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ABSTRACT 

 

 

Developing wastelands, an official government classification for marginal lands, has been 

central to India’s economic development and industrialization goals since the late 1970s. 

Beginning with Social Forestry in the 1970s and extending through the current wave of 

biofuel, climate change and Special Economic Zone (SEZ) policies, wastelands have 

come to be defined through government and civil society efforts as ‘empty’, ‘vacant’ 

lands available for development. However, local users and their associated livelihood 

activities are obscured from these framings. Instead, agriculturalists are presented as a 

stock of surplus labor and potential beneficiaries of wasteland development programs. 

Further, a host of new government agencies, commissions and committees have been 

established to manage, monitor and review wasteland development. In this process, the 

concept of wastelands has become an ‘immutable mobile’ that carries through time and 

presently sits unquestioned. In this paper, I unpack the history of how this came to be and 

how it might be undone given the significance of wastelands to present day land politics 

in India. 

mailto:jennifer.baka@yale.edu
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INTRODUCTION 

 

The concept of marginal lands is central to the global ‘land grab’ debate, the term 

referring to the recent upsurge in agricultural land acquisitions throughout the world 

(Borras et al., 2011; Cotula et al., 2009; De Schutter, 2011). Constructed by governments 

as ‘empty’, ‘unused’, and ‘vacant’ territories, converting marginal lands to more 

‘productive’ uses such as biofuels (Bailis and Baka, 2011; Borras Jr. and Franco, 2012) 

or agricultural investment (World Bank, 2010) is presented as a panacea for a host of 

environmental, ecological and economic development ills. Yet lands classified as 

marginal are often productively engaged by local communities, particularly in the global 

south (Borras Jr. and Franco, 2012). Despite these realities, the narrative of marginal 

lands persists. 

 

Elsewhere I have analyzed how the concept of ‘wastelands’ in India, an official 

government classification of marginal lands, has been mobilized to support the 

government’s biofuel and industrialization efforts by converting agricultural lands into 

real estate in the southern state of Tamil Nadu (Baka, 2011a). In the context of Tamil 

Nadu’s biofuel program, which restricts feedstock cultivation to wastelands, I have 

demonstrated how the term acts as a ‘mobilizing metaphor’ to recruit stakeholder support 

for the initiative (Baka, 2011b). In the process, agrarian communities in rural Tamil Nadu 

have lost access to lands because of illicit land acquisitions and because of the promise of 

new jobs that have yet to materialize. Thus, the ability of these communities to self-

provision is increasingly uncertain in light of India’s wasteland politics. 

 

However, the concept of ‘developing’ wastelands in India is not a recent phenomenon. 

The government began a concerted wasteland development effort in the late 1970s with 

its Social Forestry Programs. Recognizing the links between land degradation, economic 

growth and rural poverty, the government advocated raising tree plantations on 

wastelands to address these concerns. Historicized more as an industrial rather than rural 

development program because of tree species selection, the program marked a distinct 

industrial shift in India’s land use policy goals. This program established the foundational 
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principles of wasteland development that exist to this day, namely, convert wastelands to 

more productive, state-defined uses in order to advance the state’s economic development, 

environmental and industrialization visions. 

 

Wasteland development rapidly advanced in the 1980s with the establishment of policy 

targets and the creation of new government agencies and NGOs tasked with defining and 

classifying wastelands as well as with program implementation. Watershed development 

and Joint Forest Management were introduced in the 1990s with the goal of making 

resource management more ‘participatory’ by recruiting local user’s involvement. Since 

2000, the government has enacted various climate change and energy programs, such as 

biofuels, that center on improving the productive capacity of wastelands. To complement 

its programs, the government has also ‘refined’ its definition of wastelands and its 

classification procedures, which have become more technical in nature.      

 

Throughout this history, wastelands have come to be defined through government and 

civil society efforts in economic and biophysical terms. Local users and their associated 

livelihood activities are obscured from these definitions. Instead, agriculturalists are 

presented as a stock of surplus labor and potential beneficiaries of wasteland 

development programs. Further, a host of new government agencies, commissions and 

committees have been established to manage, monitor and review wasteland development. 

In this process, the concept of wastelands has become an ‘immutable mobile’ (Latour, 

1987) that carries through time and presently sits unquestioned. In this paper, I unpack 

the history of how this came to be and how it might be undone given the significance of 

wastelands to present day land politics in India. 

