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Over the last decade communities around the world have become more vociferous 
in their opposition to large mining projects that destroy their way of life, damage 
biodiversity and exacerbate the climate crisis. In this special feature, activists 
from India and Ecuador describe their struggles.

Saying “NO” 
to mining

INDIA

The British mining company Vedanta is pushing ahead with plans for an open-cast mine in the Indian 
state of Orissa to extract bauxite from the Niyamgiri Hills, a forested mountain range inhabited for 
centuries by the Dongaria Kondh tribal people. The move is being fiercely resisted by the Dongaria 
Kondh, who regard the mountain peak as sacred. They are receiving widespread support, at home and 
abroad, for their struggle.
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T
he Niyamgiri Hills, which range over 
250 kilometres across the districts of 
Rayagada, Kalahandi and Koraput 
in Orissa, are home to more than 
8,000 Dongaria Kondhs1 and other 

tribals who are now wholeheartedly engaged in 
what they have been doing for centuries: defending 
their hills, forests and streams. This time, however, 
they face a more formidable enemy than ever – a 
mining giant that calls itself “Vedanta”, a term that 
in Hindu philosophy embodies centuries of 
spiritual knowledge and traditional wisdom. 

In the first week of March 2009 the Dongaria and 
other tribes marched through dense forest to create 
a 17-km human wall along the base of Niyamgiri 
Hills to blockade the roads and thus to defend 
their sacred mountain and its biodiversity. This is a 
part of their sustained struggle to protect their life 
source. They are preparing to confront the terror 
of the modern-day Vedanta. Even though they are 
managing to hinder construction work, the new 
road has already reached the Dongaria village of 
Phuldumer, very close to the mine site.

Krushna Wadaka, aged 64, from the village of 
Katraguma in the Kurli Panchayat in the area, asks: 
“How can we survive if our lands are taken away 
from us?” He finds it difficult to understand how 

the source of their life can be mined for profit. He 
continues: “We won’t leave our land, come what 
may, and we will continue to resist any attempt to 
evict us.”

Vedanta – a British company owned by London-
based Indian billionaire Anil Agarwal – was 
launched on the London stock exchange as Vedanta 
Resources plc (VRP) in December 2003. Vedanta 
signed a Memorandum of Understanding with the 
Orissa government on 7 June 2003 to set up a 1-
million-tonne alumina refinery, along with a 100-
MW coal-fired power plant, at an investment of Rs 
4,000 crore (just over US$800 million).

The major investors in Vedanta include Barclays  
Bank (UK), Deutsche Bank (Germany) and ABN 
Amro (a consortium that includes the Dutch 
government). The company plans to dig a vast 
open-cast bauxite mine in the Niyamgiri Hills to 
feed an alumina refinery that it has already built in 
the area, at Lanjigarh in south-west Orissa.

The Dongaria Kondh

The Dongaria – literally “hill people” – are a 
dwindling sub-section of the Kondh community, 
who have inhabited the forests of eastern India 
for several thousand years. They believe that 

Endangered tribals up against 
the terror of Vedanta

lIVING fARMS*

Vedanta’s alumina factory at Lanjigarh, south-west Orissa

*	 living farms	 is	 an	
organisation	 working	
with	landless,	small	and	
marginal	 farmers	 and	
consumers	 in	 Orissa,	
India,	 to	 improve	 food	
and	 nutrition	 security	
and	food	safety,	and	to	
uphold	food	sovereignty.	
Sustainable	agriculture	
and	 natural	 resource	
management	form	their	
key	strategy.

www.living-farms.org

Living	Farms	works	with	
the	Dongaria	Kondh	so	
that	they	can	grow	their	
food	on	 their	own	 land	
for	the	entire	year.	This	
is	 being	 done	 by	 re-
establishing	 their	 local	
farming	system	through	
b i od i ve r s i t y - based	
integrated	 farming,	
increasing	 farms’	
resilience	 and	 self-
sufficiency	 in	 energy,	
and	 by	 securing	 land	
rights.	 They	 network	
with	 other	 groups,	 in	
and	beyond	Orissa,	who	
work	 with	 indigenous	
communities.
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1  The group is also known 
as the Dongria Kondh.
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their surroundings have been provided by their 
benevolent supreme God King, Niyam Raja, their 
chief mythological figure, and that they are the 
direct or indirect progeny of Niyam Raja.

