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North-east India’s forgotten IDPs

Misguided policies have displaced millions in the seven
states of north-east India. The needs of environmental,
development and conflict-induced IDPs have been ignored.
India lacks a national IDP policy and the government
systematically refers to internally displaced persons as

‘migrants’.

Ithough the north-east is rich
Ain natural resources it has

remained under-developed,
isolated and perpetually vulnerable
to violent ethnic conflicts. Over 30
rebel groups are active in a region
which is home to 200 of India’s tribal
groups. As a result of continuous
environmental degradation, floods,
riverbank erosion and landslides
have become endemic, leading to
huge loss of life and population
displacement. It is estimated that
at least three million peasants have
been displaced in recent years by
erosion of prime agricultural land by
the River Brahmaputra.

Dams have displaced massive
numbers. The Dumber Hydroelectric
Project in Tripura forced the reloca-
tion of about 200,000 tribal people.
The Pagladiya Dam Project in Assam,
if implemented, will displace about
105,000 people. Indian government
plans to construct 145 more dams in
an ecologically fragile region highly
vulnerable to earthquakes are be-
ing strongly contested by affected
communities. If we combine all the
categories of development-induced
displacement with the displacees of
urbanisation, it is likely to involve a
further three million people. As in
the rest of India, most development-
induced IDPs are tribal people.

Agendas for resolution of the
region’s conflicts do not consider
IDPs and focus only on measures to
provide incentives for insurgents and
criminal elements to stop fighting.

It is difficult to ascertain the exact
number of IDPs in the region as the
state does not keep proper data.

For the state to acknowledge the
existence of IDPs would be to admit
‘state failure’. Due to the inaccessi-
bility of conflict zones and security
regulations it is extremely difficult, if

not impossible, for scholars or jour-
nalists to investigate the situation.
Most of north-east India continues to
remain off-limits to foreigners.

Some conflict-induced IDPs have
been living in camps for more than
a decade. Most IDPs receive little
medical care and their children have
access neither to formal education
nor to health services. Though some
receive food aid, it often arrives
sporadically and is insufficient in
quantity and nutrition. Within the
IDP communities it is women and
children who suffer most. IDPs lead
dehumanised lives in camps in which
no intergovernmental or interna-
tional organisations are present. No
effort is made to provide land for
those unable to return home.

If we look at the IDP issue from the
Impoverishment Risks and Re-
construction model developed by
Micheal M Cernea,' we find that all
the IDPs in the region suffer from
landlessness, joblessness, home-
lessness, marginalisation, food
insecurity, increased morbidity and
mortality, loss of access to common
property rights, social disarticulation
and disintegration.

Lack of action to redress environ-
mental degradation, building of more
dams and sharpening of exclusivist
ethnicity and its resultant violence
are likely to increase displacement.
Indian civil society and the authori-
ties need to look afresh at the whole
gamut of environmental, develop-
mental and political issues driving
displacement in the north-east. The
national authorities need to conduct
surveys in conflict-affected areas to
document the number of internally
displaced and their needs. India ur-
gently requires a clear-cut IDP regime
based on the UN Guiding Principles
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on Internal Displacement.
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