 

After a theoretical review of knowledge production within environmental politics, I 

analyze the history of wasteland development in India by mapping out the network of 

policies and actors influential in the construction of the term wasteland. In the final 

section, I discuss how the conditions established through the historic construction of 

wastelands are shaping modern land politics in India. 
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THEORETICAL REVIEW: KNOWLEDGE PRODUCTION IN 

ENVIRONMENTAL POLITICS 

 

Recent critical scholarship on knowledge production within environmental politics has 

focused on integrating the fields of political ecology and science and technology (STS) 

(Goldman et al., 2011). Despite a long research interest in examining how environmental 

knowledge is produced, applied and circulated in both these fields, there had been limited 

engagement across the fields due to the different research foci (Goldman and Turner, 

2011). Generally speaking, political ecology has focused on the relations of power and 

political economic factors shaping environmental knowledge production, primarily in 

developing countries. STS, with more of a developed world focus, has centered on 

evaluating the social factors shaping knowledge regimes, primarily through mapping the 

actor-object networks of knowledge production, with little attention to the power 

dynamics of these relationships. Integrating the two fields, Goldman and Turner assert, 

“has the potential for creating a more complex topography of power-laden networks 

imbued with social relations that are vertical and horizontal in nature” shaping 

environmental knowledge production (Goldman and Turner, 2011).  

 

This paper attempts such an approach by tracing the discursive history of the term 

wasteland in India since the late 1970s. I examine the process by which the concept has 

become fixed and stabilized, or an ‘immutable mobile’, in Latour’s terms (Latour, 1987). 

Such objects are immutable because they retain their ‘shape’, in terms of how they are 

discussed and conceptualized as they move (ie. are mobile) through space and time. 

Examining immutable mobiles entails analyzing the networks in which they were created, 

applied and circulated.  

 

What emerges is a similar wasteland development ‘policy recipe’ (Figure 1) that has 

existed in India for the past 40 years. The key themes in the ‘policy recipe’ that emerge 

are: (1) a crisis narrative often linked to similar suppositions at the international level and 

(2) ambitious government initiatives to address the perceived crisis that include: (a) 

wasteland assessments (b) wasteland development targets and estimates of employment 
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potentials (c) the establishment of a high-level government commission and in some 

instances, a government department to evaluate the issue. Underlying these policies is a 

belief that wastelands are underutilized areas that could be put to more productive use, 

thus staving off the perceived crisis.  Obscured from this framing are the local users of 

lands classified as wastelands. Instead, wasteland development policies portray local 

agriculturalists as surplus labor that stand to benefit from the new employment 

opportunities created by the policies.    

 

Figure 1: Wasteland Development Policy Recipe 

 

 

In the next section, I trace the history of wasteland development policy to analyze how 

the policy recipe emerged and how the term wasteland has become an immutable mobile.  

 

WASTELAND DEVELOPMENT HISTORY                          

Policy: Frames wastelands as ‘unproductive’ spaces available for development. Policies will 

contribute to improving economic growth, food & energy security, and reducing rural poverty and 

land degradation   

Local agriculturalists: surplus labor 

Int’l 

Concerns 

Policy Document 

Crisis Narrative   Gov. Initiatives   

Development 

Targets/ 

Employment 

Potential 

New 

Agencies/ 

Missions 

Formed 

Wasteland 

Assessment 



DRAFT: Do Not Cite or Distribute Without Consent 

 6 

 

National Commission on Agriculture and Social Forestry 

 

The end of the Green Revolution in the late 1970s marked a historic shift in Indian land 

use policy. Distinct from the food security goals of the Green Revolution, the country 

embarked on a program of wasteland development that was intimately linked to the 

country’s industrialization and economic growth visions. Beginning with the 1976 

National Commission on Agriculture (NCA) report (Government of India, 1976), the 

country advocated growing trees on wastelands as a means of arresting land degradation 

and rural poverty and contributing to economic development. The strategy of the NCA 

set a theme for wasteland development that exists to this day, namely, that improving 

land productivity would “promote growth, stability and social justice and result in a 

continuous improvement in output, employment and income” (Government of India, 

1976: 109)  

 

The specific tree growing program resulting from the NCA, Social Forestry, was also 

meant to address the ‘other’ energy crisis of the late 1970s, the estimated shortage in rural 

fuelwood supplies throughout the developing world (Eckholm, 1975). Yet the ‘social’ 

nature of the program has been criticized because the Forest Department, the agency in 

charge of the program, promoted quick-growing varieties such as eucalyptus, casuarina 

and Prosopis juliflora, which were more suitable for the country’s burgeoning pulp and 

paper industry rather than as a source of household fuelwood (Agarwal, 1986; Pandian, 

1996; Saxena, 1994). When the industrial nature of social forestry was highlighted in 

program reviews, the country moved to strengthen industrial linkages by encouraging 

direct relationships between farmers and industry with the 1988 National Forest Policy 

(Saxena, 1992).      