The Dongaria get almost everything they need 
from the forest and the “swiddens” (small patches 
of forest that they slash and burn in order to grow 
crops). The forest also plays a dominant role in 
their culture, domestic well-being and spirituality, 
as they believe it to be the home of many of their 
deities. Before they fell a large tree, for instance, the 
Dongaria Kondh entreat the gods for permission 
to do so.

The perception that forests are sacred lies at 
the root of the Dongarias’ profound respect for 
them. Indeed, they have long considered forest 
maintenance a virtue and regarded trees as “friends 
in need”. As children, the Dongaria are taught not 
only the guiding principles of conservation but 
also how to accomplish routine tasks with care. For 
instance, they will fell a tree only if it is necessary for 
building a house, and they collect fruit and roots 
judiciously, leaving room for regeneration. Their 
concept of Niyam – rule or law – is very strong, as 
are their communal values of sharing and equality.

The Dongaria worship the mountain as a living 
God, and are determined to save Niyamgiri from 
becoming an industrial wasteland. The very act of 
breaking up the earth for mining and construction 
contradicts their traditional reverence for Dharani 
Penu, the earth deity. 

Unfortunately, however, rich deposits of bauxite 
(aluminum ore) have been discovered in the hills, 
and the mining lobby is keen to exploit them, 
seriously disrupting the lives of the Dongaria, 
perhaps to the point where they feel compelled 
to move to another region. According to 
anthropologist Felix Padel, “The Dongaria are hill 
people; resettling them on the plains is a form of 
ethnocide. They live in the hills, they worship the 
hills, and they survive off the hills. The Niyamgiri 
Hills are not simply where the Dongaria live, but 
the very essence of who they are. To resettle them 
is to destroy them.”

What mining will do to the hills

The Dongaria have mounted a strong campaign 
against the mining project. In early November 
2007, the world’s second-largest sovereign pension 
fund, operated by the Norwegian government, 
sold all its shares in Vedanta, saying that investing 
in the company presented “an unacceptable risk of 
contributing to grossly unethical activities”. Later 
in the same month, to the delight of the Dongarias, 
India’s supreme court forbade Vedanta from mining 
the mountain. But it proved only a temporary 
reprieve: in August 2008 Sterlite, Vedanta’s Indian 
subsidiary, came back with a somewhat modified 
proposal and was given the green light (see Box). 

But the Dongaria are still fighting back. If mining 
goes ahead, two of India’s strongest constitutional 
guarantees will be overturned: the right of a 
“primitive tribal group” to their territorial integrity 

Yours today, “mine” tomorrow!
Kanchi Kohli*
The	story	of	mining	in	Niyamgiri	is	one	of	people’s	truth,	bureacratic	lies	and	judicial	failure.	It	is	deeply	enmeshed	in	
India’s	growth	agenda	and	is	symbolic	of	a	world	view	which	puts	industrial	expansion	first,	even	if	it	will	ravage	lives,	
cultures,	livelihoods	and	natural	spaces.

On	22	September	2004,	Vedanta	Alumina	Ltd	 (VAL)	obtained	environmental	 clearance	 (mandatory	under	 India’s	
Environment	Impact	Assessment	Notification,	2006)	to	construct	an	alumina	refinery	at	Lanjigarh	in	Kalahandi	district,	
Orissa	state.	This	came	after	a	Memorandum	of	Agreement	had	been	signed	between	the	state	government	of	Orissa	
and	Vedanta’s	subsidiary,	Sterlite	Industries	India	Ltd	(SIIL).	The	operations	of	this	refinery	were	closely	linked	to	the	
mining	of	bauxite	sourced	from	the	nearby	Niyamgiri	Hills,	and	the	mining	was	originally	considered	part	of	Vedanta’s	
operations	in	the	area.	Before	starting	work	on	the	refinery,	VAL	needed	to	secure	more	official	clearances.	These	
included	a	forest	clearance	for	both	the	refinery	and	the	mining	areas,	mandatory	under	the	Forest	Conservation	Act,	
1980,	for	the	diversion	of	any	forest	land	for	non-forest	use.	In	September	2004,	when	environmental	clearance	was	
granted,	a	proposal	for	the	diversion	of	58,943	hectares	(ha)	of	the	forest	land	for	the	alumina	refinery	was	pending	
with	the	Ministry	of	the	Environment	and	Forests,	and	was	subsequently	approved.

