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The quest for increased tea cultivation spread into Assam’s looséy
governed border areas, primarily covered with forests that proyide
vital natural resources to the aspiring tribal population. This furthe
intensified contested claims over forested landscapes lying benyen
Assam and Nagaland. The tea cultivators, drawing on examples from
their political environment, formed an umbrella organization 111-1987ti
a year after the AGP came to power in the state.” Inteﬂcctuala.ﬂ
£ fversity,
technological support came from the Assam Agricultural UII:IWV‘;I::Y
: : i 1o high-yie
which had earlier played a leading role in developing higzn{;rcd e
of seeds suitable for Assam’s environment. By 1987,an c(:ld frer whic
cent of the plantations’ tea bushes were over oA Yca"i thc’apP“’ i
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Jjcation of land acquisition for such enterprises,
. n of tea cultivation away from the plantatio
oliferat ing to the new political and economic enyiron
maiﬂly Otnse of Assamese nationalism prevailed.
i s e e
leivation werf: gover AIcEs i the rest comprised tiny
3 ¢ f private agricultural land with varying degrees of lease rights.’
PIOIBSZ-—O 3, their average size was 0.81 hectares,’ The economic space
Inzhis cudden expansion of tea production by petty producers was
for t iy enabled by stagnating exports and profits in the global tea
gsrlﬂkfet 15 well as developments in the Indian market. The rising costs
mFarroducthn compelled some of the more prominent companies like
0 pTataS and the Hindustan Unilever Limited to slowly withdraw from
&;;tations and diversify into the packaging and retailing of tea.” Op
[:he other hand, others like McLeod Russel increased their capacities.
But the clash between the small tea growers, as they came to be called in
official parlance, and the planters witnessed an epic rise, which would
affect the growth of Assam’s tea industry.
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As political and economic turmoil engulfed Assam in the last quarter
of the twentieth century, the state’s flagship mega mammal, the great
one-horned rhinoceros, became intertwined with the region’s political
and cultural agenda. The declaration of Kaziranga as a Reserved Forest
in 1905 had been a major step in the protection of this species. The
Assam Rhinoceros Preservation Act of 1954 was based on a similar
Act passed in the Bengal province before Independence in 1932.
Bmli“g many challenges, Kaziranga National Park (KNP) became
" exemplary instance of nature conservation in modern India. Once
found acrogg the Indus and the Gangetic floodplains, the rhinoceros,
>M8 with the lions in the Gir National Park, provided positive stories
of the survival of near-extinct animals, largely due to state patronage.
Se};l::e catly 1970, the rhinoceros was deeply embedded in Assam’s
*fregional pride. Apart from a small number in West Bengal and
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s e idea of translocating a few one-horned rhinoceroses from the
jungles of Assam to a national park in another state had taken shapein
thf: late 1970s. India, Bhutan and Nepal were the exclusive homes fr
this species of rhinoceros. Estimated to number around 1500 in totd
two-thirds of them were to be found in KNP. By the late 19705 the
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.. saying she was ‘distressed’ to learn of ¢h;
S lkm’kjng him to ‘take stern and immediate ste

* ndian official in the Ministry of Enviro
senio” 45 ‘alarming’ in early 1984.62
in 1979, a team of internationa] COnservationists under
the banner of; theS Im.ern:gional _U_ﬂiOH of Conservation of Nature

UCN) Survival Service .Omm‘fmm'fecommcnded that given the
(I sing chances of poaching, epidemic outbreak, shrinkage of [ivin
incfand food shortage due to the fast spread of exotic invasive SPCCi:
:ﬁ:h 2s water hyacinth (Eichhornia crassipes) and climbing hempweed
(Mikania scandens), efforts ”}USI be made t<6) find an alternative home
for the rhinoceros elsewhere in the Cﬂfm")’ . Action was taken on this
quickly. In Novcr‘nber .1979, the Indian Board f(-Jr .Wildiife agreed to
the proposal and identified several such places within the country. R.
Schenkel, a global name in rhinoceros conservation, concluded that
Uttar Pradesh’s Dudhwa was the ‘most suitable’ for such an exercise. In
1980, preliminary field trials were conducted. Rhinos were tranquilized
and shifted to other similar places within Assam.