 

The implementation strategies of social forestry established a wasteland development 

policy formula that continues to shape Indian land politics to this date. First, to draw 

attention to the extent of degraded lands available for social forestry, the NCA estimated 

175 Mha were wastelands, which represented 53% of the total geographic area of the 
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country. While the report did not formally define wastelands and drew from various land 

use reports to arrive at its estimate, the figure took hold and has been widely cited in the 

country’s wasteland development initiatives through the 1990s (Government of India, 

1995). Second, the NCA targeted both private and public lands for social forestry by 

advocating tree planting on ‘unused’ private lands through farm forestry and on 

government wastelands such as the sides of canals, roadways and railways and on 

common property lands through extension forestry.  

 

Further, as part of its wider agrarian reform recommendations, the report called for re-

distributing or leasing surplus lands to the marginal and landless poor and consolidating 

land holdings into compact blocks. Such reforms, the report posited, would “enable the 

vast mass of cultivators and agricultural labourers [sic] whose production potentials are 

being wasted” (Government of India, 1976: 714). Lastly, to enable cultivators and 

laborers, the NCA recommended establishing credit services for the marginal and 

landless poor through creating cooperative societies and tie-ups with regional banks.    

 

Environment, Rural Development, Wasteland Institutions 

 

While a framework for wasteland development was created through social forestry, the 

apparatus of wasteland development was firmly established in the 1980s with the 

development of explicit targets, government agencies and new wasteland classification 

procedures. In addition to the economic consequences of land degradation, the wasteland 

development programs of the 1980s also focused on its environmental consequences of 

land degradation. Wasteland development was now presented as a way to help with 

conservation efforts, in addition to aiding with economic development and poverty 

alleviation. 

 

In 1984, Prime Minister Rajiv Gandhi set a goal of rehabilitating 5 Mha of wastelands per 

year (Hegde and Abhyankar, 1985). To accomplish this goal, he established the National 

Wastelands Development Board (NWDB) and its host ministry, the Ministry of 

Environment and Forests (MoEF) (Hegde and Abhyankar, 1985). As its first task, the 
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NWDB took up the task of officially defining wastelands and assessing the extent of 

wastelands in the country (Eswaran, 2001). 

  

The definition established by the NWDB focused on the ecological causes of land 

degradation and the economics of land restoration: 

 

Wastelands refer to degraded lands which can be brought under vegetative cover with 

reasonable effort and which are currently lying under-utilized, and land which is 

deteriorating for lack of appropriate water and soil management or on account of natural 

causes.  (Eswaran, 2001) 

 

 

The NWDB also commissioned the National Remote Sensing Agency (NRSA), part of 

the Indian Space Research Organization, to conduct a new wasteland assessment using 

remote sensing techniques. This was a departure from using agriculture and land use 

statistics to derive wasteland estimates, as had been done in the NCA. The agency’s first 

analysis estimated approximately 1.3 mha of land per year was lost to degradation (Saigal, 

2011). In total, the NRSA estimated 55.4 Mha of wastelands, a significant difference 

from the NCA estimate of 175 Mha. The NRSA compiled its results in the 1986 

Wasteland Atlas of India and classified wastelands into eight separate biophysical 

categories (National Remote Sensing Centre, 2010).  

  

Yet both the NWDB definition and the NRSA estimates omitted the social dimensions of 

wastelands. As documented in the seminal work of NS Jodha in the 1980s, lands 

classified as wastelands are often common property resources (CPRs). Based on his 

fieldwork, Jodha estimated rural households throughout the country derived 14-23% of 

their annual household income from CPRs. He also revealed that the area of CPRs was in 
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rapid decline.  Between the 1950s and 1980s, the area of CPRs declined between 31-55% 

throughout the country (Jodha, 1989). He attributed this decline to population growth, 

resource depletion and privatization initiatives resulting from land reform policies. 

Further, while privatization initiatives sought to redistribute lands to the poor, local elites 

often captured the lands. Thus, any wasteland classification that excludes land use and 

land tenure dimensions is likely an overestimate.  

 

Civil society also became engaged with wasteland development in this time period with 

the creation of the Society for Promotion of Wasteland Development (SPWD) in 1982, 

which was established with funding from the Ford Foundation (Eswaran, 2001). The aims 

of the organization, which is still in operation, largely echo the goals of the government’s 

wasteland development policies, namely, to improve the productive capacity of land 

through technological innovation, which will contribute to resource conservation and 

rural development. Yet distinct from government-sponsored programs, the SPWD sought 

to engage more interactively with rural society to develop programs.    