The	total	forest	land	sought,	to	be	diverted	for	mining,	in	Niyamgiri	Hills	was	672,018	ha	(660,749	ha	for	mining	and	
11,269	ha	for	a	safety	zone).	However,	VAL	began	to	build	the	refinery	before	completing	these	procedures.	This	was	

(continued on page 8)
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exposed	by	three	petitioners,	R.Sreedhar,	Biswajit	Mohanty	and	Prafulla	Samantara,	in	a	complaint	to	the	Central	
Empowered	Committee	(CEC:	a	monitoring	body	set	up	by	the	Environment	Ministry	under	directions	by	the	supreme	
court’s	Godavaraman	forest	case	bench;	see	www.forestcaseindia.org).	The	petitioners	pointed	out	that	the	mining	
proposed	in	the	Niyamgiri	Hills	was	likely	to	have	a	devastating	impact	on	forest,	wildlife,	and	the	Dongria	Kondh	
tribal	community,	who	had	deep	spiritual	and	livelihood	associations	with	their	sacred	hill.	

As	the	case	was	being	heard	before	the	CEC,	 the	project’s	proponent	came	forward	and	denied	that	 the	mining	
component	was	an	integral	part	of	the	project,	saying	that	it	was	a	separate	project,	for	which	clearances	indeed	
had	to	be	sought.	If	he	had	not	done	this,	the	construction	of	the	refinery	would	have	been	rendered	illegal,	as	the	
necessary	permissions	for	mining	had	not	been	secured.	If	the	projects	were	separate,	however,	as	stated,	then	both	
environment	and	forest	clearances	would	be	needed	for	the	mining	operations.	

After	the	presentation	of	facts	before	the	committee,	and	a	series	of	discussions,	the	CEC	gave	its	recommendations	
to	the	supreme	court’s	forest	bench	on	21	September	2005.	It	came	out	clearly	against	granting	a	forest	clearance	
for	the	mining	operations,	saying	that	it	would	have	a	detrimental	impact	on	the	environment	of	the	area	and	the	
lives	of	the	Dongria	Kondh	community.	Its	report	also	pointed	out	that	the	area	came	under	Schedule	V	of	the	Indian	
Constitution,	which	prohibits	the	transfer	of	tribal	land	to	a	non-tribal	group.

Arguments	 continued	 in	 the	 supreme	 court,	 however.	 In	 a	 complete	 volte-face,	 the	 company	 lawyers	 and	 the	
Government	of	Orissa	argued	that	the	mining	component	was	essential	for	the	refinery,	and	without	speedy	clearances	
the	company	would	suffer	major	losses.	Faced	with	these	arguments,	the	court	asked	the	CEC	to	reconsider	its	first	
set	of	recommendations.	But	the	CEC	stood	by	its	refusal	to	issue	the	grant	of	clearance.	

In	October–November	2007,	there	was	an	interesting	parallel	development.	The	Norwegian	Council	of	Ethics	withdrew	
its	funding	to	Vedanta	on	the	grounds	of	Vedanta’s	irregular	practices	and	misdeeds.	This	was	not	only	in	response	
to	events	in	Niyamgiri,	but	also	took	into	account	the	operations	of	their	subsidiaries	in	other	parts	of	India.	This	
news	spread	like	wildfire	in	the	international	and	Indian	media,	and	was	not	something	that	the	court	could	ignore.	

On	23	November	2007,	the	Supreme	Court	of	India	pronounced	its	judgement.	On	the	one	hand	it	stated	that	the	
Court	could	not	risk	handing	over	the	mining	operations	to	Vedanta,	but	on	the	other	it	explicitly	recognised	that	
there	was	“no	dispute	in	this	case	that	mining	of	bauxite	deposits	is	required	to	take	place	on	the	top	of	Niyamgiri	
hills”.	The	judgement	completely	ignored	the	CEC	report	and	the	illegalities	in	the	clearance	procedures,	and	found,	
instead,	a	legal	loophole	for	the	company.	The	judgment	allowed	SIIL,	along	with	Orissa	Mining	Corporation	(OMC),	to	
appeal	for	clearance	to	go	ahead	with	the	project	by	assuring	the	court	of	a	“rehabilitation	package”.	This	package	
would	require,	among	other	things:	

The	State	of	Orissa	 to	 float	a	Special	Purposes	Vehicle	 (SPV)	 for	 scheduled	area	development	of	 Lanjigarh	
Project,	with	State	of	Orissa,	OMC	Ltd	and	SIIL	as	stakeholders.	

