 2008, 49(1), pp. 83–97.

Tab. 1 cont.
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it different from other developmental processes.11 However, rehabilitation should 
go beyond maintaining of the status quo and adopt welfare approach to improve 
the standard of living of the displaced population.

Components of Rehabilitation 

Displacement and rehabilitation of people are required when certain antecedent 
conditions of the displaced, the cognitive state of the individuals and their affec-
tive state. He further describes their manifest and rehabilitation programme which 
includes allotment of land, house, occupation and many other facilities required 
for resettlement and consideration of further demands by people from the govern-
ment.

The process of rehabilitation has to be carried out along with resettlement 
and it should restore the socio-economic status of the displaced. Land for land 
is considered as one of the ways of rehabilitation of the displaced persons, whose 
economy centres on agriculture. There are also other ways of rehabilitation, which 
include engagement in small scale and cottage industries, dairy, piggery, fishery, 
poultry etc. PAPs have been demanding employment in the concerned project. 

Cernea has identified eight main potential risks of impoverishment in case of 
the displaced persons. These are: (i) landlessness (ii) joblessness, (ii) homelessness, 
(iv) marginalization, (v) increased morbidity and mortality, (vi) food insecurity,  
(vii) loss of access to common property, and (viii) social disintegration. Resettlement 
and rehabilitation (R&R) approach should focus on overcoming these risks. Social 
and cultural aspects should be well-considered in the process of rehabilitation. 

Land-based rehabilitation is governed by: 
1.  Replacement of livelihood lost;
2.  The ownership of the replaced means of production;
3.  ‘Quality of life’ after rehabilitation; 
4.  Security/guarantee against future displacement or multiple displacement; 
5.  ‘Land for land’ to be one of the main criteria for replacement of livelihood 

lost.
Income restoration is the basic objective of rehabilitation, the restoration ac-

tivities should be based on the principle that no project-affected person shall be 
worse off than he shall or she was before the land acquisition. Restoration income 
is an important part of rehabilitating individuals, households, and socio-economic 
and cultural systems in affected communities.

11 M. Sharma, Implications of the CBA Act and Coal India R & R Policy on DPs and PAPs of Raj-
mahal Opencast Coal Mine Expansion Project, with focus on Necessity for Gender-Sensitive Rehabilita-
tion Programme Development, New Delhi 2003.
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To achieve this objective, preparation of income restoration (IR) programmes 
could be approached as if they were economic development programmes in their 
own right. Income restoration schemes could be designed in consultation with af-
fected persons and they will explicitly approve programmes designed to benefit them.

Income restoration entitlements are provided to the persons losing livelihood 
or suffering loss of income as a result of land acquisition in urban areas. These 
include land-based economic activities as well as non-land economic activities.

Individual income restoration schemes should consider the resource base of 
affected person and their socio-economic characteristics and preferences. These 
should consider their education level, skill possession and likely economic activi-
ties in the post-displacement period, extent of land left and extent of land pur-
chased. Along with this, the suitability of economic activity to supplement the in-
come and market potential and marketing facilities should be assessed.

Although it is widely recognized that the best option is to allow them to con-
tinue their former occupations, circumstances may not permit this option. When 
they elect to change activities, possible income restoration options could be ex-
plored. In addition, long-term socio-economic monitoring of the displaced is con-
sidered an important aspect of rehabilitation. It is evident that social support ac-
companied with sociological analysis helps in controlling social and cultural stress. 
The sociologists can play an important role in rehabilitation of the displaced.

Features of Displacement and Methodology

Development has created a situation where more and more land is being acquired 
for urban development and lakhs of people are being displaced from their commu-
nities and traditional way of life. In the first part of the chapter, an attempt has been 
made to discuss the features of displacement, urban development and problems of 
displacement. In the second part, methodologies of resettlement and rehabilita-
tion relevant to this study, areas of study and social background of sample popula-
tion have been analyzed.12

Features of Displacement

The fundamental feature of forced displacement is that it causes a profound un-
ravelling of existing patterns of social organization. This unravelling occurs at 
many levels. When people are forcibly moved production systems are dismantled. 

12 K. Deininger, D. Byerlee, J. Lindsay, A. Norton, H. Selod, M. Stickler, Rising Global Interest in 
Farmland: Can It Yield Sustainable and Equitable Benefits, Washington D.C. 2011.
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Long established residential communities and settlements are disorganized, while 
kinship groups and family systems are often scattered.13 Lives sustaining infor-
mal social networks that provide mutual help are rendered non-functional. Trade 
linkages between producers and their customer base are interrupted, and local la-
bour markets are disrupted. Formal and informal associations, and self-organized 
services, are wiped out by the sudden scattering of their membership. Traditional 
management systems tend to lose their leaders. The coerced abandonment of sym-
bolic markers, or of spatial contexts, cuts off some of the physical and psychologi-
cal linkages with the past and saps at the roots of people’s cultural identity. This 
indicates change in social and cultural aspects of the displaced persons.14