 

Aims & Objectives: To promote, encourage, aid, finance, organise [sic] and assist in the 

improvement of the productive capacity of degraded lands and thereby also to create 

additional employment Opportunities through suitable conservation, reclamation and 

cultural practices including tree cropping, fish farming, irrigation, improved chulas. wood 

gasifiers and other technologies, etc ; amongst the rural people, school children, youth, 

particularly belonging to scheduled castes and tribes and other weaker sections, with a 

view to bring about ecological stability and rural development on no profit no loss basis.  

(SPWD website) 

 

 

Similar to the NWDB, one of the SPWD’s first projects was to conduct a wasteland 

assessment. Criticizing the NCA’s estimate for possible double counting, the SPWD 
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arrived at a figure of 93.69 Mha based on land use and soil statistics (Eswaran, 2001). 

The SPWD’s estimate focused on three biophysical characteristics: soil quality, wind and 

erosion potential and did not consider the livelihood dimensions of land use.  

 

The flurry of activity around wasteland development in the 1980s mirrors broader policy 

initiatives in the country at the time. As outlined in the country’s Seventh Five Year Plan
1
, 

India sought to improve its productive capacity, particularly in the agricultural and 

industrial sectors, by better harnessing its labor and capital resources through 

employment generation and technological innovation (Planning Commission, 1985). A 

key policy development to promote rural employment, established in 1983 during the 

Sixth Five Year Plan, was the creation of the Rural Landless Employment Guarantee 

Scheme. The program provided 100 days of labor, primarily in construction jobs, to at 

least one member of every landless rural household (Planning Commission, 1985).  

 

Watershed Development 

 

In response to numerous critical reviews of  its wasteland development programs, one of 

which characterized the initiatives as ‘dismal’ (Government of India, 1994), the 

government implemented a new strategy in the 1990s, watershed development. In its 

initial programs, the government tried to identify blocks of degraded lands for 

rehabilitation. As result of this effort, the government separated forest and non-forest 

wastelands into separate categories and delegated different ministries with their 

                                                 
1
 The Five Year Plans are prepared by the Planning Commission and are used to establish 

policy priorities.  
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rehabilitation. In this process, in 1992, the NWDB was moved from MoEF to the newly 

created Department of Wasteland Development within the Ministry of Rural 

Development (Government of India, 1995). This move greatly diminished the 

organization’s stature, according to the Dharia Committee Report, a high level 

government review of wasteland development policy (Government of India, 1995). 

 

Claiming that over Rs. 5,000 crore
2
 per year ($92 million) was being spent on wasteland 

development with few results, the Dharia Committee advocated treating forest and non-

forest wastelands simultaneously on a watershed basis.
3
 The report did not question 

previous policy framings of wastelands. Instead, it adopted the NCA estimate of 175 Mha 

of wastelands as the basis for its recommendations. It further attributed poor wasteland 

development program performance to a lack of coordination amongst agencies and 

inefficient resource use, in terms of program funds, labor and capital. Thus, the 

committee distilled wasteland development to a technical and managerial issue. To 

address these concerns, the report recommended creating new government agencies and 

improving resource utilization through new technological applications and employment 

generation.      

  

The committee called for creating a new Department of Land Resources to manage 

watershed development and a new nodal agency to coordinate wasteland development 

efforts across the five different central government ministries and two principle state 

                                                 
2
 A crore is 10 million. 

3
 This approach mirrored the recommendations of the Rao Committee Report, which 

reviewed two wasteland development projects, the Drought Prone Area Development 

Programme and the Desert Development Program (Government of India, 1994). 
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government agencies involved with program implementation.
4
 As India had 25 states at 

the time of the Dharia Report, this meant at least 105 different agencies were engaged 

with wasteland development.   

 

Although the report characterized land degradation as complex and multi-dimensional, it 

called for improving technology and resource use efficiency as the best means for 

addressing wasteland development. Because the country had not fully explored the 

scientific potential for improving land productivity, the committee opted to refer to such 

lands as wasted lands instead of wastelands. Improved technology would also help 

mobilize the ‘surplus of labour [sic]’ in rural areas, which would help combat rural 

poverty. Through more efficient use of program funds, technology and labor, the report 

claimed 11-12 Mha of wasteland per year could be rehabilitated. Doing so would 

generate Rs. 10,000 per hectare in income and provide employment opportunities for 30 

million families. 