SIIL	to	deposit	with	the	SPV	5%	of	its	annual	profits	before	tax	and	interest	from	Lanjigarh	mining	project,	or	
Rs10	crores	(US$2	million),	whichever	is	the	higher,	for	Scheduled	Area	Development.	

SIIL	 to	pay	 the	net	present	 value	 (the	economic	 value	of	 the	 forest	being	diverted)	 of	Rs55	crores	 (US$11	
million),	Rs50.53	crores	 (US$10.12	million)	 towards	Wildlife	Management	Plan	around	Lanjigarh	mine,	and	
Rs12.20	crores	(US$2.44	million)	towards	tribal	development.	

The	Orissa	state	government	to	carry	out	16	specific	measures,	including	the	demarcation	of	the	lease	area;	the	
identification	of	an	area	for	compensatory	afforestation;	rehabilitation;	the	phased	reclamation	of	the	mined	
area;	specific	and	comprehensive	plans	for	wildlife	management,	and	for	the	development	of	tribals.	

Not	 surprisingly,	 SIIL,	 the	 State	 of	 Orissa	 and	 OMC	 Ltd	 unconditionally	 accepted	 this	 rehabilitation	 package.	
Meanwhile,	the	CEC	filed	another	report	on	24	April	2008	with	alternative	suggestions	to	those	prescribed	in	the	
court’s	judgement.	In	an	order	dated	8	August	2008,	the	supreme	court	rejected	most	of	CEC’s	recommendations,	
saying	that	it	did	not	consider	them	viable.	It	confirmed	the	suggestions	made	in	November	2007,	and	approved	the	
clearance	of	660,749	ha	of	forest	for	bauxite	mining	in	the	Niyamgiri	Hills.

A	public	hearing	for	the	expansion	of	refinery	capacity	in	Lanjigarh	took	place	on	25	April	2009,	amid	vociferous	
protest.	 Then,	 in	mid-May,	 the	environmental	 clearance	 for	mining	operations	 in	 the	name	of	SIIL	was	 granted,	
though	mining	has	yet	to	take	place	in	Niyamgiri.

* Kanchi Kohli is a member of the Kalpavriksh Environmental Action Group and is based in New Delhi, India. 
She has worked for the last 11 years in campaigns and advocacy related to environmental and forest clearance 
of development projects.
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and to decide on their own path of development 
(Schedule V of the Indian Constitution); and 
the right to religious practices and beliefs (Article 
25 of the Constitution), since the summit of 
this mountain is a sacred place of worship to the 
Dongaria Kondh’s supreme deity, Niyam Raja. 

According to activists, the open-cast mine would 
also wreck the rich biodiversity of the hills and 
disrupt key water sources that supply springs and 
streams in the area and feed two rivers that irrigate 
extensive farmland. It is well established that when 
a mountain has a bauxite cap it retains monsoon 
water, releasing it slowly throughout the year. But 
when the bauxite is mined, the mountain loses this 
water-retaining capacity. The surrounding area 
hardens and the fertility-promoting qualities go 
into reverse. Water from the mountains feeds 36 
streams and two rivers – Vanshadhara and Nagabali 
– that thousands of people depend upon for their 
water needs and to irrigate their crops.

 Agricultural practices

For many years the tribals were largely hunter–
gatherers. They collected edible plants, leaves, 
fruits, tubers, roots, honey and mushrooms to meet 
their non-meat food needs. Eventually they began 
also to adopt the swidden method of slash-and-
burn agriculture, cultivating different varieties of 
millet on hill slopes. Even while slashing, however, 
they took care not to cut down fruit-bearing and 
other trees that provide shelter for their crops. 

They preferred this method of farming as it required 
no ploughing, no irrigation and practically no 
maintenance. The fertility of the slopes was due 
to the decomposition of forest litter. A plot was 
usually cultivated for 2–3 years and then left fallow 
to regain fertility. It was a continuous process: after 
a fallow period of 5–6 years cultivation resumed.

