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I. INTRODUCTION 
 
In post-independence India, large-scale infrastructure 

projects such as dams, industrial corridors, and river 

valley initiatives have occupied a central position in the 

state's modernization agenda. Among these, the 

Narmada Valley Development Project (NVDP) stands as 

a monumental emblem of both technological ambition 

and profound human cost. Envisioning the construction 

of over 30 major dams, 135 medium dams, and 

thousands of minor dams along the Narmada River and 

its tributaries, the master plan aimed to revolutionize 

irrigation, hydroelectric power generation, and drinking 

water supply across the western states of Madhya 

Pradesh, Maharashtra, and Gujarat. However, the 

flagship component of this grand design, the Sardar 

Sarovar Project (SSP) triggered an unprecedented 

socio-political crisis. Displacing more than two hundred 

thousand people, predominantly from vulnerable tribal 

(Adivasi) and rural communities, the project exposed a 

severe structural dissonance between state-led 

developmentalism and constitutional rights. This 

expanded research paper provides a rigorous socio-

legal, methodological, and critical analysis of the 

Narmada Valley Project, examining the interplay 

between legal frameworks, judicial oversight, 

environmental impacts, and grassroots resistance. 

 

II. METHODOLOGY 
 

This research employs a multidisciplinary, socio-legal, 

and qualitative framework to examine the complexities 

of the Narmada Valley Project by combining doctrinal 

and legal analysis of key statutes such as the Land 

Acquisition Act of 1894, the RFCTLARR Act of 2013, and 

the Forest Rights Act of 2006 and landmark judicial 

rulings like Narmada Bachao Andolan v. Union of India, 

2000 with a sociological "movement-as-an-actor" and 

discourse analysis that treats the Narmada Bachao 

Andolan as a dynamic temporal process shaped by 

social practices, network structures, and ideologies. 

Additionally, the study draws upon institutional working 

papers from centers like the Institute of Social Studies, 

official commission records including the 1978 NWDT 

Award, the Morse Commission report, and FMG reports, 

and socio-legal literature examining tribal resistance, 

gender dynamics, and environmental degradation. 

 

 

Historical Background And Evalution Of The 

Narmada Valley Project  

The genesis of the Narmada Valley Development 

Project dates back to the 1940s, when preliminary 
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technical studies were initiated by the pre-

independence administration to harness the vast 

hydrological potential of the Narmada River, the largest 

west-flowing river of the Indian peninsula. Following 

independence, expert bodies such as the Khosla 

Committee (1964–1965) formulated master plans 

advocating for optimum resource utilization 

irrespective of state boundaries. Due to protracted 

inter-state water disputes between Madhya Pradesh, 

Maharashtra, Gujarat, and Rajasthan regarding 

submergence limits, water allocation, and dam heights, 

the Government of India constituted the Narmada 

Water Disputes Tribunal in 1969 under the Inter-State 

Water Disputes Act, 1956.  

 

The Tribunal's final Award, delivered in 1978, fixed the 

Full Reservoir Level (FRL) of the Sardar Sarovar Dam at 

455 feet (138.68 meters), allocated water and power 

shares, and laid down foundational principles for the 

resettlement and rehabilitation (R&R) of displaced 

populations. International legitimacy and financial 

backing were introduced in 1985 when the World Bank 

sanctioned substantial credits for the Sardar Sarovar 

Dam and power projects.  

 

However, mounting international criticism, local 

protests, and internal evaluations culminated in the 

landmark 1992 Independent Review (i.e.) Morse 

Commission, which concluded that the project was 

critically flawed, that resettlement was unachievable 

under prevailing conditions, and that environmental 

impacts had been gravely understated. Under intense 

global and domestic pressure, the World Bank officially 

withdrew from the project in 1993. and rehabilitation 

(R&R) of displaced populations. 

 

III. STATUTORY PROGRSSION 
 

1. The Land Acquisition Act of 1894: For the majority of 

the project's early phases, land was acquired under this 

colonial-era statute, which prioritized state sovereignty 

and public purpose over individual rights. It lacked 

mandatory provisions for rehabilitation, offering only 

minimal cash compensation that frequently failed to 

restore livelihoods. 

 

2. The RFCTLARR Act, 2013: Enacted in response to 

decades of civil agitation led by movements like the 

NBA, the 2013 Act introduced mandatory Social Impact 

Assessments (SIA), provisions for prior informed 

consent, and structured R&R packages. However, 

because the bulk of land acquisition for the Narmada 

project occurred decades earlier, most outsees could 

not retroactively benefit from its protections. 

 

3. The Forest Rights Act, 2006: This legislation 

recognized historical injustices by conferring legal 

rights over forest land and resources to forest-dwelling 

tribal communities. Despite its enactment, poor 

administrative implementation and bureaucratic 

resistance frequently resulted in uncompensated 

evictions. 

 

IV. SOCIO-LEGAL GAP IN 

IMPLEMENTATION 
 

Implementation analyses reveal persistent systemic 

gaps: 

 

 Inadequate Compensation Models: Cash 

compensation often failed to substitute for 

productive, land-based subsistence economies, 

driving displaced families into chronic poverty and 

urban migration. 

