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Science research

With reference to Gautam Desiraju’s 
‘Science Education and Research in 

India’ (June 14) and S Ganesh’s ‘Science 
Research’ (Letter, July 12), I wish to sub
mit my comments as follows: 
(1) Academic institutions, including uni
versities and Indian Institutes of Techno
logy, have the responsibility of teaching 
and conducting basic research.
(2) The national institutions/research lab
oratories are supposed to organise trained 
persons to develop technologies needed 
by the industry and the society.
(3) Though the industry has research 
wings, they confine themselves to narrow 
areas of immediate interest and keep it 
unavailable to others.
(4) National laboratories have, to a large 
extent, done a good job of it.
(5) When a university or a national labora
tory or any organisation fails in its purpose, 
closing it is not the solution, just as the 
elimination of an individual is not the  
solution if he/she fails to live up to certain 
standards. Identifying the causes and tak
ing prompt action are important.
(6) The changing global scenario and rela
tions have caused a lot of confusion in the 
national laboratories and universities. 
Asking everyone, including the army and 
navy, to generate a surplus has serious 
adverse effects. Limits should be set for all 
such decisions.
(7) Creativity is what is missing in Indian 
science. We have to understand the process 
in our context and inject that capability 
for India to survive as an equal and  
respectable partner in the global village.
(8) Despite the adverse political situation, 
academicians must visualise and plan 
their work.
(9) The universities have become earning 
machines – opening distance education 
for subjects like chemistry where a lot of 
laboratory hours must be experienced. 
The amount of laboratory work is  
not enough.
(10) The university, the University Grants 
Commission and the All India Council of 
Technical Education have become rubber 
stamps and often people in responsible 
positions accord approvals for certain 
considerations.

When there is a possibility of robbery/
theft, the residents of an area keep vigil, 
not depending entirely on the police. An 
equivalent system of policing may be  
required where parents, teachers and  
social workers who are conscious could 
take the initiative. 

M Bapuji
srikakulam, andhra pradesh

land Acquisition and 
National Highways

The National Highways Authority of 
India (NHAI) has embarked on a grand 

project of four and/or sixlaning of the 
existing roads to a target of 14,000 km, 
especially the eastwest and northsouth 
corridors. This is a good thing because the 
country needs proper roads for its deve
lopment and road construction provides 
employment. This aspect of development, 
nevertheless, is also harmful if not man
aged carefully, because road development 
requires the basic ingredient of land. People 
may be displaced or otherwise adversely 
affected due to land acquisition. The gov
ernment has been acquiring additional 
land through the eminent domain power 
for the NHAI and other road development 
projects. The NHAI acquires land for road 
projects through the National Highways 
Act 1956, which is more draconian than 
the much analysed and criticised Land  
Acquisition Act 1894 (as amended in 1984).

The land acquisition matter gets  
complicated with senseless specifications. 
An NHAI circular in 2004 indicates that 
the right of way (ROW) should be 60  
metres wide even in the builtup areas – 
which is a thoughtless specification.  
Obviously, the Indian road establishment 
likes the lateral growth of roads as in  
the US where land is available aplenty. 
What is missing here is the management 
aspect of the traffic volume that should 
take care of a relatively narrower corridor 
of impact and RoW. The social cost is  
ignored, and the consequent huge eco
nomic cost too is taken lightly in these 
administrative directives.

Given the high density of population 
along the major roads, construction works 
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are typically awarded to the successful 
bidders without actually giving them an 
encumbrancefree site. In practice,  
immediately on issue of the letter of 
award, another letter is issued to the  
contractors stating that all sites are avail
able and the contractor should commence 
work – irrespective of whether the land is 
actually available or not, the contractor 
is also asked to refer to the clause recently 
introduced in bidding documents that 
makes him responsible for liaising with 
the concerned authorities (especially,  
the forest and utility departments) for 
getting the necessary clearances. It is 
usually ignored that land acquisition and 
giving the contractors an encumbrance
free site are the responsibility of the 
project authorities.

In such circumstances, resettlement and 
rehabilitation (R&R) of the projectaffected 
people becomes a victim in the hands of 
the NHAI functionaries actually running the 

projects. The project documents usually 
have precious little planning aspect for 
the resettlement of lost residences and the 
rehabilitation of livelihoods. Often, the 
affected people are asked to vacate within 
a week of making the acquisition payment 
to them. Generally, the major R&R road
blocks in the NHAI projects have been  
the following: 
– Imbalance in the time frame between 
the resettlement consultants (NGOs) sub
mitting the micro plans and their approval 
by the NHAI headquarters.
– In the R&R parlance we talk of offering 
tomorrow’s price for today’s land acquisition 
to prevent impoverishment. In practice, 
the projectaffected people are paid old  
estimated compensation rates, often two 
to three years after the compensation  
estimates were made.
– In a particular case the director of the 
project implementation unit has refused to 
accept the compensation award declared 
by the “competent authority” (the district 
collector) as being high and has contested 
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to bring down the compensation amount 
through arbitration. This is an unheard  
of precedent.
– The prevailing notion within the NHAI  
is that the affected people try to take  
advantage of the government’s generosity 
by demanding more and more.

These are major social roadblocks to 
the successful implementation of a 
project, mostly due to the insensitivity 
and relative inexperience of the project 
management, which ultimately result in 
the overshooting of the time frame and 
cost overrun. It is recognised that social 
development is not the mandate of or
ganisations like the NHAI and the public 
works department, but the implementa
tion of large infrastructure projects today 
requires a development approach to be 
adopted, especially to ensure that the 
projectaffected poor people do not be
come further impoverished due to the 
loss of their productive assets.

Biswanath Debnath 
new delhi