 

The push for watershed development coincided with a new government strategy for 

forestland management, Joint Forest Management (JFM). The goal of JFM, passed in 

1990, was to reduce land degradation by recruiting forest users to help in the Forest 

Department’s management, protection and afforestation efforts. This involved the 

formation of local user groups, Forest Protection Committees (FPCs). According to one 

estimate, 10,000-15,000 FPCs were established throughout the country by 1996 and were 

                                                 
4
 These ministries included the Ministry of Rural Development and Employment, the 

Ministry of Environment and Forests, the Ministry of Agriculture and Cooperation, the 

Planning Commission, the National Bank for Agriculture and Rural Development, State 

Soil and Conservation Departments and the State Land Banks.  
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responsible for protecting over 1.5 Mha of land (Sundar, 2000: citing Agrawal, Saigal, 

1996). JFM was broadly heralded for its participatory efforts and for opening a host of 

new opportunities for civil society to engage in natural resource management (Sundar, 

2000). The SPWD was actively involved in JFM and its chairperson at the time described 

the program as a new era for civil society (Sundar, 2000).  

 

While the watershed development themes of the 1990s had less of an explicit industrial 

focus than the programs of the 1980s, they reinforced the government’s assertions of the 

links between improved resource use, economic growth and poverty reduction initially 

established in that time period. Collectively, both social forestry and watershed 

development set the conditions for the various climate change, biofuel and 

industrialization policies that emerged in the 2000s.  

 

Biofuels, Climate Change and SEZs 

 

Biofuels 

 

In 2003, the Planning Commission called for establishing a National Mission
5
 on 

Biodiesel in order to address the country’s growing dependence on fossil fuel imports 

(Government of India, 2003). More specifically, the Commission recommended growing 

Jatropha curcas, a non-edible oilseed used as a biodiesel feedstock, on 17.4 Mha of 

wastelands, roughly 4% of the country’s total geographic area. According to the Planning 

                                                 
5
 A Mission is an official government designation for the highest policy priorities. 
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Commission, this strategy would help the country achieve a 20% biodiesel blending 

target by 2012 and would also provide 135 million person days of employment during the 

Tenth Year Plan (2002-2007). Thus, the Commission claimed growing biofuels on 

wastelands would be a major energy security and poverty alleviation initiative.   

 

The Commission identified the land types that comprised its 17.4 Mha wasteland figure: 

underutilized forest, agriculture and agro-forestry lands, culturable fallow lands, 

wastelands already under watershed management, and government lands along roads, 

canals and railways. This assemblage of land use categories went beyond framings of 

wastelands in previous policy documents and land classifications. Other researchers have 

cited this assemblage as evidence of the political malleability of the term wasteland as the 

wide spectrum of lands qualifying as wastelands makes it difficult to discern what lands 

would be converted to biofuels (Ariza-Montobbio et al., 2010).  

 

The National Mission on Biodiesel initiated massive interest in Jatropha cultivation and 

by 2008, India was cited to be the world’s leading cultivator of the crop with nearly 

400,000 ha under cultivation (GEXSI, 2008).
6
 Despite these ambitious efforts, various 

policy analysts in and outside India are considering Jatropha a failure due to insufficient 

research and development for seed and production technology as well as inadequate 

financial and institutional support (Kant and Wu, 2011; Kumar et al., 2012). Further, 

similar to government critiques of social forestry, key stakeholders in the biofuel program 

                                                 
6
 The GEXSI report has been criticized because data was gathered primarily through 

internet and phone surveys with biofuel companies. Limited ground truthing was 

conducted. 



DRAFT: Do Not Cite or Distribute Without Consent 

 15 

cited lack of coordination amongst government departments as a reason for poor 

performance.
7
  

 

As result, the country moved away from specific feedstock selection in its 2009 National 

Policy on Biofuels and more generically mandated the use of non-edible oilseeds for 

biodiesel production (Government of India, 2009). Further, the government set up the 

National Biofuels Coordinating Committee and National Biofuels Steering Committee to 

oversee implementation. The Prime Minister chairs the Coordinating Committee, which 

includes the Ministers from eight central government ministries
8
 while the Cabinet 

Secretary
9
 chairs the Steering Committee, which consists of Secretaries from 11 different 

central government ministries.
10

 The Ministry of New and Renewable Energy manages 

both the Coordinating and Steering committees. Within the Central government alone, 11 

separate ministries participate in the biofuel program. It is uncertain how many state-level 

ministries also participate in the program because no specific details on state involvement 

was detailed in the policy documents. However, based on my fieldwork in Tamil Nadu, 

the State Planning Commission, the Agriculture Department, the Department of Rural 

Development and Panchayat Raj and the Department of Environment and Forests 

                                                 
7
 Interview with former biofuel program manager, Winrock International, 17 July 2008. 

8
 The Planning Commission, Ministry of New and Renewable Energy, Ministry of Rural 

Development, Ministry of Agriculture, Ministry of Environment and Forests, Ministry of 

Petroleum and Natural Gas, Ministry of Science and Technology. 
9
 The Cabinet Secretary is the highest civil servant in the country and is the head of the 

Indian Administrative Service. 
10

 The ministries are: Ministry of Finance, Ministry of Rural Development, Ministry of 

Environment and Forests, Ministry of Petroleum and Natural Gas, Department of Science 

and Technology, Ministry of Panchayati Raj, Department of Biotechnology, Planning 

Commission, Department of Scientific and Industrial Research, Ministry of New and 

Renewable Energy. 
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actively participate in the state’s biofuel program. Assuming similar participation rates 

across India’s 28 states, 112 state level agencies may be in the program. This figure does 

not include the host of local government agencies that would be involved in program 

implementation.          