 Marginalization of Vulnerable Groups: Women 

experienced a "double bind," being physically 

displaced while simultaneously excluded from land 

titles and compensation registries due to 

patriarchal norms. Similarly, tribal populations 

dependent on customary forest tenure were 

frequently misclassified as "encroachers" and 

denied rehabilitation entitlements. 

 

JUDICIAL OVERSIGHT - Narmada Bachao Andolan v. 

Union of India (2000) 

The tension between national development imperatives 

and human rights reached its apex in the Supreme 

Court of India through the landmark writ petition 

Narmada Bachao Andolan v. Union of India (2000). In a 

2:1 majority ruling delivered by Justice B.N. Kirpal, the 

Supreme Court permitted the continuation of 

construction on the Sardar Sarovar Dam up to its full 

height, provided that rehabilitation proceeded pari 

passu (equally paced) with construction.  

The Court emphasized that large-scale infrastructure 

projects are essential national assets required to 
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alleviate poverty, generate clean hydroelectric power, 

and provide critical drinking water to arid, drought-

prone regions such as Kutch and Saurashtra. The 

majority held that displacement does not per se violate 

Article 21 (Right to Life) if proper rehabilitation ensures 

that outsees are eventually integrated into the 

economic mainstream with improved amenities. 

Legal scholars and dissenting opinions have critiqued 

the judgment on several grounds: 

 

1. Executive Deference: The Court relied heavily on 

executive assurances and bureaucratic reports rather 

than independently verifying ground realities regarding 

land availability and R&R compliance. 

 

2. Procedural and Temporal Constraints: Protracted 

litigation spanning over a decade allowed physical 

construction to outpace legal review, rendering 

subsequent judicial intervention largely remedial rather 

than preventative. 

 

Civil Resistance: The Rise Of The Narmada Bachao 

Andolan  

The failure of state machinery to ensure just 

rehabilitation catalyzed the formation of the Narmada 

Bachao Andolan (NBA), transforming local grievances 

into a pan-Indian social movement. Led by prominent 

activists including Medha Patkar, Baba Amte, and 

Arundhati Roy, the NBA deployed a diverse repertoire 

of collective action: 

 

1. Non-Violent Civil Disobedience: Utilizing Gandhian 

tactics such as satyagraha, indefinite hunger strikes, and 

pledges of collective submergence (jal samarpan), the 

movement drew intense media and public attention. 

2. Global Advocacy and Networking: The NBA 

successfully forged transnational alliances with 

international human rights and environmental NGOs, 

exerting pressure on multilateral lenders like the World 

Bank to mandate independent reviews. 

 

3. Ideological Shift: Moving beyond localized demands 

for better compensation, the NBA articulated a 

sweeping critique of the dominant "development 

paradigm," challenging the fetishization of gigantism, 

centralized control, and ecological destruction. 

 

V. ENVIRONMENTAL AND ECOLOGICAL 

IMPACTS 

 
The ecological footprint of the Narmada Valley Project 

has matched its social controversy. 

 

 Submergence and Biodiversity Loss: The reservoir 

inundation permanently submerged over 13,000 

hectares of rich forest ecosystems, fragmenting 

wildlife corridors and threatening endemic flora 

and fauna. 

 Hydrological and Downstream Disruptions: 

Alterations in river flow regimes disrupted seasonal 

flooding pulses, impacted downstream estuarine 

fisheries (such as Hilsa migrations), and accelerated 

coastal salinity ingress in Gujarat. 

 EIA Deficiencies: Environmental Impact Assessment 

(EIA) reports were criticized for being incomplete at 

the time initial clearances were granted in 1987, 

with critical studies on seismicity, catchment area 

treatment (CAT), and compensatory afforestation 

lagging significantly behind construction 

schedules. 

 

VI. CONCLUSION 
 

The Narmada Valley Project epitomizes the structural 

friction between economic modernization and social 

justice in developing nations. While proponents 

champion mega-dams as vital instruments for food 

security, power generation, and drought mitigation, the 

lived reality of displacement has demonstrated severe 

administrative, legal, and ecological shortcomings. The 

Narmada Bachao Andolan fundamentally transformed 

India's environmental jurisprudence and public 

discourse, proving that development cannot be 

ethically sustained when built upon the marginalization 

of vulnerable populations. 

 

VII. POLICY RECOMMENDATION 

 
To reconcile future infrastructure planning with 

democratic rights and ecological sustainability, 

policymakers should implement the following 

measures: 
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 Independent Audits: Mandate transparent, 

independent social and environmental audits 

prior to, during, and after project execution. 

 Empowered Grievance Redressal: Establish 

statutory, time-bound Grievance Redressal 

Authorities featuring direct representation 

from affected communities and legal experts. 

 Gender-Inclusive Rehabilitation: Guarantee 

joint land titles, equitable compensation 

frameworks, and targeted livelihood training 

for women and marginalized groups. 

 Institutionalized Consent: Strictly enforce prior 

informed consent and participatory 

governance through local gram sabhas before 

initiating land acquisition or environmental 

clearance. 
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