The Dongarias took various factors into 
consideration when deciding which crop to grow: 
family needs, land type, space available per family, 
time and extent of rainfall, sunshine hours, variety 
characteristics, location of embankments, taste, 
ecological and cultural value, labour, resource 
requirement and pest problems. They also thought 
about crop combination and how long each crop 
would take to grow. This is a far cry from the 
present reductionist principles of agriculture that 
have brought the world to the brink of a massive 
food crisis.

Even the Dongaria were vulnerable, however, to 
the seductive charms of “modern civilisation”. 
Attracted by the promise of higher yields, some 

began to grow 40–45 different kinds of crops in 
a single farm. These included varieties of millet, 
sorghum, pulses, oilseeds, vegetables, and roots 
and tubers. Even so, they continued to hunt, gather 
and practise shifting agriculture.

Destructive mining for “prosperity”

The idea being promoted by Vedanta and a few 
political parties is that the mining project will 
contribute to Orissa’s economy and make the 
Dongaria prosperous. For the mainstream, non-
cultivating, town- and city-based population, it 
promises an era of prosperity, where those with 
initiative and business acumen can make a quick 
fortune. 

The convention in company and government 
discourse is to assume that industrialisation 
increases people’s standard of living as measured 
by a handful of indices, such as cash income and 
education, which are disconnected from real life 
situations. But statistics are easy to manipulate 
and, even if they could be collected in a perfectly 
neutral way, they tell a very one-sided story. 

In fact, few basic statistics were kept with regard 
to the big population displacements in Orissa, not 
even the number of displaced and where they were 
resettled. The indices that were recorded are highly 
flawed: a higher income does not mean a higher 
standard of living. For the Dongaria the most 
important change was moving from a situation in 
which they owned their own land and grew they 
own food to one in which they were dependent 
on the company for their livelihoods – a complete 
break from their traditional, largely self-sufficient 
economy. Moreover, the loss of the connection 

Peaceful but determined resistance to Vedanta’s project
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penetration of money into relationships are being 
promoted as the indicators of growth!

The Dongaria have been growing their own food 
on the Niyamgiri hills for generations. Dongaria 
culture is sustainable in the true sense of the word, 
in that it is a way of living in which people have 
been interacting with nature for hundreds of years 
without damaging the ecosystem. 

Conservation vs large-scale destruction

It is a little known fact that the most significant and 
strategic use of aluminium is in the manufacture 
of arms, missiles and other destructive weapons. 
A stark and brutal irony thus infuses the whole 
episode: people who have co-existed peacefully 
with nature for centuries are now being hounded 
out and their habitation squandered to feed an 
industry the chief purpose of which is to profit 
from war and large-scale destruction. 

It is not only the tribals who are threatened. Made 
up of hills, peaks, valleys and gorges, the entire 
Niyamgiri range is picturesque, and the dense 
forests stretch for miles connecting four districts. 
Elephants and Bengal tigers cross this range. 
Other animals found here are leopard, sloth bear, 
pangolin, palm civet, giant squirrel, mouse deer, 
langur, rabbit, four-horned antelope, sambhar and 
numerous types of snake and lizard. New species 
of birds, amphibians and plants continue to be 
discovered in the area. Because of its ecological 
importance a proposal has been made to declare 
it a wildlife sanctuary. An entire ecosystem will be 
destroyed if mining activity is allowed in this richly 
diverse eco-bowl.

Struggles in the past

In Orissa there have been numerous large-scale 
movements, in which tribals and dalits have 
played a central role, to stop the establishment of 
bauxite mines and aluminium factories. Protesters 
have been frequently arrested and beaten by the 
police and company employees. The first of these 
movements arose to prevent Bharat Aluminium 
Company (Balco), at that time owned by the 
Indian government, from mining the top of 
Gandhamardan, an exceptionally well-forested 
range in west Orissa. 

Local people made great sacrifices to oppose 
Balco’s plans. When their husbands were jailed, 
women stopped the police and company vehicles 
by putting their babies in the vehicles’ path, to 
show that they had no future if the mountain 

was mined. In the end the company had to admit 
defeat. This movement has been an inspiration to 
those struggling to protect their own life sources. 
Indeed, it is evoked by the Dongaria in their resolve 
to protect the Niyamgiri. 