 

Despite changing the emphasis on specific feedstock selection, the government retained 

the wasteland focus in the policy by restricting biodiesel feedstock cultivation to 

wastelands. This strategy, the government posited, would set India’s biofuel program 

apart from others throughout the world by avoiding conflicts with food security. Thus, 

the government now envisions wasteland development as a strategy for improving food 

and energy security and reducing poverty.  

 

To encourage biofuel cultivation, both the Central and State governments enacted various 

support programs. The central government subsidized the cost of labor through its 

National Rural Employment Guarantee Scheme (Government of India, 2005a), which 

resembles the Rural Landless Employment Guarantee Scheme of the 1980s, established 

minimum support prices for biofuels and assisted with project financing through its 

agricultural development bank (Government of India, 2003, 2008b). In the Southern State 

of Tamil Nadu, one of the more active participants in Jatropha promotion, the state 

government subsidized the cost of planting materials (Government of Tamil Nadu, 2007) 

and land clearance.
11

 Additionally, biofuel cultivation qualified for the state’s corporate 

now defunct wasteland-leasing program, which leased up to 1,000 acres of wastelands to 

                                                 
11

 Interview with Mr. Simpson, Srivilliputtur Business Development Office clerk (17 September 

2010). 
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companies for 30 years and its current 2-Acre Program, which distributes up to 2 acres of 

land to qualifying marginal and landless poor households (Government of Tamil Nadu, 

2002, 2006). 

 

Climate Change 

 

India’s biofuel promotion also coincided with global interest in biofuels as a method of 

climate change mitigation. Thus, the Planning Commission cited the possibility of 

earning carbon credits under the Clean Development Mechanism as a possible method of 

financing its biofuel initiatives (Government of India, 2003). However, biofuels is just 

one component of India’s climate change initiatives, which were announced in 2008 as 

part of the Prime Minister’s National Action Plan on Climate Change (NAPCC) 

(Government of India, 2008a). The issue of wasteland development features prominently 

in the NAPCC, which consists of eight Missions, as the government called for extending 

agricultural cultivation and afforestation efforts into wastelands as part of its National 

Mission for a Green India and National Mission for Sustainable Agriculture. Lastly, the 

government is currently developing a National Bioenergy Mission to establish biomass 

plantations on wastelands to support renewable energy production (Government of India). 

The government also set up the Prime Minister’s Council on Climate Change to 

coordinate the NAPCC efforts. 

 

Special Economic Zones 

In addition to its biofuel and climate change initiatives, the country also began a more 
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concerted industrialization program during this time with the announcement of the 

Special Economic Zones (SEZ) Policy in 2000 and the passage of the SEZ Act in 2005 

(Government of India, 2005b). Seeing SEZs as ‘engines of economic growth’, the 

government established the law to attract investment, strengthen its export potential and 

to generate employment opportunities. According to the latest government figures, 380 

SEZs have been authorized across 20 states (Department of Commerce, 2012). The 

largest concentration of SEZs is in Andhra Pradesh (76 SEZs), Maharashtra (63) and 

Tamil Nadu (55).      

The Act requires State governments to identify areas for SEZs and to submit proposals to 

the Central government, which documents the type of land targeted for an SEZ. After the 

passage of the Act, state land boards began acquiring lands and state governments began 

leasing lands to industry, which has resulted in controversies throughout the country, 

particularly over the issue of land type (Baka, 2011a; Vijayabaskar, 2010). As result, the 

Department of Commerce spelled out a definition for ‘vacant lands’ in the 2006 SEZ 

Rules, defining it as “lands where there are no functional ports, manufacturing units, 

industrial activities or structures in which any commercial or economic activity is in 

progress” (Government of India, 2006). Further, in 2008, the Department of Commerce 

advised state land boards to acquire empty and barren lands as a first priority 

(Department of Commerce, 2008). This framing of vacant lands marks a significant 

departure of previous wasteland framings and obscures the biophysical and social 

dimensions of lands in favor of the economic potential.      

Increasingly Technical Wasteland Assessments 
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During this time period, the government’s wasteland definitions and assessment 

procedures also grew more technical. First, the NRSA revised its definition of wastelands 

bringing increased focus to the ecological factors of land degradation:  

 

Wastelands refer to degraded lands that are currently underutilized, and are deteriorating 

for lack of appropriate soil & water management or on account of natural causes. 