Lack of concern for rehabilitation of displaced persons 

In the absence of an obligation in law for the state to rehabilitate and resettle 
affected persons, the concerned governments have resorted to most minimum 
amenities required for shifting the displaced persons after evicting them from 
the land acquired. Even the limited ad-hoc assurances given to the displaced 
about rehabilitation to neutralize their opposition to the project have been dilut-
ed or reversed in the course of implementation. Government feels that payment 
of compensation, a provision of a small house and a minimum of infrastructure 
at the resettlement site is sufficient to discharge its obligation.15 This has left be-
hind a trail of devastation. The affected persons are left to face an uncertain and 
bleak future. This deficiency is responsible for increasing hostility of the affected 
persons to acquisition proposals. A legally enforceable commitment to provide 
comprehensive rehabilitation and resettlement to all the displaced persons who 
should include, besides financial assistance for subsistence during the transition 
period, alternative land, employment, residential house, skill development, in-
frastructure facilities and social amenities has been sought to prevent this cata-
strophic consequence.16

13 U. Jha-Thakur, F. Thomas, Are Open-cast Coal Mines Casting a Shadow on the Indian Environ-
ment, “International Development Planning Review” 2008, 30(4), pp. 441–459.

14 D. Szablowski, Operationalising Free, Prior, and Informed Consent in the Extractive Industry 
Sector? Examining the Challenges of a Negotiated Model of Justice, “Canadian Journal of Development 
Studies” 2010, 30(1–2), pp. 111–130.

15 R. Sharan, Alienation and Restoration of Tribal Land in Jharkhand: Current Issues and Possible 
Strategies, “Economic and Political Weekly” 2005, 40(41), pp. 4443–4446.

16 M. Levien, Rationalising Dispossession: The Land Acquisition and Resettlement Bills, “Eco-
nomic and Political Weekly” 2011, 12(2), pp. 66–71.
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Displacement as Sociological Issue and Rehabilitation  
as Administrative Policy 

Both displacement and rehabilitation are social processes taking place at two dif-
ferent and interrelated levels. The nature of the forces underlying these processes 
is different with respect to the social, geographical, cultural and temporal dimen-
sions of the space where they take shape. The former is a geo-social process which 
involves involuntary dislocation of the population from their traditional habitat. As 
a sociological issue, displacement needs to be constructed as a category to include 
all occurrences of involuntary population movements from original habitats. While 
constructing the category ‘displaced’, the reasons for de-territorialization can be 
identified in the form of a prefix, for example, development-induced displacement, 
war-induced displacement, revolution-induced displacement, ethnic-violence-in-
duced displacement, and terrorism-induced displacement to name a few.17

We may bring in a distinction between internally displaced and internation-
ally displaced people. The types of displaced mentioned earlier within the national 
border do not encounter the problems of citizenship and national identity. On the 
other hand, refugees are internationally displaced who encounter the problem of 
alienation. Due to various historical reasons India has accepted refugees from the 
nation-states in the neighbourhood and their number is increasing. Strictly speak-
ing, sociology of displacement should consider issues pertaining to their life too 
within its scope.18

The displaced are the victims and are therefore vulnerable. They require the 
support of the state machinery to restart their livelihood in alien environments. 
The rehabilitation policies enacted by the respective governments are administra-
tive mechanisms to facilitate the displaced to start a decent living in a new envi-
ronment. The displaced have to build new societies and new cultural atmospheres 
in new locations. The R&R policy provides guidelines and support in this process. 
Though R&R policy is now synonymous with rehabilitation of the development-
induced displaced, ideally it should look into the administrative aspects of the in-
ternationally displaced also. However, there is a separate sub-discipline by name 
Refugee Studies and the Ministries of External Affairs and Home implement the 
policies relating to their lives. I am of the opinion that to manage the administra-
tive aspects of all the internally displaced peoples we should work towards evolv-
ing one inclusive R&R policy.

17 C. Bhushan, Z.H. Monali, Mining in the States: Jharkhand and West Ben-gal, [in:] Rich Lands, 
Poor People: Is ‘Sustainable’ Mining Possible? State of India’s Environment: Sixth Citizens’ Report, Cen-
tre for Science and Environment, New Delhi 2008.

18 S. Jewitt, Political Ecology of Jharkhand Conflicts, “Asia Pacific Viewpoint” 2008, 49(1), 
pp. 68–82.
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Conclusions

The local community in the eastern coal mining region (ECL) of West Burdwan 
district is experiencing the consequences of coal mining, which serves as a prime 
example of accumulations by dispossession resulting from the government’s new 
mining policy in the era of globalization. The fundamental aspect of this dispos-
session-driven growth is the substitution of traditional modes of production with 
new market-oriented methods of production and consumption. In the Sonepur 
Bazari, Ukhra mining area, accumulations by dispossession is enacted through 
the process of displacement and force integration of the tribal as well as farm-
er population using indirect force and conversion of different forms of property 
rights by the weaknesses of existing laws and also by the Rehabilitation and Re-
settlement policies. It also creates a propensity towards polarisation. The adivasi 
(Tribe) communities of ECL of West Bengal have emerged in their current state 
of dispossession through stages. The present stage of physical dispossessions can 
be understood as the final stage with fundamental changes of traditional ways of 
subsistence level cultivation to non-agricultural informal sector. This is one of the 
main characteristics of industrial development.19

Therefore, the Sonepur Bazari, Ukhra projects of ECL exemplifies two crucial 
characteristics of accumulation by dispossession. It also describes how the capital-
ists’ affiliation is contingent upon development strategies of Govt and transferring 
the productive resources in the hands of the few while dispossessing the public 
from their rights.
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