David vs Goliath

In this epic struggle for survival, on one side is pitted 
the immense political clout and financial muscle 
of a powerful business house, Vedanta, which is 
pushing for the immediate commencement of 
bauxite mining, and on the other thousands of 
local tribals (and non-tribals), who have resolved 
to protect their mother and God. 

According to Salpu Jakesika, aged 34, a Dongaria 
from Mundabali village, “The Vedanta company 
will try to use force once again after the general 
election is over [in May 2009], but we will 
continue to resist.” Niyamgiri, he said, cannot be 
handed over to Vedanta. “The hills belong to the 
Dongarias and we are not going to let go.”

Prafulla Samantra, from Lok Shakti Abhiyan,2 

says that the mining will displace at least ten 
Dongaria villages, apart from causing widespread 
deforestation and pollution and devastating the 
perennial streams. “The Dongaria fear that, along 
with their livelihoods, their cultural identity will 
be lost too”, he says. “Vedanta has already built a 
refinery in the foothills to process the raw material 
it will extract from Niyamgiri. To do this they 
forcibly displaced several villages. These were tribal 
agrarian villages that now live without land or 
livelihood, and next door to a factory that, just two 
years after opening, has already been served notice 
at least twice by the state pollution control board 
for creating pollution that is affecting more than 
20 villages. The company is also dumping toxic 
waste into the River Bansadhara.”

It is once again ironic that the Dongaria’s resolve to 
safeguard the very essence of their identity is being 
depicted as “anti-development” and the tribal people 
themselves as “primitive” and “backward”. The 
fact is that the only really sustainable lifestyles are 
those of indigenous communities and others who 
live according to the principles of self-sufficiency 
that are characteristic of tribal societies, and whose 
values and religion are based upon respect for 
nature. For them, to sell their mountains for large-
scale mining is an act of pure greed – eating into 
the flesh of the earth.

But for Vedanta such a philosophy holds no 
meaning. The living earth is for them a resource to 
be exploited for profit. Greed is an essential part of 

2  Lok Shakti Abhiyan is a 
national peoples’ forum that 
campaigns for alternative 
politics for alternative develop-
ment. Based on Gandhian 
socialism and working with 
intellectuals and social activ-
ists, it is creating a mass 
movement against the exploi-
tation of natural resources in 
the name of “development”. 
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their policies and the flesh of the earth the perfect 
menu for gorging their balance sheets. The unselfish 
motives of the “primitive” tribe of Dongaria are 
a puzzle for them, an obstacle to be overcome. 
Unfortunately for them, the tribals of the area are 
not “civilised” and refuse to listen to “reason”. 

The world waits as the struggle continues. 

Playing on a traditional instrument made from a 
gourd, Dambu Praska, a Dongaria Kondh bard, 
tells the story of Niyam Raja:3

“He created fruit in the hills, grains in the 
plains,  
He is the first of the Dongaria Kondh. 
After making pineapple, mango, jackfruit and 
grains, 
Niyam Raja said to us ‘Live on what I have 
given you’.”

But with the arrival of the mining project, the story 
turns into a lament, with an impending sense of 
loss: 

“Niyam Raja is crying today; the hills will turn 
into mud, 
The rocks will crumble and everyone will die. 
Will there be any rivers left if there are no 
streams? 
Will there be any streams left if there are no hills? 
What will we do without the fruits, grains and 
buffaloes? 
What will we do without Niyam Raja? 
What will the animals do without the big forests? 
What will we do without the plants that save 
lives?”

GOING fURTHER

Living Farms gives regular updates on the Dongaria Kondh. Visit their website at: 
www.living-farms.org

Survival International, the international organisation that supports tribal people worldwide, is running 
a campaign in support of the Dongaria Kondh. For details, go to their website: 
www.survival-international.org/tribes/dongria 
or write to them at: 
6 Charterhouse Buildings, London EC1M 7ET, UK

3  Footage of Dambu Praska 
singing “The Lament of Niyam 
Raja” is available on Face-
book, at
http://tinyurl.com/ly94zy

A young Dongaria woman

Ph
ot

o:
 S

ur
vi

va
l I

nt
ee

rn
at

io
na

l

 

Saying “no” to mining