Wastelands develop naturally or due to influence of environment, chemical and physical 

properties of the soil or management constraints. 

(National Remote Sensing Centre, 2010: 4) 

 

Second, the National Remote Sensing Centre
12

 refined its remote sensing procedures by 

varying the number of images used in its classifications as well as the number of 

wasteland categories in the Atlas. Since its initial assessment in 1986, the Atlas has been 

updated three times using data from the following time periods: 1986-2000, 2003 and 

most recently, 2005-06. In 1986, the NRSC delineated eight biophysical categories of 

wastelands, which was expanded to 13, 28 and 23 in the proceeding assessments. As 

described in the most recent Atlas, it is challenging to compare across the historic 

categories as certain categories have been expanded or contracted while new categories 

have been introduced (National Remote Sensing Centre, 2010).   

 

Additionally, the agency also used higher resolution images in its various updates ranging 

from 1:1,000,000 in 1986 to 1:50,000 in the three subsequent updates. Further, the 

agency has used different satellites for image collection over the years relying on Landsat, 

which is run by the US Geological Survey, and IRS and Resourcesat, both of which are 

                                                 
12

 The NRSA changed names to the National Remote Sensing Centre (NRSC). 
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run by the Indian government, In describing its Landsat satellites, the USGS describes the 

1:50,000 resolution as course grained and capable of providing global coverage. At this 

resolution, the satellites can detect large man-made structures such as highways but not 

individual houses (US Geological Survey). Thus, as has been documented elsewhere, 

remote sensing would be incapable of detecting small scale agricultural activity or 

shifting land use patterns (Nalepa and Bauer, 2012).   

 

Aside from the 2010 Atlas, assessments were conducted using either one image from a 

particular year or multiple images over a long time span. The 2010 Atlas used three 

seasonal images from 2005-06 and also conducted limited ground truthing for a sample 

of plots. As result of the differing classification categories and data sources, wasteland 

estimates vary widely. In 1986, the NRSC estimated 53.3 Mha (16.4% of TGA) of 

wasteland while the 2010 Atlas estimates 47.22 Mha (14.91% of TGA). However, it is 

unclear whether this reduction is the result of rehabilitation programs or differing 

assessment procedures.  

 

Table 1: Historic NRSC Wasteland Estimates 

  Atlas Year 

  1986 2000 2005 2010 

Image Years  * 

1986-88, 

1991-92, 

1997-98 

2003 2005-06 

Images Used 
 Landsat 

MSS 

Landsat – 

TM, IRS 

LISS-I, 

LISS-II and 

LISS-III 

IRS LISS 

III 

Resourcesat-

1 LISS III 

Seasonality 

of Images 
* 

3 from 

years above 

1 dry 

seasonal 
3 seasonal 
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Resolution 1:1 M 1:50,000 1:50,000 1:50,000 

Ground 

Truthing 
No No No Yes 

# Wasteland 

Categories 
8 13 28 23 

TGA (Mha) 325.00  316.57   316.68   316.70  

WL Area 

(Mha) 
53.3  63.85   55.64  47.22 

WL Area 

(%) 
16.40% 20.17% 17.57% 14.91% 

% change 

from 

previous 

assessment 

  19.80% -12.86% -15.13% 

Source: National Remote Sensing Centre.  

* The original 1986 assessment could not be located. Data from the 1986 report was 

gathered from later Atlases. 

  

DISCUSSION 

 

A summary of the wasteland development policy recipe from Social Forestry through 

Biofuels is presented in Table 1.  
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Table 2: Wasteland Development Policy Recipe 

 

        Government Initiative 

Era Date 
International 

Influence 
Crisis 

Government 

Report/Agency/ 

Mission 

Formation 

Wasteland 

Assessment 

Development 

Targets 

Employment 

Potentials 

Social 

Forestry 
1970s 

Int’l Social 

Forestry 

concerns 

the "Other" 

energy crisis 

National 

Commission on 

Agriculture 

  

175 mha   
 

Rural 

Development  
1980s   

links 

between 

land 

degradation, 

poverty and 

ecological 

integrity 

 

National Remote 

Sensing Agency 

(NRSA);  

National Wasteland 

Development 

Board (NWDB); 

Society for the 

Promotion of 

Wasteland 

Development 

(SPWD) NGO 

55.4 mha 

(NRSA) 

130 mha 

(NWDB) 

rehabilitate 5 

mha of 

wastelands per 

year 
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Watershed 

Development 

/ Joint Forest 

Management 

1990s 

Community 

Based Natural 

Resource 

Management 

land 

degradation 

and soil 

erosion 

Hanumantha Rao 

report; 