But Assam was not a cheerful donor. Public opposition to this
translocation was clearly visible. Many feared that it was an attempt
to deprive Assam of its exclusive position as the home for this animal;
they dismissed any ecological arguments for it. When the decision
Was announced, firebrand Assamese student leaders threatened to
‘sabotage the trucks carrying the rhinos’, and a senior state forest
oiticial admitted that he and his colleagues ‘were not happy about the
nslocation’. In 1982, AASU iwrote to Indira Gandhi protesting
the idea of translocation. A year earlier, when the Parliament had
Proposed to amend the Wild Life (Protection) Act of 1972 to make
;?zr‘:ldl:tl; translocation, a lawmaker from Assam had Pffmes_":;l;:
i Un"e ¢SS, support came from the Assam goverrfn'.lcnt, OEw

0 government lauded Assam’s chief minister, Hiteswar

Saikj .
) is ‘wi i : ion

o for his ‘wise and farsighted approach in a matter of nat

Mpor, tance’ 66

S increased poaching
Ps’.5 Samar Singh, 2
Nment, described the

this T-he Government of India finally airlifted the rhlnos.; b.llt by
time, Assam’s forested landscapes had undergone a significant

.
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transformation. From three game reserves i, the 19
established with the intention to give partig] (only 105, whig,
thinos was prohibited) protection to the 5 unt Wy,
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by the 1980s—amounting to 5 per cent of he; total | -l
possible due to state patronage as well as the e and, p \ Wts
by conservationists. Some of these ﬂagShip nadlisRa] g role Pay:;
embedded in the complex social and cultyrg] histoparks Camg fo}y
produced contested political histories. Manas Natiogl of Agg
across the floodplains and the foothills of the eastery, ark o
Lower Assam, experienced a tumultuous political ang n Malayyg
in the late 1980s.%” Distinct from the Kaziranga Nation:;g;,cal Peripg
ecological features, Manas had been formally declareq i ark in
in 1907, being home to wild buffalo, thinoceros, b; W € Sangy
o Hgen elephy

golden langur, swamp deer, hog deer and barking deer, amop thL
mammals, birds and reptiles.®® In the late decades of the (:entug Oﬂi
area got enmeshed with the Bodo political movement. i

In 1989, of the 64 million hectares of India’s total fores o
Assam’s share was 4 per cent, with 33 per cent of her total geograpic
area—a fall from 38 per cent in 1971—under forest cover, which d
not include the lush tea plantations.®” Nine other states were aheadof
Assam in terms of their share of India’s forest cover, but Assam had e
highest density of cover among them. As political turbulence enguld
the state, many saw an opportunity toacquire litcle patchesof agriculturd
land from the government-owned forest lands. Such reclamation, pat

s : resulted
of peasant communities’ relentless quest for cultivatable lands,

in a loss of approximately 1500 square kilometres of Assamsfomﬁﬁd
lands between 1989 and 1993.7° i iion i

Was there any connection between ethnic m ob;l;za e 00
settlements in forests? Soon after the AGP governmeft C: s 0¥ |.
power in 1986, government-owned forest Jands _rc-cm?rgyp '.
of the sites of contestation. The Assam government br:;ny i
a programme of evicting settlers from such’ forests,;;rm:lem-0‘"“0d
evictees belonged to Bodo tribes.”* Reclamation of gove e
forest lands for cultivation was viewed by peasant €
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e fulfilment of a promise of 5 larger political dream 72 .

s failure to appreciate the ecologicy| and cultyrg]
AGP goitifs involved in the process of forestland reclamation zn4
% mplexnts therein played a key role in shaping the Political actions of
settlcn,lc ethnic tribal communities from the late 1980, On the other
Assam’s line of timberlands helped in awakening pubic awareness

f the need for protection of the.cnvironmem, Local “AMpaigns against
c;1 | cimber logging became widespread.”s
illeg

mbol of fh
5y

The poor sections of Assam.’s peasants Were constantly in search of
new places t0 settle in as their lands fell victim to moneylenders, river
crosion or silting. Unlike the early decades of the twentieth century,
when most peasants preferred to annually lease the Jand they tilled,
from the mid-"50s they began to favour permanent settlement (myadi
patta). During 196061, an estimated 55 per cent of peasant-owned
land was in the category of permanent settlement.” The share of land
under annual lease continued to dcc_line over the next few decades,
and available land was scarce. This was an important indication of the
ctisis in available land for the peasant to cultivate. Fach year, only a few
thousand acres—during 1960-61, an estimated 45,000 acres—were
freshly cleared for cultivation.7s Between 196061 and 1997-98, the
pace of increase in the net area sown in the plains of Assam had slowed
down from 4095 per cent to 32.88 per cent.”* Much of the remaining
land was nor suitable for cultivation, either being swampland or

sovernment-designared forested land or simply land beyond the access
of the Peasants,

We have seep that
Scaped A
uta large
]andholdin

the benefits of India’s Green Revolution largely
sam. The net sown area remained stagnant till the 1980s,”
Section of Peasants moved to double cropping. The average
g size dmpped from an estimated 3.6 acres in 1970-71 to
o‘F t;Cres in .1 9767778 Sharecropping still remained an mtt.:gm.l par;
that * 3grarian landscape. An estimate made in 1970-71 indicate
appmximatel)’ 16 per cent area, i.c., one-fifth of the total net
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