Dharia Committee 

report; Department 

of Land Resources 

established 

175 mha 

(Dharia report) 

rehabilitate 11-

12 Mha/yr  

employment 

for 30 million 

rural 

households 

Biodiesel 2000s 

Kyoto 

Protocol, 

Climate 

Change 

energy 

security, 

climate 

change 

National Mission 

on Biodiesel; 

National Biofuel 

Coordination 

Committee; 

National Biodiesel 

Steering 

Committee 

47.2-55.6 mha 

(NRSA 

estimates) 

17.4 mha of 

Jatropha on 

wastelands; 

20% biodiesel 

blending target 

135 million 

person days 

(2002-2007)  
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What emerges from this policy history is the construction of wastelands as ‘empty’, 

‘unproductive’ spaces. This framing is largely the result of the thick bureaucratic layer 

created to implement the programs, which spans across multiple government agencies at 

the central, state and local levels. Civil society organizations, such as the SPWD, have 

also been established to help carry out the government’s programs. Yet government 

wasteland definitions and land classification procedures focus on the economic and 

biophysical capacity of lands. Users of wastelands are omitted from these framings. 

Instead, agriculturalists are presented as a stock of surplus labor standing ready to benefit 

from the employment opportunities generated from wasteland development. Thus, 

developing wastelands, the various policies assert, will contribute to the country’s 

economic growth targets by improving the efficiency of the country’s land, labor and 

capital resource base. In this regard, wastelands are the antithesis of India’s economic 

goals.   

  

In this process, the term wasteland has become an ‘immutable mobile’. The term is 

universally discussed in policy circles as referring to ‘empty’, ‘degraded’ lands. As 

demonstrated most clearly in India’s biofuel policy documents, this construction goes 

unchallenged. Developing wastelands is seen as a panacea for the country’s economic 

development, ecological and environmental policy objectives.   

 

Most critically, wasteland development has set in motion the conditions shaping modern 

land politics in India, particularly related to so-called ‘land grabs’. Since its inception 
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with Social Forestry, the government has tied the concept of wasteland development to 

the country’s larger economic growth and industrialization targets. Social Forestry began 

the process of converting both public and private lands to industrial uses as the tree 

species selected for the program were best suited for the country’s burgeoning pulp and 

paper industry. Throughout the 1980s and 1990s, various government efforts related to 

land reform and rural employment schemes served to strengthen the ties between 

wasteland development and industrialization.  

 

The effects of these initiatives have emerged in the 2000s in the context of the country’s 

biofuel, climate change and SEZ policies. In at least one state, Tamil Nadu, wastelands 

are being converted to SEZs thus reducing the arable land base (Baka, 2011a; 

Vijayabaskar, 2010). Additionally, although the biofuel program was enacted to promote 

rural development, similar to the wasteland development programs of the 1980s and 

1990s, the product of the program, a liquid transportation fuel, is intended more for 

India’s urban and industrial centers. Thus, it comes as little surprise that there has been a 

systematic decline in agricultural income throughout the country in recent years 

(Narayanamoorthy, 2006) as well as a shrinking agricultural labor force (Shah and 

Harriss-White, 2011; Vijay, 2012) and cultivable land base.      

 

Yet, as I have shown elsewhere, wastelands still support a host of subsistence activities in 

rural Tamil Nadu, particularly in the area of energy provision (Baka, 2011b). Converting 

wastelands to SEZs, which in at least one region of Tamil Nadu has happened without 

farmer knowledge or consent (Baka, 2011a), raises uncertainties about the ability of 
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agricultural communities to self-provision. These activities are omitted from policy 

framings of wastelands, which construct the spaces as ‘empty’ and ‘unproductive’. How 

then can attention be brought to these local user realities?  

  

First, it is critical to focus on the dimensions of land use obscured from policy framings 

of wastelands. All lands are simultaneously economic, biophysical, social and political 

spaces (Baka, 2011b). Yet the latter two dimensions are omitted from wasteland 

definitions and assessment procedures. Bringing attention to these dimensions, through 

historic and fieldwork-based analyses, will help challenge dominant policy constructions 

of wastelands. What emerges, similar to the Dharia Committee Report, is that there is no 

such thing as wastelands but with a different corollary: Because all lands are currently in 

use. Further, instead of focusing on refining wasteland definitions and classification 

procedures, more effort should be spent on understanding the local land use patterns of 

lands targeted for development. This will bring increased attention to the tradeoffs 

involved in land use policymaking because at present within India and throughout the 

world, so-called marginal lands are at the center of a host of environmental, economic 

and industrialization policy objectives.           
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